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Exploring the Chinese Translation of Australian Health 

Product Labels:  Are they selling the same thing? 
 
 

Jing Fang and Zhongwei Song 
 

Abstract 
 

In recent years, Australian health products have become highly popular in the Chinese 
market. In this context, labels of some big Australian health product brands have been 
translated into Chinese and appeared in pharmacies and online stores. This paper aims 
to examine to what extent these translations have become “transcreations”, where 
something new has been created and added into the translated labels targeting Chinese 
buyers.  Using systemic functional linguistics as the theoretical framework, the paper 
tries to find some detailed linguistic evidence, exploring how the actual transcreations 
happen through lexigrammatical choices made by the translators. A comparative 
analysis of the English labels and their Chinese translations is conducted, mainly 
focusing on the following linguistic features: the generality of the nouns representing 
targeted symptoms and disease names, the experiential features of the lexical choices 
representing claimed health benefits, and the use of modality words in the texts. Results 
of the analysis indicate that lexicogrammatical analysis of the translators’ choices can 
provide very valuable insights into the process of a transcreation, especially into the 
‘creation’ part of the process, and an analysis of the context where transcreation takes 
place can help us discover the motives behind the translator’s choices. An open attitude 
is needed in translation criticism, based on which transcreation can be judged on the 
basis of a duel-perspective analysis involving both macro and micro aspects of the source 
and target texts. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
  
“Transcreation” is a relatively new term in the field of translation studies. 
With its meaning still being defined, the term means different things to 
different people. That said, transcreation is largely used by advertising and 
marketing professionals, who, in order to reach their international 
audiences, adapt advertisement texts from one language to another. So in 
essence, it can be argued that “transcreation” is, to a significant extent, a 
form of translation activity for it fundamentally involves the transfer of 
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meaning from one language to another. However, as the term itself 
indicates, “transcreation” also is something more than “translation” since 
it involves “transfer” and “creation”, with the latter being often driven by 
the intention to make the meaning more relevant to the target readers. In a 
translator’s eye, what is created is always deemed as relevant, yet 
paradoxically what is relevant cannot always be taken as universal by 
others (Katan, 2004). As a result, the boundary between the transferred 
message and the one being created in the target language text cannot 
always be so clearly defined, which is compellingly evidenced by the 
research focusing on the invisibility and manipulation of translators (cf. 
Lefevere, 1992; Venuti, 2008) and analyzing their role as social and cultural 
agents actively participating in the production and reproduction of textual 
and discursive practices (Inghilleri, 2005).  Based on a case study, this 
paper explores and analyzes some Chinese translation of Australian health 
product labels, the texts that presumably contain a limited potential for 
‘creation’. The aim of the paper is to investigate the linguistic environment 
where a covert transcreation is realised, and what strategies that a 
translator may use to realise the process of transcreation. 
 Before the case study is presented, it is important to give an overview 
of the situation of transcreation in the field of translation studies, and the 
prevalent approaches to the study of translation choice. 
 
1.2 Viewing transcreation in translation studies 
 
In the field of translation studies, contrasting terms have been used to 
refer to sharply different translation approaches, which are all adopted in 
attempts to achieve equivalence across the “free” to “literal” translation 
spectrum. There are, for example, “dynamic equivalence” (Nida, 1964) 
versus “formal equivalence” (Catford, 1965), “domestication” versus 
“foreignisation” (Paloposki, 2011), “translator’s invisibility” versus 
“translator’s visibility (Venuti, 2008), “covert translation” versus “overt 
translation” (House, 2001) and thick versus thin translation (Hermans, 
2003). The farther a translated text has departed from the original, the 
more it is tilted towards the ‘free’ end of the spectrum, and the greater it 
becomes transcreative. 

With its usage predominantly in the global advertising and marketing 
industry, transcreation generally involves “the process of adapting a 
message from one language to another” (Wikipedia), and it is aimed to 
make sure that “the target text is the same as the source text in every 
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aspect: the message it conveys, the style, the images and emotions it 
evokes and its cultural background” (Balemans, 2013). ‘Creation’ only 
comes into play when, with all the possible considerations taken, the 
transferred meaning of a concept, an idea, a product or service is still 
believed unable to strike the chord with the intended audience from one 
language to another language. According to Stibbe, the aim of 
transcreation is in essence to yield something that translation in itself 
won’t be able to achieve (Stibbe, 2009). This embracing definition reminds 
one of what is called transfer-oriented approach of translation, as the latter 
focuses on “considerations of the source side, the target side, and of the 
differences between them” (Frank, 1990:12) and views translation as a 
compromise on the part of the translator. Further, this view is subscribed 
by the approach of intercultural communication, for which Bennett (1998: 
3) convincingly argues that 'cultures are different in these languages, 
behavior patterns and values'. 

