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Abstract 

Digital communication in Chinese workplaces increasingly requires employees to navigate multiple 

platforms that differ sharply in interactional rhythm, formality expectations, and affordances. Among 

these, email and enterprise messaging apps such as DingTalk and WeCom have become the two 

dominant channels through which professional communication unfolds. This study examines how 

Chinese employees adapt politeness strategies across these platforms, shaped by long-standing 

socio-cultural norms—including hierarchy, face concerns, and relational attunement—and by the 

functional and technological constraints of each medium. Drawing on theories of pragmatics, platform 

affordances, and Chinese workplace discourse, the analysis identifies systematic differences between 

email politeness practices—characterized by extended mitigation, hierarchical alignment, and 

conventionalized structural markers—and messaging app interactions, which rely on brevity, 

multimodal cues, and a conversational tone. 

By integrating case-based examples with documented trends in Chinese organizational 

communication, the study outlines the contextual factors that guide politeness adaptation, including 

task urgency, power distance, organizational culture, and generational communication preferences. 

Misalignments in politeness strategies can produce unintended pragmatic effects, ranging from 

perceived bluntness to excessive formality, with implications for teamwork, authority negotiation, and 

workplace rapport. The paper proposes a multi-dimensional framework for politeness adaptation that 

synthesizes cultural norms, platform-specific expectations, situational demands, and individual 

pragmatic competence. This framework provides a foundation for developing organizational 

communication guidelines and enhancing employees’ digital communication literacy in the evolving 

Chinese workplace. 

Keywords: politeness strategies, digital communication, Chinese workplace discourse, email 

pragmatics, enterprise messaging apps, DingTalk, WeCom, platform affordances 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Digital communication has become a central 

component of contemporary workplace 

interaction in China, where rapid organizational 

modernization coincides with longstanding 

sociocultural expectations surrounding 

hierarchy, relational harmony, and face 

management. While traditional Chinese 

professional communication places considerable 
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emphasis on deference, indirectness, and 

formulaic politeness, the shift from paper-based 

correspondence to electronic communication has 

created new environments in which these norms 

are negotiated. Email and enterprise messaging 

applications such as DingTalk and WeCom now 

structure everyday workplace exchanges, yet 

they promote markedly different 

communicative rhythms and forms of 

expression. This divergence has produced new 

patterns of politeness adaptation that reflect 

both technological affordances and culturally 

embedded interactional expectations. 

Email retains its status as a formal, 

institutionally oriented channel in many Chinese 

organizations. Its conventional structure, slower 

pace, and archival nature align well with 

hierarchical norms and the preference for 

carefully framed requests or evaluations. In 

contrast, enterprise messaging systems have 

transformed workplace communication through 

real-time notifications, mobile-first usage, and 

multimodal expression. By 2023, DingTalk 

reported over 600 million registered users, and 

WeCom reached more than 10 million enterprise 

clients, illustrating how deeply these platforms 

have penetrated Chinese professional 

environments. Their widespread adoption has 

normalized concise messaging, reduced reliance 

on elaborate honorific expressions, and 

encouraged more conversational tones, even 

between individuals of unequal status. 

These technological shifts intersect with 

evolving demographics and workplace cultures. 

Younger employees, especially those born after 

1995, show greater comfort with rapid, informal 

exchanges, while senior staff continue to value 

structured politeness as a marker of 

professionalism. The result is a blended 

communicative landscape in which workers 

must constantly assess how much politeness to 

express, how much formality to maintain, and 

how to avoid misinterpretation when switching 

between platforms. Although politeness is a 

pervasive aspect of Chinese communication, its 

manifestation is no longer uniform across 

channels. The presence of emoji, stickers, read 

receipts, typing indicators, and mobile interface 

constraints introduces new dynamics that 

complicate traditional facework strategies. 

Understanding politeness adaptation across 

email and enterprise messaging apps is 

therefore essential for analyzing how Chinese 

employees navigate authority, relational 

alignment, and task management in digitally 

mediated contexts. Because miscalibrated 

politeness can lead to misunderstandings of 

tone, perceived disrespect, or reduced 

communicative efficiency, a systematic 

examination of these patterns provides valuable 

insights into both linguistic practice and 

organizational behavior. This paper investigates 

how communicative norms shift across 

platforms, what factors guide employees’ 

choices, and how these adaptations reflect 

broader transformations in China’s digital 

workplace culture. 

