Humanities & Social Sciences

Communications

ARTICLE B check o isen,

https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-024-03319-4 OPEN

The reduction of Netspeak in Mandarin computer-
mediated communication: a least effort motivation
at the utterance level

Yong Zhou'™ & Yicheng Wu?

This article addresses the phenomenon of Netspeak reductions with special reference to
Mandarin computer-mediated communication. A tentative classification of Chinese Netspeak
reductions is first provided, namely, two-, three-, or four-character reductions occurring at
both the lexical and the syntactic levels and other atypical reductions. It is then proposed that
Zipf's Principle of Least Effort, which usually works at the lexical level, can work as well at the
utterance level and can account for the increasing number of Netspeak reductions in daily
communication, that is, the frequency of using Netspeak reduction determines its vitality and
distribution.

TCollege of International Studies, Yangzhou University, Yangzhou, China. 2 School of International Studies, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, China.
Memail: zhouyongjoe@yzu.edu.cn

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | (2024)1:779 | https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-024-03319-4 1


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-024-03319-4&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-024-03319-4&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-024-03319-4&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-024-03319-4&domain=pdf
mailto:zhouyongjoe@yzu.edu.cn

ARTICLE

Introduction

he explosion of Internet information has overwhelmingly

shaped our lives and brought a profound impact on our

language, which accordingly helps to form a new electronic
medium of communication, so-called “Cyberspeak” or “Net-
speak,” a term coined by Crystal (Crystal, 2001, 2008; see also
Chao, 2012 for a detailed discussion) following the Orwellian
introduction of “Newspeak” and “Oldspeak” in his famous novel
1984. As a novel type of language form displaying Internet-
unique features, Netspeak is described as “succinct,” “functional
enough,” “ubiquitous,” and is indicative of an imminent language
revolution (Crystal, 2001, p. 19).

The Internet has been indispensable in our communicative life,
and contributes to the formation of the so-called Internet-medi-
ated living of modern society (Xie and Yus, 2018, 2021). In China,
by June 2022, the number of Internet users had arrived at 1051
million. Thanks to the development of Weibo “microblog” and
other chatting vehicles like QQ and WeChat in China, online
communications have become increasingly efficient, and it seems
tempting for people to type characters as few as possible. One of
the striking features of Netspeak is the omission of unnecessary
words for communication, which seems to help Mandarin
speakers become better language users from the perspective of
social pragmatics (Mey, 1994). Unfortunately, Netspeak reduction
has been little studied, albeit it figures prominently in daily
communication. This present study attempts to provide a pilot
account for Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese, focusing
on their classification, motivation, and the trend of their devel-
opment. It is then claimed that Zipf’s Principle of Least Effort can
adequately account for how Netspeak reductions emerge and
work in daily communication.

The article is organized as follows: “Literature review” section
reviews the relevant studies on “computer-mediated commu-
nication” (henceforth CMC) and “Netspeak.” “Methodology and
sampling” section introduces the method and sampling, ie., a
classification of Chinese Netspeak reductions. In section “The
Least Effort motivation for reductions,” it is claimed that Zipf’s
Principle of Least Effort can adequately account for how Netspeak
reductions emerge and work in daily communication. Section
“Conclusion” concludes the article with the implications of the
study discussed.

Literature review

CMC is defined as any human communication that occurs
through two or more electronic devices (Bayer et al., 2020),
which has attracted linguists’ attention since the 1980s. While
the term has traditionally referred to those modes of commu-
nication that occur via computer-mediated formats (e.g.,
instant messaging, emails, chat rooms, online forums and
social network services), it has also been applied to other forms
of text-based interaction, such as text messaging (Thurlow
et al., 2004; Zsido et al., 2020). Relevant studies on CMC
mainly focus on the social effects of different computer-
supported communication technologies and Internet-based
social networking supported by social software, i.e., politeness
or impoliteness in the CMC (see Herring, 1996), language
choice and code switching (e.g., Paolillo, 1996) and variation in
usage—especially of typography and orthography (e.g., Herring
and Zelenkauskaite, 2009; Ling and Baron, 2007; Burke and
Kraut, 2016 inter alia). Except for a few studies of language-
oriented CMC research in Japanese, Chinese and other lan-
guages (e.g., Werry, 1996; Sugimoto and Levin, 2000; Pan,
2002; Nishimura, 2003; Gao, 2007; Xie et al,, 2021; among
others), the vast majority of others, however, has been con-
ducted mainly regarding about the English language.
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Since the Internet is an electronic, global, and interactive
medium, the kind of language used on the Internet should not
place limits on imagination, or therefore on new words with new
meanings and new forms, the so-called principle of limited
novelty (Hudson, 2000, p. 241), i.e., new meanings are preferred
in old forms, and new forms are preferred in old meanings. With
the wide application of CMC technology in modern society,
Netspeak, as a new electronic medium of communication, is
becoming an inevitable trend and consequently has appeared in
many CMC environments like Blog, Twitter and online chatting.
However, from a linguistic point of view, CMC tends to include
all forms of communication, such as music, photographs, line-
drawings, videos as well as languages utilized by CMC. A general
term as it is, Netspeak should still be regarded as a subcategory of
CMC, just as Crystal has described in his book (Crystal, 2001, p.
242):

The Internet is going to record this linguistic diversity more
fully and accurately than was ever possible before. What is
truly remarkable is that so many people have learned so
quickly to adapt their language to meet the demands of the
new situations, and to exploit the potential of the new
medium so creatively to form new areas of expression.

