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Abstract. Today, intercultural first acquaintance meetings are becoming more 
and more frequent. The aim of this study is to describe, analyze and compare 
Swedish, Chinese and Swedish-Chinese first acquaintance interactions. Our fo-
cus lies on a classification of the topics in mono- and intercultural first-time en-
counters. The analysis is based on 12 arranged face-to-face first acquaintance 
interactions between Chinese-Chinese, Swedish-Swedish and Swedish-Chinese 
students (4 of each dyad). The interactions are video-recorded and transcribed. 
In addition, semi-structured interviews with the participants have been con-
ducted to get a better understanding of their communication. The method of ac-
tivity-based communication analysis is used to analyze the data. The result of 
the study is a classification and a cross-cultural comparison of topics and the 
order of their occurrence in first time encounters. In addition, the study sheds 
light on the similarities and differences between Chinese and Swedish commu-
nication patterns.  

Keywords: first-time encounters, intercultural communication, Chinese, 
Swedes, cross-cultural comparison. 

1   Introduction. First-Time Encounters and Culture 

In everyday life people often meet and talk to each other for the first time, often with-
out giving it much thought. Many such first-time encounters are spontaneous and 
brief, e.g. talking to a stranger at the bus stop, interacting with another customer in a 
shop, etc. The initiation of interaction is usually related to a certain shared context and 
activity for the people involved, and the topics are related to the context (e.g. talking 
about traffic delays while waiting at the bus stop, discussing sale prices with other 
customers, etc). Some first-time encounters are spontaneous (like meeting at the bus 
stop) while others are arranged, like a booked job interview. In the arranged meetings, 
there is often a more or less pre-defined topic for interaction, e.g. previous work ex-
periences are in focus in a job interview. 

Today many first-time encounters are intercultural. Meeting a person with a differ-
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on the interactions [1]. This study aims to throw light on people’s communicative 
behavior in first-time encounters in general, and in intercultural encounters in particu-
lar, with a focus on the choice of topics in interactions.  

2   Aim and Specific Questions 

The aim of the study is to describe, analyze and to compare Swedish, Chinese and 
Swedish-Chinese first acquaintance interactions. Our focus lies on a classification and 
comparison of topics in mono- and intercultural first time encounters. The specific 
questions of the study are: (1) What are the topics discussed in first time encounters? 
(2) Are there any differences and/or similarities between monocultural (Swedish-
Swedish and Chinese-Chinese) and intercultural (Chinese-Swedish) interactions in 
terms of topics discussed and the order in which the topics are introduced in conversa-
tions? (3) How can the observed differences and similarities be explained? 

3   Material and Method 

The analysis is based on 12 arranged video-recorded face-to-face first acquaintance 
interactions between Chinese and Swedish university students (4 of each dyad, Chi-
nese-Chinese, Swedish-Swedish and Swedish-Chinese) in combination with semi-
structured interviews with the participants. Four Swedes and four Chinese (two male 
and two female of each, eight participants in total) participated in the study. The age 
range of the participant is 23-30 years. All of them at the recording time were students 
at the University of Gothenburg. Each interaction involved two students who had not 
met each other before the recording. The languages used in the interactions are the 
participants’ native languages (Swedish and Mandarin Chinese) while the Swedish-
Chinese interactions were conducted in English.  

The participants were asked to get acquainted, then the project assistant left the room 
to come back in about 10 minutes. The research team set no restrictions on the topics to 
be discussed by the participants. The camera was placed outside the participants’ field 
of vision to minimize the possible effect of video recording on participants’ behavior.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participants after the re-
cording. The interviews included questions about the topics discussed, reasons for 
choosing these topics and differences in communication with regard to people from 
the same and different cultural backgrounds. All interviews were audio-recorded. 