2. Communicative Characteristics of Email and 

Messaging Platforms 

Email and enterprise messaging applications 

occupy distinct communicative spaces in 

Chinese workplaces, shaped by their 

technological affordances and institutional 

functions. These platforms influence how 

employees frame requests, express alignment, 

manage hierarchy, and perform politeness. 

Understanding their structural and pragmatic 

differences is essential for analyzing how 

politeness strategies shift across channels. 

Email is characterized by a relatively slow and 

linear communication rhythm. Messages are 

typically drafted on desktop interfaces, 

promoting longer sentences, complete 

structures, and clear formatting conventions. 

Openings and closings tend to follow 

recognizable formulae, such as “您好” or “此致

敬礼”, which reflect hierarchical expectations 

and serve as markers of workplace propriety. 

The archival nature of email encourages careful 

wording because messages can be forwarded, 

stored, and revisited during evaluations or 

conflict resolution. Surveys conducted by 

Zhaopin.com in 2022 indicate that over 70% of 

Chinese employees still view email as the most 

appropriate channel for tasks involving 

documentation, formal reporting, or 

communication with senior leadership. These 

expectations reinforce a communication style 

that values explicitness, deliberate politeness, 

and measured tone. 

Enterprise messaging platforms such as 

DingTalk and WeCom operate in a different 

interactional environment. Their mobile-first 

design promotes immediacy, fragmented 

messaging, and conversational flow. Real-time 

notifications create expectations of prompt 

responses, and messages often appear as short 
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bursts rather than extended paragraphs. The 

multimodal affordances of these 

platforms—emoji, stickers, GIFs, voice 

messages, and quick reactions—enable users to 

soften directives or signal relational warmth 

without lengthy linguistic framing. 

Company-wide surveys published by the China 

Academy of Information and Communications 

Technology (CAICT) in 2023 show that 

approximately 85% of employees rely on 

enterprise messaging apps for day-to-day 

coordination, and many report feeling pressure 

to remain reachable outside formal working 

hours. These conditions shift the texture of 

workplace politeness, encouraging 

efficiency-oriented brevity while embedding 

interpersonal nuances into visual and auditory 

cues. 

Email generally supports a top-down 

communication model, whereas messaging apps 

blur hierarchical boundaries. Managers often 

use messaging platforms to issue rapid 

instructions that bypass the formality of email, 

while junior employees may respond using 

short confirmations or emoji-based 

acknowledgments. The absence of elaborate 

framing does not indicate impoliteness; instead, 

it reflects the platform’s norm of task-centered 

interaction. At the same time, messaging apps 

can amplify misinterpretation because elliptical 

expressions, rapid exchanges, or missing 

politeness markers may be perceived as 

inattentive or abrupt, especially by employees 

accustomed to more formal modes of 

communication. 

The contrasting affordances of these two 

platforms create complex expectations for 

employees navigating both systems. Email 

rewards careful editing and formal politeness, 

while messaging apps encourage directness 

supported by paralinguistic cues. The 

coexistence of these channels in Chinese 

organizations produces a communicative 

duality that requires workers to continually 

assess context, audience, and task demands 

when adapting their politeness strategies. These 

platform-specific characteristics provide the 

structural foundation for examining how 

politeness is enacted, modified, and negotiated 

across workplace communication settings. 

3. Politeness Practices in Chinese Workplace 

Email 

Politeness in Chinese workplace email is closely 

linked to hierarchical norms, face management 

expectations, and the formal nature of written 

professional communication. Because email 

interactions are recordable and often subject to 

internal circulation, writers tend to adopt 

cautious, elaborated, and ritualized linguistic 

strategies to maintain relational harmony and 

protect both parties’ face. These strategies 

manifest through honorific phrasing, indirect 

requests, mitigated criticism, face-saving 

refusals, and formulaic closings that reinforce 

organizational culture. 

A defining feature of Chinese workplace email is 

the use of honorific openings that frame the 

interaction as respectful and hierarchical. 

Employees commonly begin with deferential 

salutations such as “尊敬的王经理，您好 ”, 

signaling recognition of the superior ’s authority. 

This creates a polite relational frame even before 

the substantive message begins. For example: 

Ex.1: “尊敬的王经理，您好：打扰您了，我们已

完成预算初稿。想请您在方便时帮忙看一下。” 

English explanation: 

The opening combines an honorific title with an 

apologetic softener (“sorry to bother you”), 

which reduces imposition and reinforces 

hierarchical deference. The modalized request 

(“when it is convenient for you”) expresses 

negative politeness by minimizing the burden 

placed on the manager. 