The emergence of Netspeak will definitely enrich the range of
communicative options available to us, which is also where the
significance of Netspeak study lies. Reductions of language have
been considered to be characteristic of communication in var-
ious modes of CMC and Netspeak (see Crystal, 2001, 2008;
Danet and Herring, 2007, p. 27; Anis, 2007; Jonathan, 2015;
Yus, 2022 inter alia). In this literature, two general types of
process have been investigated: syntactic reduction, on the one
hand, and morphological or orthographical reduction, on the
other. Syntactic processes include the deletion of subjects and
modal auxiliaries (Murray, 2000) and ellipsis (Lee, 2002). Our
focus here, though, is on morphological or orthographical
reduction (for code-switching in Arabic CMC, see Boudjemaa,
2022). As has been mentioned above, many types of morpho-
logical or orthographical reduction occur in CMC or Netspeak
discourse, for example, initialisms such as lol for “laughing out
loud”, vowel deletion as in ovr for English “over” or tjrs for
French “toujours” (“always”), contractions as in don’t for
English “do not”, and letter/number homophones such as b for
English “be” and 2 for English “to” or “too” (see Crystal,
2001, 2008, 2011; Anis, 2007; Bieswanger, 2007; Don, 2014;
Yus, 2022, among others).

Various types of reductions have just been one of the most
salient features of Netspeak. Based on Thurlow and Brown’s
(2003) study, however, even in a heavily abbreviated language
like English, the reductions make up less than 20% of the con-
tent of the messages in their data. Additionally, the type of
reductions also varies. Crystal (2001, p. 84) claims that “acro-
nyms are common in Netspeak.” He also lists over 100 short-
enings used in Netspeak conversations, which consists almost
exclusively of initialisms. However, based on a cross-linguistic
survey, Bieswanger (2007, 2013) conducts quantitative analyses,
showing that initialisms are rarely used. Baron (2008) has found
only eight initialisms in 191 text messages written by under-
graduates at the University of Michigan, or 0.04 initialisms per
message. Apart from the cross-linguistic differences shown by
reductions, Bieswanger (2007) maintains that the overall num-
ber of shortenings used in the German data was even lower than
that in the English corpus. Specifically, in the German corpus,
there are 0.86 shortenings in each message on average, whereas
the average number of shortenings per message is 5.57 in
English, whose frequency is thus six times that of analyzed
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Table 1 The samples of three- and four-character reductions.

Three-character reductions

Four-character reductions

di cud giéng “a short, ugly and poor guy”;

bdi fu méi “a fair-skinned, rich and beautiful lady”;
bdi gt jing "female office elites”;

chéng hui wdn "You urban folks are genuinely
born to have fun”;

gao fu shuai “a tall, rich and handsome guy”;
hud jit jian "The longevities see more things”;
léng wu qué "a cold-hearted guy without belief”;
rdn bing ludgn "But it is of no damn use”;

sut xian géu “Though | remain single now”;

yti shi zdo “Chinese teacher died early”;

xido qué xing “little dose of genuine happiness”

bu ming jué Ii “| don't quite get it, but | think you are terrific”; bui yué ér téng “He or she becomes a gay
(lesbian) after such a long time without dating”; l&i jué bu ai “Too tired to love”; ndn mo nii léi “males
would stop talking and females would shed tears when seeing this”; rén jian bu chai
better not exposed, as life is already so hard.”; shi dong rdn ju "I was scared though | was deeply
moved but still rejected him"; shué nao jué yu. "l feel myself an unwelcome outsider, while the other
people are having a good time talking and frolicking”; wii zhT shdo nii “an unaffiliated intellectual
female official”; xi'da pdi bén “"The news is so exhilarating that everyone is celebrating and spreading it
to the rest of the world”; xi sT kéng ji “If you think it over, you would feel extremely horrible”

J—

Some lies are

German text messages. Herring and Zelenkauskaite (2009)
contend that abbreviations also demonstrate gender variation.
For instance, in mobile phone text messages (SMS) posted to a
public Italian interactive television (iTV) program, female par-
ticipants used more instances of abbreviations (776 cases) than
male participants did (611 cases), as Table 2 illustrates in their
study. Lotherington and Xu (2004) have investigated the
reductions in English and Chinese, revealing that homophones
were popularly used in Chinese. Xiao (2015) further claims that
the rise of Chinese Internet Language (CIL) is determined by
globalization and the language use of grassroots people, i.e., the
social changes “from below.” Arndt-Lappe (2018) explores the
variability of shortening processes across languages, such as
Italian, German, and English, proving that clipping is a unified
phenomenon that could not be predicted. While Hilpert et al.
(2021) maintain that English clipping followed predictable
tendencies and conformed to a probabilistic, multifactorial
model, which could be explained functionally in terms of cog-
nitive, discourse-pragmatic, and phonological factors. The
findings above clearly demonstrate the general characteristics of
the Indo-European language Netspeak.