In line of these approaches, transcreation is a form of intercultural 
communication, and transcreating a text is both an act of translating as 
well as copywriting in that both are carried out as and in the form and 
process of rewriting, an activity that “contributes to constructing the 
‘image’ of a writer and/or a work of literature” (Bassnett and Lefevere, 
1990:10). So in the course of the rewriting process regardless of however 
transfer, adaptation or creation is performed in either translation or 
transcreation, both translators and transcreators are unable to completely 
break free from the influences of “the status of the original, the self-image 
of the culture that text is translated into, the types of texts deemed 
acceptable in that culture, the levels of diction deemed acceptable in it, the 
intended audience, and the ‘cultural scripts’ that audience is used to or 
willing to accept” (Lefevere, 1992:87). In this context, transcreation that 
inherits many, if not all features of free translation could be viewed as an 
act of translating that pushes further its freedom across and over the free 
translation approaches. 

So entrenched as a translation tradition for various reasons, however, 
‘free’ approaches still often entice criticism, as they involve the sacrifice of 
semantic equivalence between two languages and prioritize target cultural 
and language needs over the original ones.  
In fact, the existence of so many different terms, such as “appropriation”, 
“adaptation”, and “transcreation” and so on, distinguishing their practices 
from the term ‘translation’ has highlighted the complexity in the field of 
translation studies. The argument still exists about whether approaches 
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such as transcreation and alike should be accepted as translation (cf. 
Rabbassa, 1989; Chan, 2009). To seek answers, it is essential to have a 
clear knowledge about the process of each of these approaches – knowing 
how and why the translator/transcreator makes particular choices in the 
translating/transcreating process provides new perspectives of viewing the 
situation.  
 
1.3 The study of translator’s choice 
 

When it comes to the reasons behind a translator’s choices, the 
explorations generally fall into two categories: one is the macro-analytical 
approach focusing on social cultural and political factors, and the other is 
the micro-analytical approach focusing on the linguistic choices.  In recent 
years, translation critics have laid a great emphasis on the macro factors of 
ideology, culture, genre, power relations and sociological factors (e.g. 
Lefevere, 1992; Flotow, 1997; Robinson, 2001; Wolf, 2007), reflecting a 
new trend in the translation studies since 1990s, where growing concerns 
are given to the cultural, ideological and political impacts on the 
translation products. However, most of these macro-analytical approaches 
remain qualitative, and cannot provide concrete and objective evidence to 
examine translator’s actual strategies in realising their translation purposes. 
 As House (2001: 132) points out, one needs to consider the micro-
perspective, the linguistic “nitty-gritty” of the text because translation is 
first and foremost a linguistic procedure – however conditioned this 
process may be by “external forces”.  On the other hand, however, some 
linguistic approaches to Translation Studies are also criticized for showing 
little considerations of social, cultural and ideological impacts on the 
translator’s decision-making (e.g. Venuti, 2008) in the belief that 
translation practitioners are more interested in what is visible on the 
surface (Katan, 2009). What we need is an integrated, complementary 
perspective, from which both macro and micro concerns can be 
embraced. For the importance of taking this dual perspective Juliane 
House argues: 
 

In taking this dual, complementary perspective, the translation critic will 
be enabled to approximate the reconstruction of the translator’s choices 
and to throw some light on his decision processes in as objective a manner 
as possible. (2001:  156) 
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It is with this spirit of enquiry that the present study is unfolded.  
 
1.4 Systemic functional linguistic analysis of translator’s choices 
 
Systemic functional linguistics provides functional approach to study 
language, where language is viewed as a network of systemic choices 
simultaneously realising three major functions in meaning: ideational 
metafunction for construing human experience, interpersonal 
metafunction related to personal relations, social distance, social status and 
attitude, and textual metafunction related to the mode and organisation of 
the text (see further in Halliday & Hasan, 1985; Halliday & Matthiessen, 
2004). The multidimensional nature of systemic functional theory, where 
choices of lexis and grammar are interpreted as the reflection and 
realisation of deeper semantic and contextual meanings, provides rich 
resources for identifying and interpreting translation choices from both 
micro and macro perspectives. In the present study, we aim to use 
systemic functional linguistics as the analytical tool to reflect the strategies 
that the translator adopts in realising the process of transcreation. The 
relevant aspects of the systemic functional linguistic theory that are 
applied in this study will be introduced in detail in Section 3.  
 