Indirectness is equally central to email 

politeness. Employees frequently soften 

directives through conditional or tentative 

phrasing, especially in horizontal or 

cross-departmental communication. A typical 

coordination request illustrates this tendency: 

Ex.2: “若您这边方便的话，能否协助提供 Q4 的

活跃度指标？时间上本周五前即可。” 

English explanation: 

The conditional structure (“if it is convenient for 

you”) signals respect for the recipient’s 

autonomy, while the relaxed deadline reflects an 

effort to avoid face-threatening pressure. This 

mitigated request aligns with broader Chinese 

cultural preferences for indirectness in 

professional settings. 

Politeness also shapes how employees address 

errors or discrepancies, particularly when 

communicating upward. Direct criticism is 

generally avoided; instead, employees rely on 

hedging and collaborative framing. When 

noticing inconsistencies in a supervisor’s 
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document, an employee might write: 

Ex.3: “部分数值可能与之前的数据不完全一致。

是否需要我再核对一次？” 

English explanation: 

The hedge “可能” (“may/might”) softens the 

assertion, and the offer to assist frames the issue 

as a shared task rather than attributing blame. 

This strategy protects the superior’s positive face 

and maintains hierarchical harmony. 

Hierarchy further influences the amount of 

detail included in email communication. 

Employees often provide extensive background 

information, justifications, or anticipatory 

clarifications when addressing superiors, 

demonstrating diligence and respect. Data from 

a 2021 workplace survey by 51Job shows that 

employees spend significantly more time 

composing upward emails compared to 

peer-level messages, indicating that formality 

and elaboration are integral components of 

perceived politeness. 

Face-saving strategies also appear when 

declining or deferring requests. Instead of 

issuing a direct refusal, writers often reframe 

constraints as scheduling or workload issues. 

For example: 

Ex.4: “目前团队正在处理既定上线包，若保持现

有排期，预计最快下周三完成。如您有优先级调整，

我们也愿意配合。” 

English explanation: 

The refusal is softened by attributing the 

limitation to existing workflows rather than 

unwillingness. Offering to “coordinate if 

priorities change” signals cooperation, 

preserving both parties’ positive face and 

reinforcing workplace harmony. 

Timeliness also functions as a politeness 

practice. Quick acknowledgements such as: 

Ex.5: “已收到，我会尽快处理。” 

English explanation: 

A prompt, concise confirmation demonstrates 

professionalism and attentiveness. Survey 

results from CICG (2022) indicate that 63% of 

Chinese employees interpret delayed email 

responses as impolite or disrespectful, making 

timely communication a relational expectation 

in email-based interactions. 

Beyond individual strategies, organizational 

norms shape email politeness through expected 

formulaic expressions. Closings such as “辛苦您

了”, “感谢支持”, or “如有不当之处还请批评指

正 ” perform humility and respect while 

reinforcing collective identity. These ritualized 

expressions function as relational buffers, 

softening transactional content and aligning 

personal communication with institutional 

values. 

4. Politeness Patterns in Enterprise Messaging 

Apps 

Enterprise messaging apps such as DingTalk, 

WeCom, and Feishu introduce a distinct 

politeness environment shaped by immediacy, 

conversational flow, and multimodal interaction. 

Unlike email—where formality, structural 

organization, and ritualized openings 

dominate—messaging platforms invite brevity, 

rapid turn-taking, and the use of paralinguistic 

cues such as emoji, softening particles, and 

reaction icons. These affordances shift how 

Chinese employees express politeness, negotiate 

hierarchy, and manage face. 

A defining feature of messaging-app politeness 

is the acceptance of short, efficient turns as 

polite in themselves. In routine coordination, 

messages such as “好的我处理” (“Okay, I’ll take 

care of it”) are considered sufficiently respectful 

within the platform’s fast-paced rhythm. This 

brevity does not diminish politeness; instead, it 

indexes responsiveness and cooperation within 

a high-tempo digital environment. 

Ex.6: “好的我处理。” 

English explanation: 

A compact confirmation is interpreted as polite 

because the platform values immediacy and task 

alignment rather than elaborate formal phrasing. 

Multimodal cues further soften directives and 

sustain relational warmth. Emoji and 

sentence-final particles such as “哈”, “呀” or the 

tilde “～” help adjust tone in the absence of 

extended verbal politeness markers. These 

features allow users to manage face through 

affective nuance rather than syntactic 

complexity. 