To sum up, existing studies have revealed considerable
language-related variations concerning the overall frequency and
the types of reductions used in Netspeak. But nearly all findings
are based on the data of Indo-European languages. It is a different
picture in isolating languages like Chinese. Due to its unique
writing system, there is a substantial propensity for lexical
reductions and syntactic reductions. Lexical reduction here is
similar to initialism, and usually contains the first character of
each phrase.

Methodology and sampling

Methodology. This present study attempts to provide a pilot
account for Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese, with a
particular focus on their classification, motivation, and the trend
of their development. The following two research questions will
be addressed:

(i) What is the classification and distribution of Netspeak
reductions in Mandarin CMC?

(i) How are Netspeak reductions
motivated?

in Mandarin CMC

To address the two questions, two study variables, viz., the
distribution of Netspeak reductions in Mandarin CMC and the
frequency of using Netspeak reductions, will be taken into
consideration by analyzing the collected data from the Internet.
Specifically, this study attempts to examine the classification,
distribution and motivation of Mandarin Netspeak reductions
under a hybrid approach, i.e., qualitative and quantitative.

In terms of qualitative analysis, the data are first carefully
selected from BCC corpus (http://bce.blcu.edu.cn), a 15-billion-
word Chinese corpus set up by Beijing Language and Culture
University, which encompasses data from newspapers, literature,
technology as well as microblogs like Sina Weibo (Xun et al.,
2016). Yet, due to the limitation of the update process, some of
the data are directly taken from Sina Weibo search. Then, a
tentative classification of Chinese Netspeak reductions is
provided, namely, two-, three-, or four-character reductions
occurring at the lexical and the syntactic levels and other atypical
reductions. Due to the disyllabification of vocabulary, a remark-
able feature of Mandarin Chinese, it would be impossible to carry
out an exhaustive analysis of two-character reductions, whereas
the number of three- and four-character reductions is somewhat
limited and thus could be thoroughly investigated. Accordingly,
we will examine the distribution of Netspeak reduction in
Mandarin CMC with a particular focus on three- and four-
character reductions composed of 11 three-character reductions
and 10 four-character reductions, respectively, illustrated and
exemplified in Table 1.

Subsequent to that, to justify the reliability of the collected
data, this study conducts semi-structured interviews with 20 L1
Chinese speakers, 10 males and 10 females, who are recruited
from the English Department at a Chinese university. Inter-
views consist of questions concerning the acceptability of the
collected data. Specifically, the participants would be asked
whether the reductions are acceptable when seeing them,
partially acceptable when placed in the context or unacceptable.
Only those reductions which are accepted by 90% of
participants will be chosen. Some old-fashioned or ambiguous
reductions would be excluded. For example, yii shi zdo, which is
contracted from the sentence Ytiwén Idoshi si de zdo “Chinese
teacher died early,” satirically means someone has a poor
command of his/her native language, and bdi gil jing, which is
shortened from bdiling giigan jingying “female office elites,”
originally means “white-boned devil” in the classic Chinese
novel Journey to the West. Finally, Zipf's Principle of Least
Effort is applied to offer a reasonable explanation of Netspeak
reductions in Mandarin Chinese. In the meantime, some
predictions on the tendency of Netspeak reductions in
Mandarin Chinese will be tentatively provided.

In terms of quantitative analysis, the frequency of some
Mandarin Netspeak reductions in the corpus of BCC and Sina
Weibo will be initially checked, proving the prevalence and
vitality of some types of reductions. In addition, some index
data like Sougou (the most popular Chinese input software
available from http://zhishu.sogou.com) and Baidu (the num-
ber one search engine in China available from http://index.
baidu) will be employed to find the frequencies of words and
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phrases for the purpose of predicting the distribution and the
diachronic change of the Mandarin Netspeak reductions (see
also La, 2019), which will provide the empirical evidence for the
qualitative discussion.

To sum up, a hybrid method, qualitative and quantitative, is
adopted to examine the developing tendency of the selected
Mandarin Netspeak reductions retrieved from the Internet, so as to
offer a holistic picture of Netspeak reductions in Mandarin CMC.

Sampling. The developments of the Internet and the limitation of
character space (no more than 160 characters) for Weibo have
motivated the evolution of reduction forms emerging in virtual
worlds. In order to speed up communication and display crea-
tivity by playing with language, reductions in Chinese Netspeak
discourse are springing up like mushrooms. Before addressing the
classification of Netspeak reductions in Chinese, we first take a
look at corresponding reductions in English, which usually
represent words, phrases and sentences (Crystal, 2008).