 
2. Methodology 
 
In recent years, Australian health products have become highly popular in 
the Chinese market. In this context, labels of some big Australian health 
product brands have been translated into Chinese and appeared in 
pharmacies and online stores in China. These translations were done by 
anonymous translators. Given so many different Chinese versions of the 
same English labels, it is assumed that these translators are not assigned by 
the Australian product manufacturers. Further, judging the significant 
differences between these versions and the original labels, it is further 
assumed that the translators are most likely those who either sell the 
products themselves or are hired by those sales agents to conduct the 
translation.  
 
2.1 Data 
48 pairs of parallel texts are collected with 48 English texts with 48 
Chinese translations. The English label texts are extracted from the official 
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websites of the product manufacturers, while the Chinese translations are 
from the webpages of the Chinese online stores operating at Taobao. The 
texts are presented as the labels of 5 health product brands made in 
Australia, and fall into 5 general categories: marine products, bee products, 
herbal supplements, vitamins, and farm products. The five brands, 
Wealthy Health, Australia by Nature, Blackmores, Nature’s Way, and 
Healthy Care are some of the major Australian brands being marketed at 
Taobao, China’s No.1 online shopping website, equivalent to, though 
bigger than eBay.  
The collected texts are short in length and clearly laid out in structure. A 
typical label text includes the following parts:  

• product name 
• background information on the key ingredients 
• the therapeutic function/health benefit 
• list of ingredients, dosage and warning 

It is found that both English texts and their Chinese translations share 
these generic structural features in general. 
 
2.2 Analytical framework 
 
With a parallel corpus established, a manual analysis was conducted, 
mainly focusing on the lexicogrammatical choices in both the source texts 
and the translation texts. The analysis aims to answer the following 
questions: 

1. In presenting the value of the product, how is the positive 
appraisal realised through the lexicogrammatical choices? Does the 
translation reflect the same level of appraisal? 

2. How are the targeted medical conditions presented? Is the 
presentation generally the same in the translations?  

3. How are the claimed therapeutic actions realised in 
lexicogrammatical choices? Are there any differences between 
source and target texts in this regard? 

4. How is modality presented in the parallel texts? Are there any 
differences? 

In addition to the manual analysis, SysCon, a computational tool based on 
systemic functional linguistics, has also been used for frequency search of 
certain types of lexical items, and which is particularly useful in analysis of 
lexical realisation of process types.  
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3. Analysis and results 
 
The analysis of the data was conducted on the basis of some fundamental 
aspects of systemic functional linguistic theory, including appraisal, the 
general-specific cline of things,1 process types, and modality.   
 
3.1 Positive appraisal 
 
In systemic functional linguistics, the appraisal system provides resources 
for the speaker/writer to position their audience/readers into thinking 
positively or negatively about the information (see further in Martin & 
White, 2005). The lexicogrammar provides important resources for 
creating and interpreting appraisal, as the choice of lexicogrammatical 
patterns influences the audience’s personal reaction to the meanings in a 
text (Martin & White, 2005). In the corpus of the present study, positive 
appraisal is widely found in the labels, especially in the section of 
‘background’, where background information of the key ingredients is 
presented, and also in the section of  ‘therapeutic functions”, where 
information of health benefits is given. In terms of lexicogrammar, the 
positive appraisal is mainly achieved in two ways in these texts: one is 
through the use of attitudinal adjectives or nominal groups representing 
positive attributes of the ingredients, and the other is by adverbs and 
adverbial groups representing positive circumstances of manner and 
extent. A circumstance of manner gives a positive aspect of the process 
being construed, and a circumstance of extent shows the volume of the 
appraisal. Below are examples illustrating these choices: 
 
Positive attributes realised by adjectives and nominal groups: 
It is a valuable source of the omega-6 fatty acid gamma linolenic acid, 
which is a healthy essential fat that has a vast array of positive effects in 
the body. 
Circumstances of manner and extent realised by adverbs and adverbial groups: 

• Salmon Oil is carefully manufactured and specifically formulated 
to provide a therapeutic amount of the omega-3 fatty acids. 
(manner) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 “Thing” is a systemic functional term, which is the semantic core of a nominal 
group and is typically realised by a noun. 
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• 月见草油能够明显改善痛经症状，改善经期不适症状，以