Ex.7: “这个表格麻烦今天更新一下哈。” 

English explanation: 

The softening particle “哈” and the smile emoji 

reduce the imposition of the request, mitigating 

its directive force and conveying friendliness. 

Politeness also manifests in interaction pacing. 

Because messaging apps create expectations of 

rapid response—documented in CAICT’s 2023 
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survey where over 80% of employees reported 

feeling pressure to reply within 

minutes—employees often send interim 

responses to signal attentiveness when 

immediate task completion is not feasible. These 

brief acknowledgments function as relational 

maintenance moves in a communication 

environment where silence may be interpreted 

as inattentiveness. 

Ex.8: “稍等我看一下，马上回您。” 

English explanation: 

This message manages expectations by signaling 

attention and commitment, functioning as a 

politeness strategy that prevents 

misunderstanding in a rapid-exchange platform. 

Hierarchy remains relevant in messaging 

contexts, but its expression becomes more 

subtle. Employees addressing superiors may 

still use respectful address terms—“ 王 经

理 ”—and avoid overly casual markers. Yet 

directives often become more direct in wording 

because platform norms prioritize efficiency. 

Compared with email, the politeness system 

becomes more distributed across multiple short 

turns rather than encoded in a single elaborated 

message. Affirmations, sticker responses, and 

post-task appreciation often appear in 

subsequent exchanges rather than in formal 

closings. 

While messaging apps reduce linguistic 

formality, they introduce new risks of 

misinterpretation. Generational differences in 

emoji use, particle tone, or response timing can 

result in perceived abruptness or insufficient 

respect. For example, a single-character reply 

such as “嗯” (“mm”) may appear neutral to 

younger users but curt to senior staff. Thus, 

politeness in messaging apps depends on shared 

platform literacy and sensitivity to relational 

dynamics. 

5. Conditions Influencing Politeness 

Adaptation Across Platforms 

Politeness adaptation between email and 

enterprise messaging apps in Chinese 

workplaces is shaped by a constellation of 

contextual and social conditions. Workers 

navigate multiple variables—task urgency, 

hierarchical distance, organizational 

communication culture, generational 

preferences, and mobile-first interaction 

habits—leading to distinct politeness strategies 

across platforms. These factors influence not 

only linguistic choices but also pacing, modality 

selection, and expectations for responsiveness. 

Task urgency plays a critical role in determining 

the level of politeness elaboration. Email is 

preferred for tasks requiring documentation, 

formal justification, or extended reasoning, 

which encourages more elaborate politeness 

forms including honorific openings, mitigated 

requests, and ritualized closings. When tasks 

require rapid coordination or immediate 

operational responses, messaging apps become 

the default. In these contexts, politeness is 

achieved through speed and clarity rather than 

linguistic elaboration. For instance, a same-day 

technical issue or scheduling update is more 

likely to appear on DingTalk or WeCom, where 

a succinct message such as “好的我马上处理” is 

considered more polite than sending a full 

email. The platform itself therefore shapes 

expectations for how much politeness can or 

should be encoded linguistically. 

Hierarchy continues to influence politeness 

adaptation, but its expression varies across 

platforms. In email, hierarchical distance is 

strongly marked through titles, deferential 

openings, and elaborate mitigation. In 

messaging apps, hierarchy is present but less 

explicitly foregrounded, often expressed 

through tone rather than structure. Employees 

may still address superiors with “王经理” or 

avoid overly casual particles, yet they also adopt 

shorter turns and direct task-oriented phrasing 

to conform to the platform’s norms. This 

blending of deference and efficiency produces a 

hybrid politeness style unique to Chinese digital 

workplaces. CAICT’s 2023 report notes that over 

60% of employees feel that messaging platforms 

make communication with superiors “less 

intimidating,” suggesting that platform 

affordances soften hierarchical rigidity while not 

eliminating it entirely. 

Organizational culture further shapes politeness 

adaptation. Companies with traditional 

bureaucratic structures may implicitly 

encourage more formal language even in 

messaging apps, whereas tech firms or creative 

industries often normalize casual, emoji-rich 

communication. In some workplaces, employees 

report being corrected for using overly informal 

expressions with senior staff on WeCom, while 

in others, managers routinely communicate with 

casual markers such as “哈” or “～”. These 

organizational differences influence how 

employees calibrate politeness and determine 
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whether to prioritize relational harmony, 

efficiency, or institutional expectations. 