(1) a. “LIKE” if you agree with me...!!!! then (Pls. copy and
paste and spread this message) # To President Osama?

b. IMO his future is at another position, that’s all. I do not say
he is not a good player, just not a great one.

c. As consequences, you need to kill it from Activity Monitor
(or Terminal) to shut down the app. # HTH.

As indicated by the above examples, which are adopted from
COCA (https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/), Pls in (1)a is
shortened for “please”, IMO is the abbreviated form of the phrase
“in my opinion”, whereas HTH in (1)c is contracted from the
clause “Hope this helps”. Due to its unique orthographical
convention and writing system, Chinese reductions in Netspeak
can be classified into two-, three-, four-character reductions and
other atypical reductions as indicated by the examples below".
First, consider the two- and three-character reductions below:

(2)a.  Wdngluo  héng  rén —  Widng héng
Internet red person Internet  red

“Internet celebrity”

b. Tai xiang le, zhé déng méitii shuiping bui dang wdng hong tai
ke xi le!

“The photo looks exactly like the original. What a pity if you
don’t become an online star because you are so good at
beautifying the pictures.”

(3) a. Gaoduan dagqi shang dangci — Gdo da shang
high-end magnificent classy high big up

“high-end and groovy”

b. Zhé ché bushi tlthdojin, bii gou gao da shang.

“This car is not luxury-gold, which is not in a high-end
atmospheric grade.”

rén  zhén hui wdn. — Chéng hui wdin.

(4) Chéng It
a.

city  inside people true can play city  can play

“You urban folks are genuinely born to have fun.”

b. Chéng hui wdn, yihou biiyong hudaqgidn mdi wdnji le.

“You urban folks are genuinely born to have fun. And you
won’t spend money on the toys in the future.”

As indicated by example (2), 70% of lexicons in Modern
Chinese are disyllabic (see Huang and Liao, 2007), which reflects
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the tendency of word formation in modern Chinese. Nevertheless,
most new words or so-called network catchwords are trisyllabic,
because it is efficient to create new words out of existing ones by
blending a morpheme with a bisyllabic word, which could take
place both in lexical and sentential levels as shown in (3) and (4)
respectively. Lexical reduction as in (3) is similar to initialism in
the way it only retains the initial character of each expression,
which is usually used to describe something high-end and groovy,
and has occupied the second place of Top Ten Netspeaks of
China in 2013. While chéng hui wdn in (4) which literally means
“You urban folks are genuinely born to have fun” is selected as
one of the Top Ten Netspeaks of the Year 2015 released by the
State Language Commission of China. As regards the idiom-like
four-character reductions, they could also occur at both the
lexical and the sentential levels, as shown below:

(5) a. Xi wén Ié jian; da  kuai rén xin;
Rappy see joyful see Big delight people heart

i tian tong qing, bén  zou xiang ~ gdo

universal  sky together celebrate run walk mutual tell

— Xi da pu ben

happy big universal run
“The news is so exhilarating that everyone is celebrating and spreading it to
the rest of the world.”

b. Jintian béi ndnshén didnming le, xi da ptl ben.
“It was so exhilarating that the male god called my name
today.”

(6) a. Zixi xidng  xidng, jué dé ll:olgba zhi i
careful think  thin feel GEN orrify until extreme
— Xi si kong jt.
careful think horrible extreme

“If you think it over, you would feel extremely horrible.”

b. Yé zhénde yOu rén wéi le fdngzi jid lihin. xi si kdng ji.

“It happens that some people want to get divorced for the
house! You would feel extremely horrible when thinking it over.”

(7) wo Xihuan ni, ni zhidao ma?
I ike you you now PRT
— wo xuan n, ni zdo ma?
I declare you you make PRT

“Do you know that I love you?”

Example (5a) is the reduction of several phrases, which denotes
that “The news is so exhilarating that everyone is celebrating and
spreading it to the rest of the world”. In the sentential reduction
of (6a), xidng “think” is substituted by its synonym si, simply
because xidng is seldom modified by xi “careful”, which indicates
that the Netspeak reductions tend to observe the collocation rules
of Mandarin Chinese. Except for lexical and syntactic reductions
discussed above, reductions sometimes occur at the phonological
level. There are two reductions in (7). One is xuan contracted
from xihuan “like”, and the other is zdo contracted from zhidao
“know”. The reductions come into being, simply owing to the fast
speed of utterance and the assimilation of the two syllables®.

So far, we have discussed all the classifications of reductions in
the Chinese Netspeak discourse. A question that naturally arises
is, what motivates such reductions? In what follows, we will
address this issue.

The Least Effort motivation for reductions

As proposed in the previous section, the reductions are initially
motivated by character space limitations and typing speed. The
question is, are there any other factors that motivate Mandarin

| (2024)11:779 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03319-4


https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/

ARTICLE

Netspeak reductions? In this section, we will first discuss such
possible alternatives, and then explain why a least-effort account
might be superior to others. Then, a reasonable explanation of
Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese is presented in terms
of the Principle of Least Effort. Finally, some predictions on the
tendency of Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese are ten-
tatively made, that is, the vitality of Netspeak reductions should
be substantially determined by the frequency of their use.