The interactions were transcribed directly from the recordings by the native speakers 
of Swedish and Chinese. GTS and MSO (Göteborg Transcription Standard + Modified 
Standard Orthography [2], developed at the Department of Linguistics and Center 
SSKKII/SCCIIL, University of Gothenburg were used. The standard allows inclusion of 
such features of spoken language as overlaps, pauses, comments on communicative 
body movements and other events. The transcriptions were checked. The recordings and 
transcribed interactions were then analyzed using Activity-based communication analy-
sis [3]. The result of the analysis is a detailed analysis of first acquaintance as a social 
activity, with a special focus on the topics discussed. A number of topics have been 
identified, and the order in which the topics are taken up in interactions has been ana-
lyzed. The analysis is supported by examples from the transcriptions and comments 
from the interviews. 

ent cultural background can be an exciting experience, but also a challenge, causing 
stress, anxiety and uncertainty about appropriate communicative behavior. Language 
problems and cultural differences can often though not always have a negative impact 
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4   Results 

4.1   First Acquaintance as a Social Activity. Some General Comments on the 
Interactions 

Since the recorded encounters are arranged, this has an impact on the behavior of the 
participants. For example, one of the purposes of the interactions is to participate in a 
research project, another is to get know each other and perhaps to some extent to “kill 
time” and have fun. The participants are native speakers of Swedish and Chinese, 
and, though all have a good command of English as a second language, difficulties in 
using English might have had some influence on their communicative behavior. All 
participants live in Gothenburg or in the districts around Gothenburg. The recordings 
took place in a room at the university (physical environment), which might have 
created a more formal atmosphere than if the recordings had been made outside the 
university. Consider a comment from one of the Swedish respondents, which high-
lights the impact of physical context on the topics discussed:  

 

 “If you know that you are in school and you ask what the other person studies… however when a new 
person comes to my job it is a different thing.” 

Swedish female participant 
 

The respondents commented that in general it was challenging to participate in in-
teractions of this kind. Some report being nervous. Another general comment about 
communication was that the participants experienced more tension and difficulties in 
interactions with interlocutors from a different cultural background than their own: 

 

 “Feel happy and enjoy in the communication [with the Chinese]… Feel relax. I felt it was a little bit 
hard to find topics and shared experiences [with the Swedes]. The topics were more narrow and public” 

Chinese female participant 
 

Table 1. Topics in the first-time encounters 
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4.2   Topics in First Acquaintance 

In total 17 topics have been identified. The topics are grouped in five types (I-V) and 
numbered (1-17). Some topics (4, 8 and 9) have sub-topics (a, b, c).  The topics are 
presented in Table 1 together with a brief explanation. 

The topics of Type I include greetings and the topics related to personal informa-
tion. Type II includes occupation/studies and residence. Type III contains the purpose 
for meeting, common or non-common acquaintances, interests and other experiences 
(occupation/studies excluded). Talking about Sweden and China and comparing them 
are the topics in Type IV. Giving emotional support (e.g. consolation and encourage-
ment) is included in Type V. In Table 2, the distribution of topics in relation to the 
type of encounter is presented.  

Table 2. Distribution of topics in relation to the type of encounter 

 

The data is scarce which enables us to draw only tentative conclusions. As can be 
seen from the table, it is customary for the participants to greet each other and intro-
duce themselves. Being quite neutral, such topics as occupation/studies, reasons for 
meeting, previous places of living, searching for common interests/experiences as 
well as talking about the people one knows and the interests/experiences appear in 
both mono- and intercultural conversations. Religion, money and economy as well as 
current place of living are discussed only by the Swedes, while China and emotional 
support are in focus in the Chinese interactions. Topics that require more shared 
background and sensitivity are discussed in the monocultural dyads, perhaps because 
the participants feel at ease with more topics. In line with this, topics like age, family 
and searching for common acquaintances are discussed in monocultural interactions 
only, but not in the intercultural interactions. Probably, it is easier to find a common 
acquaintance with a person from the same country than with a foreigner. Nationality 
and talking about Sweden and comparing China and Sweden are topics present in the 
Chinese-Chinese and intercultural encounters. The reason for this might be that all 
three topics are relevant when the participant is an outside visitor. Below, we will 
provide some more explanation to the distribution of topics and also comment on the 
frequency and order of occurrence of topics in the analyzed interactions.  

In Table 3, the distribution of topics in order of their occurrence in the interactions 
for each dyad is presented. 

