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Abstract 
Hong Kong society has witnessed great changes in all social sectors in the 21st 
century, which led to significant changes in the landscape of language use. In the 
field of linguistics, there have been numerous studies on the status of English and 
Cantonese in Hong Kong, however, the study on the use of Putonghua is rela-
tively limited. By reviewing the language use survey conducted by the Hong 
Kong government in the past ten years, this article attempts to analyze the status 
of Putonghua in Hong Kong society in recent years and the attitudes of Hong 
Kong residents towards the use of Putonghua. It is found that although the status 
of Mandarin in Hong Kong has improved slightly in recent years, it is still the 
third language in Hong Kong, and Hong Kong residents have a neutral or nega-
tive attitude towards the use of Mandarin. 
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1. The Status of Putonghua 

Before we look at the status of Putonghua in Hong Kong, the panoramic view of language use should be introduced. 
Since the policy of bi-literacy and trilingualism was enacted after the handover of sovereignty, English, Cantonese and 
Putonghua are used for spoken communication. Among them, English is an official language (alongside Chinese) and 
Cantonese is the “dominant language of the home and informal communication” (Li, 1999:70) [1]. Nevertheless Pu-
tonghua, as the national language in People’s Republic of China (PRC), is referred to as the “third spoken language” by 
him. A third language refers to a language that people are willing to learn apart from their mother tongue and the second 
language. In my point of view, Putonghua is a third language in HK community. This point will be elaborated from the 
following perspectives. 
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Firstly, in terms of the size of population, the percentage of people who speak Putonghua as their mother tongue in 
2020 is only 3.9% (HK Monthly Survey, 2020) [2]. Although this figure is slightly higher than 3.2% in 2014 (HK 
Monthly Survey 2014) [1], it is still far lower than the proportion of people who speak Cantonese as their mother tongue, 
which is 88.1%. Secondly, from the angle of opportunities for use, HK people hardly use Putonghua except for their 
communication with people from mainland China. When conducting the census, the Hong Kong government distin-
guished two scenarios of spoken language used by Hong Kong residents: one is to communicate with family members 
in daily life: another scenario is to use the language as another dialect (Sautman & Xie, 2021) [3]. In everyday commu-
nication, the majority of Chinese people in HK do not use Putonghua to communicate with their spouses, children and 
parents. The proportions of people who do not use Putonghua in these situations are all above 60%. Cantonese is still 
the dominant language of daily communication with a ratio of 88.5%-90.1%. In the 2016 census, only 1.6% of Hong 
Kong residents used Mandarin as their language of daily communication. Most of them sometimes watch TV or movies 
in Putonghua. The only situation that they often use Putonghua is when people listen to and sing songs. The percentage 
is 12.3%, which is a rather small figure (HK Monthly Survey, 2014) [1]. In the second scenario, although in 2016, the 
proportion of the population who use Mandarin as a dialect was 46.7%, it was also lower than that of the population 
who use English as a dialect, which was 53.2% [3].   

In the education domain, although Putonghua is required to be the medium of instruction in secondary schools, it is 
not the language used by teachers and students off the class. In the workplace, the frequency of using Cantonese and 
English to communicate with colleagues is also much higher than that of Mandarin. According to the survey in 2016, 
only 7.2-10.9% of the population must or often use Mandarin at work, and most of these employees are employed by 
mainland companies in Hong Kong [9]. In addition, employees of local companies in Hong Kong never speak Mandarin 
when meeting or talking with colleagues, and 70% of the population never speak Mandarin when communicating with 
customers. In both cases, the percentage of using Putonghua is much smaller than that of Cantonese and English.  

Thirdly, from the prospective of proficiency level, 28% of the correspondents in 2018 considered their Mandarin as 
very good or good, and most people considered their Mandarin level to be average [2]. In a nutshell, in terms of size of 
population, opportunities of use and the proficiency level, the present status of Putonghua is lower than second language 
English and the first language Cantonese. It is reasonable to assume that Putonghua is still the third language in Hong 
Kong.  

However, other statistics have shown that its status has been improved is in recent years. In other words, the use of 
Putonghua has displayed some characteristics of a second language. According to the definition given in the Longman 
Dictionary o Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics, “a second language fulfills many important functions in 
those countries (including the business of education and government) and the learning the second language is necessary 
to be successful within that context.” (Richard, 2005:607) [8]. 

Firstly, Putonghua is advocated to be the medium of instruction (MOI) in schools. Secondly, after the sovereignty of 
HK was returned to PRC, the HKSAR government has to deal with the PRC government. It renders Putonghua a lan-
guage of politics and administration (Pierson, 1998) [7]. Thirdly, considering its use in the economic domain, Putong-
hua becomes a business language as well. The reason is that with the development of cross-border tourism, business 
contact between mainland and HK has been growing at a staggering rate. Thus, Putonghua is endowed with a market 
value; people learn it for the sake of increasing their competitiveness in job hunting. According to the survey, among 
3398600 employed persons aged 15 to 65, 28.4% of them would like to learn Putonghua for the sake of work. Among 
1102400 persons who attend schools, 65.4% of them said they were willing to learn Putonghua in their spare time (HK 
Monthly Survey, 2014). Although this ratio also declined in 2018, it remained at 49.4%. 

To sum up, the status of Putonghua is improving, actually the percentage of people who are able to speak Putonghua 
increases from 18.1% in 1991 to 34.1% in 2001 (as found in Gu 2004:10) [9]. Nevertheless, some of their attitudes to-
wards Putonghua has been neutral or even negative. On the one hand, in schools or workplaces, Hong Kong residents 
believe that the value of Putonghua is limited. On the other hand, local people in Hong Kong are not interested in the 
community who speak Putonghua. The perception of the status of a certain language can be deeply influenced by the 
political economic and cultural conditions in a society. In the next part, Hong Kong people's attitude towards Putonghua 
and its underlying reasons will be discussed.  