In general, reductions are used deliberately in Netspeak
discourse, which, to a great extent, reflects technological and
social motivations. Obviously, reductions could economize on
typing effort and speed up typing, particularly in synchronous
Netspeak discourse (Nishimura, 2003). Nevertheless, it should
be noted that the linguistic system of languages also determines
reductions. For instance, we have to use s “think” instead of
xidng in xi si kOng ji “If you think it over, you would feel
extremely terrified”, due to Mandarin idiomatic collocation of s7
“think” with xi “careful.” This means technological innovation
or typing efforts could only be regarded as an immediate or
external factor governing the formation of Netspeak reductions.
On the other hand, reductions display creativity and “indicate
familiarity and intimacy between users” (Lee, 2002, p. 10). A
case in point is the so-called new translingual script (Li and
Zhu, 2019), such as ré skr rén (ré si gé rén) “terribly hot” in
which skr is homophonic with the Chinese words si gé due to
the similarity of pronunciation. It should be noted that such
reductions are also a distinctive feature of Mandarin asyn-
chronous discourse like blogs or email exchanges in Chinese.
Though these forms are novel, they are rather difficult to follow
if there is a lack of transparent context because the manipula-
tion of linguistic forms is essentially playful and “the motiva-
tions behind it may be quite personal” (Li and Zhu, 2019).
Creativity, therefore, is only one of the characteristics, and it is
not the primary motivation behind Netspeak reductions in
Mandarin Chinese.

The reductions could also be explicated within pragmatic
theories like the Gricean Cooperative Principle and Sperber and
Wilson’s relevance theory. Bieswanger (2013) claims that the use
of abbreviations in CMC is in parallel with the Grice (1975)
maxims of manner, the demand for brevity and quantity,
whereas Yus (2011) examines the CMC contexts from the per-
spective of Relevance Theory. It is worth mentioning that the
two theories both take the conveyed messages as their focus of
study, and the only task for the interlocutors is to figure out the
implicatures from the literal meanings, which is sometimes not
the case for the Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese. In
reductions like chéng hui wdn “You urban folks are genuinely
born to have fun” and rén bing ludn “But it is of no damn use,”
the crucial information rén “folks” and méi ydu “no” remain
missing. While in reductions like bido jidngzi “Do not behave
like this”, only articulation effort works as we could not deter-
mine the implied meaning out of their literal ones. More
importantly, both Gricean Cooperative Principle and Sperber
and Wilson’s relevance theory mainly deal with how to infer
suggested meanings from the viewpoint of the addressee instead
of the addresser, who initially creates novel utterances like the
reductions. As Xiang (2017) has noted, “Every effective utter-
ance is the result of the interlocutor’s efforts to strive after the
optimal equilibrium of the cost and utility in their verbal
communication.” The survival and flourishment of Netspeak
reductions in Mandarin Chinese should be guaranteed by
achieving a compromise between addresser and addressee at the
cost of least effort.

From what has been discussed above, typing speed and crea-
tivity, which are the manifestations of language economy, could
only partially account for the emergence of Netspeak reductions

in Mandarin Chinese. Albeit some participants (5 out of 20) in
semi-structured interviews admitted that the typing speed and
creativity, to some extent, had attracted them, and it was really
cool to use these reductions in online communication. A safe and
plausible solution is to work out the common ground shared by
all alternative accounts, that is, the idea of minimizing the
vocabulary guided by the least effort. Up to now, it is safe to
contend that Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese should be
motivated and accounted for by the Zipfian Principle of Least
Effort.

The Harvard linguist Zipf (1935, 1949) first noticed that the
same regularities in all languages on use frequencies of words
follow a universal property of the human mind. He postulates a
principle that would explain the equilibrium between uni-
formity and diversity in the use of words. He explicates the
principle, which is entitled Principle of Least Effort as follows:
“the primary principle that governs our entire individual and
collective behavior of all sorts, including the behavior of our
language ...” (Zipf, 1949, p. viii). According to Zipf, the dis-
tribution of word use was due to the tendency to communicate
efficiently with least effort.

In the realm of linguistic behavior, “a force pressing in the
direction of a single word or sound that would express all possible
meanings, thereby sparing the speaker the mental effort that is
involved in selecting the appropriate linguistic forms for the
meanings she wants to convey” (Zipf, 1949: 20), which would be
contradictory between speaker’s and hearer’s economies of effort.
Zipf further distinguished such efforts, one being oriented toward
minimal linguistic articulation, and the other being geared toward
maximal explicitness. Only by achieving the balance of the cog-
nitive effort made by the speaker and hearer could the Principle of
Least Effort be fully realized.