及经期较短的问题。(extent) 

Back translation: The Evening primrose oil can distinctly reduce period pain, and 
relieve menstrual symptoms as well as the problem of short menstrual period.  
Figure 1 shows the analytical results of the use of positive appraisal items 
in both the source and translation texts: 
 

 
Figure 1: A comparison of positive appraisal  
 
The results indicate that, in terms of presenting positive appraisal, the 
source and translation texts are very similar – in other words, they achieve 
the similar level of positive evaluation of the products being presented. A 
slight difference lies in the distribution of the lexicogrammatical patterns: 
the source language texts seem to use more adjectives and nouns than the 
target language texts in representing positive attributes, but fewer adverbs 
in representing positive circumstances of manner and extent. Therefore, it 
seems that little has been ‘created’ in this respect of the translation. 
 
3.2 The presentation of the targeted conditions 
 
The description of the medical conditions that a health product targets is 
mainly found in the section of “Background information of the key 
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ingredients” as well as in that of “Therapeutic functions”. They are 
typically realised by nominal groups, representing either names of 
symptoms or physiological states. So the targeted conditions generally fall 
into two types in the text environment: one is the symptomatic conditions 
that the products claim to prevent or relieve, and the other is the 
physiological conditions that the products claim to maintain or improve 
for better health.  
In systemic functional theory, one of the most important semantic 
features of naming of things is the cline of generality where the naming of 
the same type of things can be selected on the cline of “general-specific” 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999). The naming of health conditions is no 
exception. The example below illustrates how the lexicogrammatical 
choices realising the same health condition reflect different selections on 
the “general-specific” cline (see Figure 2): 
 

Figure 2: condition descriptor on the general-specific cline 
 
Based on this cline, the nominal groups realising the targeted conditions in 
the corpus can be analysed in terms of generality. Figure 3 shows the 
result of general and specific conditions being presented in both source 
and target language texts: 
 

	  
general specific 

e.g. condition discomfort premenstrual discomfort breast pain 
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Figure 3: A comparison of the presentation of targeted conditions 
 
 
The results in Figure 3 yield some interesting indications. Firstly, the total 
number of conditions being presented in the source texts is significantly 
smaller than the target texts. Secondly, in terms of specific conditions, 
there is a huge difference between the source and target language texts, 
with the latter presenting much more specific conditions than the former. 
The results unequivocally indicate that some new information has been 
created in the translation, and in particular that the new information 
represents some specific conditions which the products target. In fact, a 
closer look at the translations show that the presentation of the health 
conditions, which cannot be found in the aligned source texts, typically 
functions as a further elaboration of a general condition presented in both 
texts. Example: 
 
 
Source text: 
Evening primrose oil maintains normal menstruation; aids in the relief of 
premenstrual symptoms. (general condition) 
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Target text: 

月见草油能调经，缓解月经前的各种症状或综合症 (general conditions)，如：

缓解乳房胀痛、经期不准、腹痛腰酸等。(spe c i f i c  cond i t ions ) 

Back translation: Evening primrose oil can maintain normal menstruation, and 
relieve a variety of premenstrual symptoms and conditions, such as: relieving breast pain, 
irregular period, lower abdominal pain and back pain. 
 
 
3.3 The construal of therapeutic actions 
 
In the present study, therapeutic actions refer to the processes of 
preventing, relieving, maintaining and improving the targeted conditions. 
In systemic functional theory, the construal of our experience of what 
goes on is modelled by the configuration of three components: a process 
unfolding through time, the participants involved in the process, and 
circumstances associated with the process (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). 
 So in the case of label texts, it is reasonable to assume that a typical 
experiential configuration in construing a therapeutic process would be:  
 
participant 1(product/key ingredients)  
+ process (e.g., prevent/relieve/maintain/improve)  
+ participant 2 (targeted condition) 
+ circumstance (e.g., manner/extent) 
 
However, it is found after analysis that those verbs that are generally 
chosen to realise the therapeutic process in this context, such as maintain, 
prevent, and treat, are nominalised in a considerable number of instances in 
the English texts. Examples: 

• Assist in the maintenance of a normal/healthy cardiovascular 
system. 