2. Attitude towards Putonghua in Hong Kong and its Underlying Reasons 
The fact that some Hong Kong people resist the learning and using of Putonghua are caused by a combination of 

various reasons. To name a few, the population of native speakers of Putonghua is small; the function of Putonghua is 
limited. However, the most important reasons should be attributed to identity issues and attitudinal factors. 

First, identity plays a significant role. As Pennycook claims “It is not that people use language because who they are, 
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but rather we perform who we are (among other things) by using varieties of language.” (as quoted in Gu 2010:19) [9]. 
As mentioned by Liu (1998) in the book Hong Kong People or Chinese: The Identity of Hong Kong Chinese 1985-1995: 
Hong Kong Chinese generally refer to themselves as Hong Konger or Chinese. In HK context, Lai did research on 134 
secondary school students’ attitudes towards Putonghua in 2010 [5]. He concluded that the majority of Hong Kong 
people regard themselves as Hongkonger, with a percentage of 67% for the middle-class group and of 76% for the 
working class. In contrast, the percentage of Hong Kong Chinese is 30% for working class students. In 2011, only 
15.3% of Hong Kong respondents identified themselves as Chinese. It suggests that Hong Kong people emphasize 
self-identity to a larger extent. They have a weak identification with mainland China. Thus, even though many people 
can speak Putonghua as a result of the institutional support, they are not willing to speak Putonghua in daily life, simply 
because it may undermine their identity as Hong Kongers.  

Secondly, on the one hand, language attitude is a reflection of the status of a certain language in a multilingual socie-
ty. On the other hand, attitude can have an impact on people’s choice of a certain language and can also influence 
people’s acceptance of the language. In fact, the language attitude is closely related to people’s experience with native 
speakers.  

In their interactions with mainland Chinese, HK people develop a sense superiority, which can be illustrated from 
various aspects. In history, as a colony of the United Kingdom, HK enjoys a strong link with western democracy and 
civilization. On the other hand, in the economic sector, as an international financial center, Hong Kong people hold that 
mainland is more undeveloped than HK. HK is a cleaner place than mainland. Last but not the least, the conflict be-
tween HK people and mainland Chinese is being intensified by some visitors’ behavior and some negative and hype 
coverage by the media, such as food safety incident. Another example is that due to social riots in Hong Kong, the con-
flict between the mainland and Hong Kong was intensified in 2020, and Hong Kong residents would discriminate 
against mainland residents who speak Mandarin. In addition, the increasing number of mainland immigrant workers 
makes Hong Kong people; especially lower-middle class people regard mainlanders as their competitors for the public 
resources and jobs. Based on the above reasons, a negative attitude towards Putonghua is fostered in HK community. 

Thirdly, Hong Kong people value Cantonese heritage very much, they are worried that Cantonese culture such as 
Cantonese Opera would be endangered if they learn and use Putonghua. 

3. Possible reasons about why Hong Kong people resist the learning of Putonghua 
Since 21st century, a growing number of mainland residents have immigrated to Hong Kong. There has been an in-

creasing number of mainland Chinese students who choose Hong Kong as an ideal place for tertiary education. The 
political, economic and cultural exchanges between the two places have been improving, however, the proportion of 
people who are willing to study Mandarin in Hong Kong is still very limited. Reasons vary behind this phenomenon, in 
the next section, three main reasons will be analyzed.  

Firstly, Cantonese and Putonghua have very different pronunciation systems. Both are tone language, but Putonghua 
has 4 tones, yet Cantonese has 9 tones. Thus, it is especially difficult for people whose mother tongue is Cantonese to 
speak Putonghua.  

Secondly, in classrooms where Mandarin is taught, the percentage of teachers who actually use Mandarin as the lan-
guage of instruction is still relatively low. Therefore, students only use Mandarin in the classroom, they lack the exter-
nal motivation to use Putonghua in other situations. 

Thirdly, there is not enough intrinsic motivation for students in Hong Kong to learn Putonghua. Baker once claimed 
that language attitude is consisted of two dimensions for learning a language. The first one is an instrumental orientation 
(Kowk, 2004) [4], which means the language is favorable for the learners’ career development. Since many of them 
regard Hong Kong’s university education as a springboard to go for further education abroad. Speaking English well is 
enough for them to achieve good academic performance, whereas speaking Putonghua will not bring as many utilitarian 
benefits as English does. In the workplace, only 17% of the respondents choose Mandarin as the language of business 
communication. Therefore, people's motivation to learn Mandarin is naturally not as strong as that to learn English. As 
is suggested by Baker, the second dimension of a language attitude is related to the integrative motivation. This might 
be “a result of an attachment to, or identification with a language group or their cultural activities.” (Kowk, 2004) [4]. 
In other words, it refers to identity issue. Due to various reasons mentioned previously, it’s difficult for students from 
mainland China to get involved into Hong Kong society and develop group membership with local students. In conclu-
sion, there is a huge social distance between the two groups, which becomes a barrier of the interaction and mutual 
identification between them. 

To sum up, although the number of people who speak Mandarin in Hong Kong has increased in recent years, the sta-
tus of Mandarin in Hong Kong is still a third language. Whether in school or in the workplace, Hong Kong residents' 
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motivation to learn Putonghua is relatively weak, which is mainly related to the identity of Hong Kong people and the 
market value of Putonghua in Hong Kong's economic development. In order to improve the status of Putonghua in 
Hong Kong, how to make the mainland and Hong Kong residents better understand and integrate into each other's cul-
ture is possibly worth researching for future research. 
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