Martinet (1962) also iterated the Principle of Least Effort and
described a primary mechanism of language change as coming
from the interaction of two factors: “first, the requirements of
communication, the need for the speaker to convey his message,
and second, the principle of least effort, which makes him restrict
his output of energy, both mental and physical, to the minimum
compatible with achieving his ends” (Martinet, 1962, p. 139). In
addition, the Principle of Least Effort has also been applied to
account for human articulation. Levinson (2000, p. 27-30) calls it
an “articulatory bottleneck,” which refers to the slow transmission
rate of human speech compared with other aspects of speech
production and comprehension like prearticulation or mental
preparation processes. In other words, human beings should
minimize articulation and reduce the risk of creating disturbances
caused by too much information. That is the very story of why
Netspeak reduction happens.

Mandarin Chinese, which is often labeled as a pragmatically-
oriented, paratactic language, is characterized by hidden com-
plexity (Bisang, 2014, 2015), in the sense that what is morpho-
syntactically represented often does not match what is semanti-
cally expressed, a sort of form-meaning mismatch that needs to
be resolved by resorting to pragmatic inferencing, precisely
pragmatic enrichment, which is partially responsible for the
creation of Netspeak reductions. It also suggests that any smooth
communication could be guaranteed by achieving a balance
between the language system itself and language use, which
implies that Least Effort also works at the utterance level. A vivid
case in point is Netspeak reduction in Mandarin Chinese, which
observes the Principle of Least Effort, simply because it is energy-
consuming to maintain a large vocabulary. In Netspeak, netizens
could then use reduced forms to convey the message in an eco-
nomical way, and audiences could obtain the intended meanings
with relative ease in the online communicative context, which
facilitates the widespread of such reductions on the Internet and
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even in daily conversation. In what follows, we will examine the
procedure on how the Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese
evolve and get motivated.

Least Effort motivation of Netspeak reductions in Mandarin
Chinese. It has been observed that a concept is a bundle of
semantic features or “genes of meaning”, in Zipfs words. If a
particular bundle occurs frequently enough in a specific com-
munity, they will be assigned a phonological representation, a
word. If it occurs infrequently, no specific word would be avail-
able. When this concept emerges, therefore, people will have to
describe it using a string of words or a phrase. As language
evolves, a relationship would be established between the length of
words and the frequency of occurrences of the phenomena they
describe, that is, the frequency will minimize the expected length
of a word or sentence (see Rousseau, 2002).

The Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese should
supposedly have the same working mechanism. The more
frequently an expression is used on the Internet, the more likely
a reduced form comes into being. In addition, the word limit of
Weibo and some other online chatting vehicles drive the
development of Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese to a
great extent. Here, we cite some examples from Sina Weibo
search.

(8) Aoliao  shang jingrdn keyt zZuod hua?!  chéng hui wdn!!!
Oreo on even may draw  picture city can  play
“You can even draw on Oreo cookies?! You urban folks are genuinely born to have fun!!!”
(9)  Zhongyu dao  shénzhén  béi le, rdn bing ludn
finally arrive  Shenzhen north ~ PRT but furthermore ovum
wo zuo  fdn le, diér cl le.
I seat  opposite PRT second CLF PRT

“Finally, I arrived at the north of Shenzhen, but it was of no damn use. I took the wrong
direction for the second time.”

(10) Ban wdn  jia W lei jué b ai le,
move finish home already tired  feel no love  PRT
suibian  shai  shai wo de xin shuiyi
casually show show my GEN  new pajamas
“I'm too tired to love after moving to a new place. I just show my new pajamas for
relaxation...”

Following the principle of least effort, the examples above are
increasingly popular in online communication, whose use
frequency, the occurrences of chéng huiwdn, ran bing ludn and
léi jué bu ai in Sina Weibo on 21 February 2020, arrive at 45, 92
and 60 times, respectively. This persistent popularity of such
reductions means both addresser and addressee can grasp the
exact meaning of chéng huiwdn, ran bing ludn and Iéi jué bi ai
easily, thus achieving a better compromise between the efforts of
both sides, which is also in line with the speaker and auditor’s
economy by Zipf (1949). As has been reasonably pointed out in
Carston (2005), however, there is a split here between the
speaker’s and hearer’s effort in the communication process. The
unification of two sides is only possible if the effort at issue is that
of the hearer rather than that of the speaker, that is, the hearer
should take less effort to process, which will be supported by
corpora data shown in Table 2°.

In Table 2, it is not surprising that some three-character
reductions such as gdo fii shuai “a tall, rich and handsome guy”
and bdi fit méi “a fair-skinned, rich and beautiful lady”, together
with some four-character reductions such as rén jian bu chai
“Some lies are better not exposed, as life is already so hard”, léi jué
b ai “Too tired to love” and bii ming jué Ii “I don’t quite get it,
but I think you are really terrific,” occupy the leading position in
the corpora. This is possible because people could quickly grasp
the connotative meanings of these reductions. As we have noticed
in the semi-structured interview, most of the three-character
reductions could be identified by all participants simultaneously,
suggesting that the hearer or receiver’s effort matters most during
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Table 2 The frequency of three- and four-character

reductions taken from the corpus of BCC.