Intercultural Dynamics of First Acquaintance 
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Table 3. Distribution of topics in the encounters 

 
 

Some but not all topics are present in all interactions; some topics are taken up in 
several times (e.g. previous studies), and some occur only once (greeting and name 
introduction). For example, the topic 6. Nationality is in the 5th place in CC1 (Chi-
nese-Chinese conversation 1). If the topic is not present in the interaction, it is marked 
by (-). The largest number of topics is 16 (SS6) and the lowest is 6 (CC4).  

Below, some observations are provided concerning frequency and the order of oc-
currence of the topics in the interactions. Examples are given illustrating the topics, 
taken from the interviews and the transcriptions.  

4.3   Topics Present in the Chinese, Swedish and the Swedish-Chinese 
Interactions 

Conversation opening – greeting and name introduction 
As we can see in Tables 2 and 3, such topics as greeting and name introduction ap-
pear at the beginning of all interactions. The Swedes greet each other with an informal 
hej/tjena (hi/hello), the Chinese use ni hao (how are you) and hi/hello, nice to meet 
you are used in intercultural interactions. In the Swedish interactions the participants 
mention their first names only, e.g. Robert, Simon, Hanna, which is customary in 
Sweden and also a result of the informality of the situation. The Chinese introduce 
themselves by using full names first, but they call each other differently after they get 
known of each other, depending on how many words they have in the name. A gen-
eral principle is that the Chinese use no more than two words to refer to the other per-
son rather than first name or full name. For example, Gegen Tana has four words in 
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her name, so the Chinese speakers will call her Tana after they get to know her. The 
participants also tend to comment about their names, e.g. Erik is a Swedish name and, 
try to find a resemblance between their names, e.g. Gegentana and Hanna are similar 
in a way and  relate them to the names of the people they know (see Excerpt 1):  

 

Excerpt 1. SS6 
Speaker Transcription Eng. translation 
$L: < hej /

1
 [ lisa ] >

2
 < hi / [ lisa]  > 

@ < gesture: shake hands > 
$K: [som ]

 3
 min syster [as ] my sister 

 

Thus, though scarcely knowing each other, the participants attempt to find some-
thing similar, starting with names (as in the example above) and continuing with 
common acquaintances and interests.  

Career plans, place of residence and reason for meeting 
It is not surprising that current occupation/studies is a common topic in all interac-
tions, as the participants are students. Talking about studies e.g. går du också här på 
universitetet (do you go to this university as well), is common and it appears in the 
initial and/or middle part of all conversations. Unlike greeting and name introduction, 
the participants turn to current occupation/studies repeatedly during interactions, e.g. 
in SS8. 

Past experiences, more specifically related to previous place of living and previ-
ous occupation/studies occur in 10 and 8 interactions respectively. It is possible to 
see that the topic previous place of living is discussed somewhat earlier in intercul-
tural interactions (as early as on the 3rd place in three out of four interactions) than in 
the Chinese (4th place in one and 8th in two) and in the Swedish (3rd place in one and 
5th – 15th place in two) interactions. A possible explanation for this is that in the inter-
cultural encounters it is common that people come from different countries. Thus, 
inquiries about previous places of living are reasonable and might appear earlier in 
intercultural interactions compared to the monocultural ones.  

The topic previous occupation/studies appear in the middle and closer to the end 
in the majority of Swedish and the Chinese interactions (4th place in CC4 and 7th- 10th 
place in other interactions). The topic is discussed in only one intercultural interaction 
(SC9). A possible explanation is that the focus in intercultural interactions is primarily 
on the current state of things and on the experiences of a new culture, rather than on 
personal history. It is possible that past experiences that are more “rooted” in one’s 
background are more difficult to talk about compared to the present experiences 
which are more shared for the Chinese and the Swedes who are living in Sweden both 
in general, and when meeting a person for the first time in particular.  

Future occupation/studies is another topic in the interactions, which can be ex-
pected since the participants’ backgrounds (students) motivate talking about a future 
career with fellow students.  

                                                           
1 /, //, /// - pauses 
2 <  >, @ < > - comments about non-verbal behavior, comment on standard orthography, other 

actions 
3 [ ] - overlap 

Intercultural Dynamics of First Acquaintance 
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Participants discussing reason for meeting (participation in the research pro-
ject) is observed mainly in the Swedish interactions. This can perhaps be explained 
by the greater familiarity of the Swedish students with the university environment.  