Generational variation also contributes 

significantly to politeness differences across 

platforms. Younger employees, particularly 

those born after 1995, tend to interpret emoji, 

stickers, and softening particles as legitimate 

politeness resources. Older employees, however, 

may interpret the same cues as overly informal 

or insufficiently respectful. A study conducted 

by Renmin University (2022) found that younger 

workers rated emoji-based softening as more 

polite than text-only mitigation, whereas older 

workers expressed preference for fuller sentence 

forms. As a result, adaptation across platforms 

requires sensitivity not only to technological 

affordances but also to the demographic 

composition of workplace participants. 

Mobile-first communication habits shape 

message length, tone, and pacing across 

platforms. Because messaging apps are 

frequently used on smartphones, users produce 

shorter fragments, rely more on voice notes, and 

respond more quickly. Email, still largely 

composed on desktops, encourages longer turns 

and more structured reasoning. These 

device-based habits influence politeness 

strategies: mobile messaging favors immediacy 

as a politeness gesture, while email favors clarity 

and completeness. The technological context 

thus directly shapes how linguistic politeness is 

performed. 

These conditions reveal that politeness 

adaptation across platforms in Chinese 

workplaces is not merely a matter of choosing 

between “formal” or “informal” styles. Instead, 

it reflects a dynamic and context-dependent 

negotiation shaped by task demands, 

organizational expectations, hierarchical 

relations, generational norms, and mobile 

communication practices. As workers navigate 

these layered conditions, they continuously 

recalibrate politeness to fit the communicative 

logic of each platform, demonstrating the 

fluidity and situational nature of contemporary 

digital workplace discourse. 

6. Pragmatic Effects of Platform-Driven 

Politeness Variation 

The coexistence of email and enterprise 

messaging apps in Chinese workplaces 

produces a complex communication ecology in 

which politeness varies not only by linguistic 

choice but also by platform-specific affordances. 

These variations carry significant pragmatic 

consequences, influencing how messages are 

interpreted, how relationships are negotiated, 

and how authority and cooperation are enacted 

within organizations. As workers shift between 

platforms with different expectations for 

formality, immediacy, and relational display, 

misunderstandings and pragmatic mismatches 

become more likely. 

One pragmatic effect of platform-driven 

variation is the potential for tone 

misinterpretation. In email, politeness is overtly 

encoded through elaborate openings, mitigated 

expressions, and formulaic closings. When 

employees accustomed to email formality 

encounter the brevity of messaging apps, they 

may perceive short responses as abrupt or 

insufficiently respectful. For example, a 

one-word acknowledgment such as “ 收到 ” 

(“noted”) is pragmatically appropriate in 

DingTalk but may appear curt when transferred 

into email communication. Conversely, an 

overly formal message in a rapid-fire messaging 

thread may be interpreted as distancing or 

passive-resistant behavior because it disrupts 

the expected tempo of interaction. These 

contrasting norms illustrate how politeness 

evaluations are platform-contingent rather than 

universally shared. 

Hierarchy magnifies these risks. While 

messaging apps reduce the visibility of status 

markers, they do not eliminate hierarchical 

expectations. A senior manager may intend a 

task directive to sound neutral, yet the lack of 

mitigation or greeting in a short message might 

be read by subordinates as overly terse. 

Meanwhile, junior employees who adopt casual 

messaging styles may inadvertently cross 

politeness boundaries, particularly when 

interacting with older managers who associate 

politeness with syntactic elaboration rather than 

visual softeners such as emoji. CAICT’s 2023 

report notes that over 40% of intergenerational 

workplace conflicts stem from divergent 

interpretations of digital communication tone, 

highlighting the pragmatic fragility of 

platform-mediated politeness. 

Another pragmatic effect concerns relational 

alignment. In messaging apps, politeness is 

often co-constructed through sequential 

exchanges—acknowledgments, emoji reactions, 

and follow-up affirmations—rather than 

encoded in a single turn. Because politeness is 

distributed across interactional sequences, 
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missing elements in the chain can be interpreted 

as relational disengagement. For instance, a 

manager who issues a request in DingTalk may 

expect a quick acknowledgment as a politeness 

move; failure to provide one may be perceived 

as inattentiveness even if the task is being 

completed. In this way, platform norms 

influence not only linguistic form but also 

relational expectations regarding response 

timing and interaction structure. 