Types of reductions  Cases of Numbers of Ranks
reductions tokens

Three-character gdo da shang 907

reductions léng wu qué 31 16
bdi fu méi 7851 2
gao fu shuai 9742 1
di cud giéng 235 n
xido queé xing 499 9
qing yin béi 226 12
yu shi zdo 140 13

Four-character xi da pl bén 1413 6

reductions Iéi jué bd ai 3181 4
bu ming jué i 1420 5
xi si kéng ji 507 8
rén jian bu chai 3563 3
shi dong rdn ju 421 10
shué nao jué yd 75 15
ndn mo nii léi 127 14

the interpretive process of Netspeak reductions. Among the top
five reductions in the table above, it is worth noting that three-
character reductions like gdo fir shuai “a fair-skinned, rich and
beautiful lady” and bdi fit méi “a tall, rich and handsome guy,” the
cases of the lexical reduction came into being and became popular
in the year of 2008, whereas the left three four-character
reductions were coined in the year of 2013. If such external
factors were excluded, the utilization of four-character reductions,
on average, seems to be more frequent and productive than that
of three-character reductions, which is determined not only by
the prevalence of four-character idioms in Mandarin Chinese, but
also by the hearer-friendliness of such four-character reductions,
i.e, the hearers have no trouble understanding the intended
meanings.

In a word, the Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese are
generally in accord with the Principle of Least Effort. In the
meantime, it should be noted that the speaker and hearer, as
different individuals, are equal participants in the online
communicative process. The comprehension of Netspeak
reductions heavily relies on the most accessible and salient
knowledge in online communicative contexts. This means the
balance between the speaker’s and the hearer’s efforts must be
achieved. If the hearer’s effort overweighs that of the speaker’s,
the Netspeak communication would possibly collapse, and such
reductions will be eliminated for the time being. In relevance-
theoretic terms, in all instances, the extra processing effort
required of the hearer is offset by particular cognitive effects that
the less effort-demanding variant would not have had (Sperber
and Wilson, 1995). Only those Netspeak reductions in
Mandarin Chinese observing such least effort motivation could
survive and flourish.

The tendency of using Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chi-
nese. As mentioned in the previous section, Netspeak reductions
are highly popular in Sina Weibo. Nine of the 28 specific samples
of Netspeak reductions have become the hot words of Weibo data
(available from http://data.weibo.com). In order to present an
accurate description of the frequency of using Netspeak reduc-
tions, we pick out seven of them as the subject of our study based
on the classification in previous sections, six of which are chosen
from the top ten reductions in Table 2. In contrast, jiang zi
“behaving like this” representing the phonological reduction is
listed as the reference item. The data utilized in the following part
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are accessed from the Sougou index and Baidu index, which will
plausibly manifest the latest tendency for Netspeak reductions in
Mandarin Chinese.

First, let us examine the data from the Sougou index, which
lasts from 23 January 2022 to 22 February 2022. Table 3 shows
the variations of sample reductions within 31 days delivered by
the Sougou index.

In Table 3, the frequency of reductions is evident in the span
of 30 days. Lexical reductions such as gdo fui shuai “a tall, rich
and handsome guy” and xido qué xing “little dose of genuine
happiness,” whose numbers reach 5801 and 4990 times, rank
the highest in the average index, while another xi da pti ben
“The news is so exhilarating that everyone is celebrating and
spreading it to the rest of the world,” by contrast, occupies the
fifth position in the table with an average index of 262 times,
which possibly means it costs more processing efforts in typing
four-character lexical reductions. Then the phonological
reduction, jiangzl “behave like this”, reaches 16892 times and
ranks No. 3 in the list. Finally, syntactic reductions represented
by rén jian bii chai “Some lies are better not exposed, as life is
already so hard”, rdn bing ludn “But it is of no damn use” and
léi jué bu ai “Too tired to love” have only been typed 298, 210,
and 170 times, respectively. The highest single-time frequency
is in line with the average one, which generally depicts the
frequency order of the sample Netspeak reductions, that is,
lexical reductions > phonological reductions > syntactic reduc-
tions. In the long run, we could also obtain a similar result as
given in Table 3, based on Baidu index data spanning from year
2011 to 2023.

In Table 4, we can clearly see the change in the search index
over the past nine years. The frequencies are as follows: As for
the highest index, three-character lexical reduction xido qué
xing “little dose of genuine happiness” occupies the first place
with 39,536 times per day, and three-character syntactic
reduction rdn bing ludn “But it is of no damn use” the second
place with 33,625 times, then four-character lexical reduction
rén jian bi chai “Some lies are better not exposed, as life is
already so hard” with 15,334 times followed by two lexical
reductions, xi da pi bén “The news is so exhilarating that
everyone is celebrating and spreading it to the rest of the world”

Table 3 The use frequency of sample Netspeak reductions
based on the Sougou index.
The highest index/date