Individual acquaintances and (searching) for common interests/experiences 
Talking about people you know, your personal experiences and interests are other 
common topics in the interactions. In the excerpt below, the Swedish participants talk 
about a shared experience:  

 

Excerpt 2. SS5 
Speaker Transcription English translation 

$M: där har jag åkt skridskor många [gånger ]  I skated there many [ times] 
$J: [ ja det har ]

 
ju jag // också gjort några 

gånger // vilket sammanträffande 
 [ yeah I did]  it  // as well a couple of  
times // what a coincidence 

 

The participants stressed the problems of finding something in common with people 
of different cultural backgrounds. A Swedish respondent claims that it might also be 
necessary to be more careful in the intercultural interactions: 

 
 “As a Swede you can discuss the things that we have experienced as we grew up… I cannot discuss them 
with a foreigner. I would be also more careful with a foreigner… one doesn’t know what can be sensi-
tive” 

Swedish female participant 
 

Though the data is scarce, it can be observed that the participants in general tend to 
attempt to talk more about shared interests/experiences than common acquaintances (6 
compared to 3 interactions). Probably talking about people one knows is more sensitive 
than talking about interests and experiences? In addition, as mentioned above, (search-
ing for) common acquaintances is present only in monocultural encounters as it might 
be difficult to think about common acquaintances in intercultural first encounters. 

4.4   Topics Common for the Chinese and Swedish Encounters 

Age, family and (searching for) common acquaintances are the topics discussed in 
monocultural interactions only. An interesting observation can be made concerning 
the Chinese and the Swedes discussing family. The Chinese students talked about 
their partners, while the Swedes focused on parents and  siblings. Below, an excerpt 
from the Chinese interaction is provided:  

 
Excerpt 3. CC3 

Speaker Transcription English translation 
$B: ran hou ta men dou shi jia li mian yao qiu qu 

de er xi fu er a shen me de  
then do they have specific requirements to 
have son-in-laws or so  

$C: dui ta men shi you zhe ge yao qiu dan shi wo 
men mei you wo men jia mei you  

yes they have specific requirements but we 
don’t my family do not have  

$B: ni men wu suo wei it does not matter to you 
$C: dui < yao kan na ge kan > no < it is dependent on > 
@ < gaze down to the left, hands open trying to find words > 
$B: chuan tong bu chuan tong ba whether the family is traditional or not 

 
Here, we can observe the discussion of a family issue that is more common for the 

Chinese than for the Swedes, namely the role of the family in choosing a marital partner.  
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4.5   Topics Present in the Swedish and in the Chinese Interactions Only 

The current place of living is only discussed in the Swedish interactions. The 
Swedes (locals) tend to talk more in detail about Gothenburg. The reason might be 
that the Chinese (non-locals) lack a specific knowledge about the city, and that in the 
intercultural encounters the focus seems to lie on Sweden as a country. Below, the 
Swedish students discuss a “non-fancy” district (Bergsjön) and a “fancy” part (Ma-
jorna) in Gothenburg: 

 

Excerpt 4. SS7 
Speaker Transcription English translation 
$P: e va bo du i stan  er where do you live in the city  
$M: e ja bor i bergsjön er I live in < bergsjön  > 
@ < områdesnamn/district name > 
$P: okej  // var  okay // where 
$M: ja: / < teleskopgatan > du hm: / < teleskopgatan > and you 
@ < gatunamn/ street name > 
$P: i < majorna > i den [ < fin+ > ] in < majorna > in the [ < fan+ > ] 
@ < områdesnamn/district name >, @ < cutoff: fina/fancy > 
$M: [ fina stadsdelen ]   [ fancy district ] 

 

The participants ($P, $M) talk freely about the districts and share a common 
knowledge of the city. On the contrary, the excerpt below illustrates how the Swedish 
participant ($H) experiences difficulties in initiating interaction with the Chinese stu-
dent ($B) about Vasastan, a locally famous part of Gothenburg: 

 

Excerpt 5. SC12 
Speaker Transcription 
$H: you know vasastan 
$B: < no > 
@ <head: shake, disagreement > 
$H:  < [ you don’t ] > 
@ < facial expression: eyebrow: eyebrow raise; surprise> 
$B:  [ I don’t think so ] 

 

Unlike in Excerpt 4, the Swedish speaker soon realizes that the Chinese interlocu-
tor has no idea where this part of the city is, which surprises him. Thus, later in inter-
action, he attempts to provide some explanation.  