Politeness variation also affects perceptions of 

organizational identity and professionalism. 

Email’s formality signals institutional 

seriousness and procedural legitimacy, making 

it the preferred channel for reporting, 

documentation, and communication with 

external partners. Messaging apps, by contrast, 

are associated with agility and teamwork, 

reinforcing organizational cultures that 

prioritize efficiency and informality. When 

employees misalign their politeness strategies 

with institutional norms—such as using overly 

casual messaging with clients or overly formal 

email within an agile team—the mismatch may 

be interpreted as a lack of professionalism or 

cultural fit. These interpretations emerge from 

the pragmatic interplay between linguistic style, 

platform expectations, and organizational 

values. 

Platform-driven politeness variation further 

influences power negotiation. Messaging apps 

can subtly redistribute authority by enabling 

more frequent and low-stakes interaction 

between hierarchical levels. However, this 

informality may blur boundaries in ways that 

create discomfort or ambiguity. Managers may 

perceive reduced formality as a loss of status 

cues, while junior employees may struggle to 

judge when brief messages are appropriate and 

when more explicit politeness work is required. 

These uncertainties can produce pragmatic 

tension, particularly in organizations that are 

undergoing digital transformation without 

formal communication guidelines. 

Finally, politeness mismatches may impact team 

cohesion. When employees draw different 

conclusions about tone, intention, or effort based 

on platform norms, trust and rapport may 

suffer. Miscommunication arising from 

politeness variation—such as perceived coldness 

in messaging apps or perceived rigidity in 

email—can escalate into larger interpersonal or 

departmental misunderstandings. Because 

Chinese workplace interaction is highly 

relational and face-sensitive, such pragmatic 

disruptions can have outsized effects on 

cooperation and workflow. 

7. Platform-Specific Challenges and Strategic 

Responses 

The coexistence of email and enterprise 

messaging apps in Chinese workplaces presents 

distinctive communicative challenges that arise 

from the structural differences between the two 

platforms. These challenges affect how 

politeness is interpreted, how tasks are 

coordinated, and how employees navigate 

relational expectations. Because each platform 

encourages a different linguistic and 

interactional style, workers often face difficulties 

adapting their politeness strategies 

appropriately, leading to inefficiencies, 

misunderstandings, or unintended 

face-threatening effects. Identifying these 

platform-specific challenges and developing 

strategic responses is therefore essential for 

maintaining professional clarity and 

harmonious workplace relations. 

Email poses challenges primarily related to 

over-formality and the cognitive load created by 

its structural conventions. The expectation to 

follow formal schemata—including salutations, 

honorific references, contextual framing, and 

extended closings—can slow communication, 

especially when dealing with routine matters. 

Employees may feel compelled to produce 

excessively elaborate messages even when the 

content requires only a straightforward update 

or simple request. This over-investment in 

formality may also create relational distance, 

particularly in organizations where 

collaboration is high-frequency and task cycles 

are short. Moreover, email’s slower rhythm 

increases the risk of timing misalignment; long 

delays between turns may be perceived as 

disinterest or lack of cooperation. For younger 

employees accustomed to rapid digital 

communication, learning to modulate tone and 

formality within email conventions becomes a 

significant pragmatic challenge. 

Messaging apps, by contrast, introduce 

challenges associated with brevity, immediacy, 

and multimodal cue interpretation. The pressure 

to respond quickly—reinforced by notifications 

and mobile-first usage—can lead to unintended 

bluntness when employees produce minimal or 

fragmented responses. Short expressions such as 

“嗯” or “收到” may be pragmatically sufficient 
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within the platform’s norms but can be 

interpreted as perfunctory or dismissive by 

recipients with different expectations for 

politeness. Additionally, multimodal resources 

such as emoji or stickers, while helpful for 

softening tone, carry ambiguous meanings 

across generational and organizational lines. 

What younger employees consider warm or 

collaborative may appear unprofessional to 

senior staff, and the absence of such cues may be 

interpreted by younger employees as emotional 

coldness. Messaging apps therefore heighten 

awareness of how tone is distributed across both 

linguistic and visual signals. 

Another challenge arises from the blurred 

boundaries between work and personal time. 