Reductions The average index

xido queé xing 4990 11,347/06.02
rdn bing ludn 170 242/16.02
gao fu shuai 5801 7843/13.02
xi da pl bén 262 426/01.02
léi jué bu ai 210 338/21.02
rén jian bu chai 298 492/19.02
jiang zi 392 522/07.02

and gdo fii shuai “a tall, rich and handsome guy”, which reach
10,152 and 10,303 times. After that, another four-character
syntactic reduction like léi jué bii ai “Too tired to love” with
2394 times follows, and finally the phonological reduction jidng
zl “behave like this” is searched only 1824 times. In terms of
average index, Table 4 is in line with Table 3 with a minor
change in the position of phonological reduction following the
order of lexical reductions > syntactic reductions > phonological
reductions. Simply because the obtained data in Table 3 is based
on input software, and it is more convenient for people to type
jiangzl, a two-syllable string, instead of zhé yangzi, a three-
syllable string. While the data collected in Table 4 are based on
Baidu, a search software, it partially reflects the heat of some
reductions and the netizens’ curiosity about its meanings. This
accounts for why some newly and vaguely coined reductions
like rdn bing ludn and rén jian bi chai are searched so
frequently. It should also be pointed out that Netspeak
reductions bear the imprint of Internet-spawned neologisms,
which are generally deemed cool, superficial, and short-lived.
That is why all the reductions in Table 4 are on a declining
trend after reaching their peak. Taking the average index in
Table 4 into consideration, we can safely conclude that the
variations of lexical reductions together with syntactic reduc-
tions are more stable than that of phonological reductions, for
the simple reason that what is reserved in the process of lexical
or syntactic reductions contains more information under the
guidance of Least Effort Principle. In other words, it is difficult
for phonological reductions to achieve brevity without the loss
of useful information, which clearly shows the tendency of
Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese. That is, lexical
reductions and syntactic reductions spread widely and
persistently.

Conclusion

In this article, we have addressed some issues concerning the
Netspeak reductions in Mandarin Chinese. First, we have pro-
vided a classification of Chinese Netspeak reductions, viz., two-
character, three-character or four-character reductions occurring
at both the lexical and the syntactic levels and other types of
phonological reduction. It has then been pointed out that the
vitality of Netspeak reductions is substantially determined by the
frequency of their use. The frequency of using Netspeak reduc-
tions is, in turn, mainly determined by the mechanism behind the
Netspeak reduction, i.e., the two competing motivations: econ-
omy and explicitness. It is noteworthy that other factors like
coolness and creativity could also contribute to the diffusion and
frequency of the Netspeak reductions®.

In this pilot study, we venture to offer a holistic picture of
Netspeak reductions in Mandarin CMC with special reference
to its distribution and developing tendency. Admittedly, there
may be room for improving the proposed analysis. Due to the
lack of online Netspeak corpora, the material analyzed is
somewhat limited, and the trend of Mandarin Netspeak

Reductions Lowest index/date

Table 4 The use frequency of sample netspeak reductions based on the Baidu index.

Highest index/date Average index

xido qué xing 137/30.01.2012

rdn bing ludn 8/29.03.2015
gao fu shuai 17/04.04.2011
xi da pl bén 8/24.09.2012
léi jué b ai 8/10.09.2012
rén jian bu chai 408/12.04.2013
jiang zi 261/23.12.2017

39,536/31.12.2017 1030
34,794/29.06.2015 138
10,303/09.04.2012 1269
10,512/21.12.2013 1224
2394/05.04.2014 7

15,334/16.09.2013 1659
1824/16.06.2012 465
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reductions needs to be further observed, which is what we will
do in the future study.

Data availability
All data analyzed are contained in this article.

Received: 2 February 2024; Accepted: 10 June 2024;
Published online: 18 June 2024

Notes

The Netspeak reductions addressed in this article are first given a word-for-word gloss
and then an English translation of their intended meanings. And the symbol — should
be construed as “be contracted into”. Abbreviations used in the gloss are as follows:
CLF, classifier; COP, copular; GEN, genitive; NEG, negative; PRT, particle.

In some local varieties of Putonghua (Standard Chinese), such as Nanping in Fujian
Province, the syllable ydng is usually linked to the syllable of the preceding morpheme
zhé, which results in the reduction jidng and which is possibly the origin of such
phonological reductions (see Liu, 2012).

It should be noted that the corpus of BCC only contains Weibo data for the year 2013,
so in this table we have to exclude some reductions that did not emerge at the time,
viz., rdn bing ludn “But it is of no damn use”, chéng hui wén “You urban folks are
genuinely born to have fun”, hué jiti jian “The longevities see more things” and sui
xian gou “Though I remain single now” as well as some ambiguous ones like bdi gii
jing “female office elites”, wit zhi shdo nil “an unaffiliated intellectual female official”
and b yué ér tong “He or she becomes a gay (lesbian) after such a long time without
dating”.

As an anonymous reviewer correctly points out, economy influences the original
creation of the Netspeak reduction, whereas their diffusion and frequency could be
related to other factors like coolness.

—_
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