Religion and economy appear in one Swedish interaction. The interactants com-
ment briefly on going to church and study loans. It is interesting as money is a sensi-
tive topics in many cultures, including Sweden. The fact that the participants discuss 
it can be explained by the context of interaction – talking about student issues at the 
university. One of the Swedish female respondents comments about it: 

 

“Some things one should not start talking about … at the same time in some circumstance such things 
can be okay to talk about … if it is the reason why one start interacting because one is ill and is sitting at 
the waiting room at the hospital” 

Swedish female participant 
 

The Chinese talk about China, their home country. In addition, in one interaction, 
one of the Chinese girls provides emotional support, consolation, to the interlocutor, 
which might indicate some closeness in monocultural encounters.  

Intercultural Dynamics of First Acquaintance 
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4.6   Topics Common for the Chinese and the Intercultural Encounters  

Nationality, talking about Sweden and comparing China and Sweden are the top-
ics discussed in the Chinese-Chinese and in the intercultural interactions. An interest-
ing example is presented below, when the Chinese and Swedish participants talk 
about the Swedish weather:  

 

Excerpt 6. SC10 
Speaker Transcription 
$D:  I like the weather here 
$F: < ok >  interesting  
@ < surprise, facial expression: general face: laughter; uncertainty / surprise > 
$D:  er // except  winter 

 

The Swedish respondent is surprised that the Chinese girl likes the Swedish rainy and 
cold weather. The Chinese girl comments on it in the interview: 
 

“I wanted to tell why I like Swedish weather. She talked about some bad things about Sweden…” 
Chinese female participant 

 

Avoiding criticizing the host country might be one of typical features in intercul-
tural encounters as well as a tendency for talking about more neutral topics than those 
in monocultural encounters.  

5   Discussion 

The paper provides an overview, analysis and comparison of the topics present in the 
monocultural and multicultural first-time encounters between Swedish and Chinese 
university students. Though the data is scarce, the analysis shows the following ten-
dencies in the first-time encounters.  

The topics discussed in the encounters for this study are related to the personal 
background of the participants; i.e. their career, residence, (searching for) common 
interests, acquaintances and reason for interaction. Moreover, issues related to the 
countries of origin of the participants (Sweden and China) are present. The analysis 
shows that there are both similarities and differences in the topics discussed between 
the mono- and intercultural encounters.  

To start with the similarities in topics used in the interactions, they are primarily 
due to the activity influences. Greetings and introductions are used as a way to estab-
lish social recognition. As the purpose of this interaction is to get to know each other, 
name introduction is a starting point in this process. Talking about the career/studies 
is expected, as the participants are students. Moreover, a tendency to search for and/or 
talk about something in common can be observed, which is again a consequence of 
the fact that the participants attempt to get to know each other better. Focusing on 
finding similarities, rather than differences is a natural way to enhance interaction, to 
motivate the interlocutor to talk more about him/herself. Talking about the reason for 
interaction can be also expected. Concerning differences, one of the factors influenc-
ing the interaction is whether the participants are of the same or different background. 
The fact that the Swedes talk about such sensitive topics as money and religion, but 
not with the Chinese, and that the Chinese girl gives emotional support to another 
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Chinese girt, but not to any Swedish participant, might be due to less tension in 
monocultural encounters. Searching for common acquaintances is common for the 
monocultural interactions, as one can presume that there is a better chance to find the 
people both know; in intercultural encounters this tendency is not present at all. An-
other influencing factor is whether the participants are local inhabitants (the Swedes) 
or sojourners (the Chinese). The Swedes talk more in detail about the districts and 
streets in Gothenburg while the Chinese informants do not discuss it at all. This can 
be explained by the Swedes having better knowledge about the city compared to the 
Chinese who are new in Sweden. The participants in this study are Swedes and Chi-
nese; thus, comparing and discussing China and Sweden are expected topics in the 
interactions between the Swedish and the Chinese students, but also in the Chinese-
Chinese interactions since they are new in Sweden.  
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