Because messaging apps are often used on 

smartphones, employees may feel obligated to 

respond outside official working hours. CAICT’s 

2023 survey reports that over 55% of Chinese 

employees experience “ 持 续 在 线 压 力 ” 

(continuous availability pressure) due to 

workplace messaging. This pressure can alter 

politeness expectations: delayed responses may 

unintentionally signal disrespect, while 

immediate responses after work hours may set 

unsustainable precedents for communication 

norms. These tensions highlight the platform’s 

capacity to reshape politeness not merely as a 

linguistic act but as a temporal and emotional 

negotiation. 

Strategic responses must therefore address both 

linguistic practice and organizational structure. 

For email, adopting concise yet respectful 

templates can help reduce unnecessary 

formality while maintaining professional tone. 

Organizations may encourage clearer subject 

lines, modular formatting, and selectively 

applied honorifics to ensure that politeness does 

not impede efficiency. For messaging apps, 

establishing shared norms about expected 

response times, appropriate emoji usage, and 

boundaries between work hours and personal 

time can reduce ambiguity. Training programs 

or internal communication guidelines can help 

employees understand how to use brief 

confirmations, softening particles, or visual cues 

without compromising professionalism. 

At an interpersonal level, workers can adopt 

adaptive strategies such as mirroring a 

superior’s or colleague’s tone to maintain 

relational alignment. When communicating 

across generations or departments, providing 

slightly fuller responses or adding minimal 

softening elements may help prevent 

misinterpretation. Similarly, the use of 

transitional statements—such as indicating 

when one will follow up with a more detailed 

email—can bridge the pragmatic differences 

between platforms and reinforce politeness 

expectations in hybrid communication flows. 

Ultimately, these platform-specific challenges 

reveal that politeness in Chinese digital 

workplaces requires continuous negotiation 

across multiple communicative environments. 

Effective adaptation depends not only on 

individual linguistic choices but also on 

collective awareness of how each platform 

structures interaction. Strategic responses that 

balance clarity, efficiency, and relational 

sensitivity can help organizations maintain 

coherence and reduce friction in an increasingly 

multimodal communication landscape. 

8. A Framework for Politeness Adaptation in 

Chinese Digital Communication 

A coherent framework for understanding 

politeness adaptation across email and 

enterprise messaging apps in Chinese 

workplaces must account for the interaction 

between cultural norms, platform affordances, 

organizational expectations, and individual 

communicative competence. Because Chinese 

professional communication is fundamentally 

shaped by hierarchy, face concerns, relational 

attunement, and situational appropriateness (得

体 性 ), politeness emerges not as a fixed 

linguistic property but as a dynamic process of 

adjusting tone, style, and interactional rhythm in 

response to contextual cues. The growth of 

digital communication technologies in the 

workplace has intensified this adaptive process 

by introducing platform-specific constraints and 

expanding the range of possible pragmatic 

expressions. A synthesized framework must 

therefore integrate these multiple dimensions to 

guide workers toward contextually aligned and 

culturally coherent communication practices. 

At the cultural level, the framework recognizes 

that politeness in Chinese workplaces continues 

to operate within a system of relational 

hierarchy and face sensitivity. Deference to 

superiors, cautious mitigation of disagreement, 

and attentiveness to relational harmony 

underpin communication norms regardless of 

platform. Politeness adaptation thus involves 

preserving these cultural expectations while 

adjusting the linguistic means used to express 
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them. In email, hierarchical alignment is 

maintained through formal salutations, 

honorific phrasing, and expanded 

contextualization, whereas in messaging apps, it 

may be achieved through slight elaboration of 

short turns, softened expressions, or selective 

use of emoji that convey warmth without 

crossing professional boundaries. 

At the platform level, the framework highlights 

the need to calibrate politeness strategies 

according to the communication mode’s 

structural properties. Email’s slower rhythm and 

textual density call for fuller explanations, 

complete syntactic structures, and explicit 

politeness markers. Messaging apps, in contrast, 

reward immediacy, informality, and multimodal 

expression, requiring users to adopt concise but 

relationally sensitive forms. Politeness 

adaptation therefore involves switching between 

these modes with agility, understanding when to 

expand, when to condense, and when to 

supplement language with visual cues to 

preserve tone. 

Organizational culture forms a third essential 

dimension. Different companies—especially 

those in tech, finance, state-owned enterprises, 

or creative industries—hold distinct 

expectations regarding linguistic decorum, 

response time, and communication style. A 

national survey by Zhilian Zhaopin (2023) 

indicates that over 60% of Chinese employees 

believe their organization’s communication 

norms significantly influence how polite or 

direct they can be in digital exchanges. Within 

this framework, politeness adaptation requires 

employees to read organizational cues, mirror 

collective practices, and adjust tone in line with 

implicit expectations. Organizations, in turn, can 

support smoother adaptation by establishing 

communication guidelines that clarify norms 

around formality, multimodality, and temporal 

expectations. 

A fourth dimension concerns situational factors, 

including urgency, task complexity, audience 

composition, and relational distance. 

High-urgency tasks on messaging apps may 

justify minimal politeness marking to optimize 

efficiency, whereas cross-departmental 

collaboration or conflict-sensitive discussions 

may require enhanced politeness signaling even 

in fast-paced channels. Similarly, 

communicating with senior staff may call for 

more elaborated forms, while exchanges among 

peers may sustain a lighter, more conversational 

style. The framework suggests that users 

evaluate each situation through three key 

questions: What is the task requirement? Who is the 

recipient? Which platform best supports both 

efficiency and relational appropriateness? 

Finally, the framework incorporates an 

individual competence dimension, emphasizing 

the role of pragmatic awareness and 

metacommunicative sensitivity. Workers must 

learn to interpret subtle cues—such as the tone 

implied by a brief confirmation, the function of 

an emoji, or the degree of contextualization 

needed—and adjust their politeness strategies 

accordingly. This competence includes knowing 

when cross-platform signaling is appropriate, 

such as using messaging apps for quick 

coordination followed by a formal email 

summarizing decisions. Training programs that 

increase awareness of cross-platform pragmatics 

can strengthen organizational communication 

and reduce misunderstandings rooted in tone 

misalignment. 

Synthesizing these cultural, platform, 

organizational, situational, and individual 

dimensions, the framework positions politeness 

adaptation as a flexible, context-dependent 

process rather than a fixed etiquette. It 

encourages calibrated communication choices 

that preserve relational harmony without 

sacrificing efficiency. By understanding the 

distinct affordances of email and messaging 

apps and the cultural meanings attached to 

politeness in Chinese professional life, workers 

can engage in communicative practices that 

support clarity, respect, and collaboration across 

digital platforms. 

References 

Angouri, J., & Marra, M. (2010). Corporate 

meetings as social and cultural practices. 

Journal of Pragmatics, 42(4), 968–981.  

Bjørge, A. K. (2007). Power distance in English 

lingua franca email communication. 

International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 

17(1), 60–80.  

Chen, R. (2001). Self-politeness: A proposal. 

Journal of Pragmatics, 33(1), 87–106.  

Chen, S. (2017). Multi-modality in WeChat 

communication. Pragmatics, 27(3), 517–543.  

Darics, E. (2015). Digital business discourse. 

Palgrave Macmillan.  

Gao, G., & Ting-Toomey, S. (1998). 

Communicating effectively with the Chinese. 



Journal of Linguistics and Communication Studies 

57 
 

Sage. 

Grainger, K., & Mills, S. (2016). Directness and 

indirectness across cultures. Journal of 

Politeness Research, 12(1), 1–15.  

Hu, W., & Grove, C. (1999). Encountering the 

Chinese: A modern country, an ancient culture 

(2nd ed.). Intercultural Press. 

Jiang, L. (2013). Facework in Chinese 

organizational communication. Discourse & 

Communication, 7(4), 399–422.  

Li, C., & Li, X. (2021). Politeness strategies in 

Chinese professional email communication. 

Pragmatics, 31(2), 229–254.  

Liu, Y., & Chang, C. (2016). Emoji usage in 

workplace instant messaging: A cultural 

perspective. International Journal of Business 

Communication, 53(4), 1–24.  

Ma, R. (1996). Saying “yes” for “no” and “no” 

for “yes”: Chinese communication patterns 

revisited. Journal of Asian Pacific 

Communication, 7(1), 69–80.  

Spencer-Oatey, H. (2008). Face, identity and 

interactional goals. In H. Spencer-Oatey 

(Ed.), Culturally speaking: Culture, 

communication and politeness theory (pp. 

11–47). Continuum. 

Wang, H. (2020). Digital communication norms 

in Chinese organizations: A study of 

WeChat at work. China Media Research, 

16(4), 29–41. 

Zhou, Y., & Zhang, L. (2021). Communication 

styles in Chinese enterprise messaging 

platforms: Evidence from DingTalk. Journal 

of Pragmatics, 180, 72–85.  