• May assist in the prevention and/or treatment of osteoporosis.  
• May assist in the maintenance of cholesterol within the normal 

range in healthy individual 
 
As shown in the above examples, when these processes are nominalised, 
the nominalisation is often included in a prepositional phrase functioning 
as a circumstance. Such a shift in the grammatical organisation causes a re-
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mapping of semantic meanings in the clause, as an element of process is, 
experientially speaking, always more important than a circumstantial 
element. As Halliday and Matthiessen point out (2004: 176), the 
configuration of process + participants constitutes the experiential centre 
of the clause, whereas the status of circumstantial elements in the 
configuration is more peripheral and they are not directly involved in the 
process. Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that, when nominalised, these 
therapeutic processes can only have an indirect impact on the participants 
(targeted conditions). Compared with the source texts, the instances of 
nominalised therapeutic process are significantly fewer in the target 
language texts (see Figure 4). This indicates that the translators have made 
some shifts to unpack the nominalised processes and re-present them as 
the centre of the experience in the translation. Example: 
 
Source text: 
Bioinskin collagen assists in the maintenance and repair of skin, hair and 
nails. 
 
Target text: 
保持皮膚健康美白， 修復受損肌膚，增加皮膚、頭髮和指甲的活
性。 
 
Back translation: (It) maintains the health and fairness of skin，repairs skin 
damage, and increases the vibrance of skin, hair and nails. 
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Figure 4: A comparison of nominalised therapeutic process 
 
 
To explain the shift from nominalisation to verbalisation in the translated 
data, one might need to consider several potential factors, including the 
different distribution of lexicogrammatical resources in the two languages, 
the generally accepted rhetorical features in presenting this particular 
discourse in Chinese, which might be different from English, and so on. 
All these factors might play a role in what we see here.  

However, even taking these potential factors in consideration, it is still 
very possible for the translators to maintain the original nominalised form 
in the translation without being accused of sounding awkward, as Chinese 
language does have lexicogrammatical resources available to maintain the 
nominalised structure – this can supported by Halliday’s investigation of 
Chinese scientific texts (Halliday, 2003). Therefore, it is reasonable to 
argue that it is NOT purely out of lexicogrammatical concerns that such 
shifts happen in these translated texts.  

A frequency search of the lexical items by the computational tool 
SysCon shows the picture of the frequency of words being used in the 
texts. Among the lexical items on the list, the following in Table 1 are 
found as the top 8 most frequently used verbs (including verbal finites): 
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Frequency rank (verbs) Source texts Target texts 

1 is 是 is/are 

2 assist 有 have 

3 maintain 改善 improve 

4 help 防止 prevent 

5 support 缓解 relieve 

6 are 调节 adjust 

7 aid 促进 enhance 

8 provide 增加 increase 

Table 1: A comparison of frequency of verbs 
 
If we exclude the verbal finites, such as is, are, and have, from the list, the 
remaining verbs generally fall into two categories when they are seen from 
a semantic experiential perspective: those which will not generate an 
immediate impact on the participants, such as maintain and aid, and those 
which will, such as增加 increase and 调节adjust. This differentiation can be 
interpreted by viewing all the processes through time: whether the process 
being construed creates a direct and immediate impact on the participant 
or if it is unfolded slowly through a period of time and the impact on the 
participant is not immediately visible. Based on this differentiation, 
analysis of the therapeutic process in the clause is conducted: those that 
construe a process with an immediate impact on the targeted conditions 
fall into the group of “direct process”, and those without an immediate 
impact are grouped as “indirect process”. Figure 5 shows the results. 
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Figure 5: A comparison of the presentation of therapeutic process 
 
As shown in Figure 5, there is a significant difference between the source 
and target texts in the construal of ‘direct process’. It seems that, in the 
English texts, the therapeutic impact is more often presented as indirect, 
and therefore weaker than in the translations. The examples are compared 
as below: 
 
Source text: 
(Prosta Strong 1 Enhance Plus+ For Men) Supports male sexual function 
and performance and maintains healthy libido. Assists in maintaining 
healthy levels of the male hormones. (Indirect process) 
 
Target text: 
提高雄性激素水平，提高性功能，增加性慾望. (Direct process) 
 
Back translation: (It) increases the level of male hormones, enhances sexual 
function, and lifts libido. 
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3.4 The use of modality 
 
Modality refers to the choices that construe the region of uncertainty 
between “yes” and “no” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). When a 
speaker/writer uses modality in his/her proposition, the arguability of the 
statement will be influenced. In systemic functional theory, the meaning of 
modality is further categorised into four groups: (i) degrees of probability, 
(ii) degrees of usuality, (iii) degrees of obligation, and (iv) degrees of 
inclination. Also recognised is a further category standing on the fringe of 
the modality system, degrees of ability/potentiality (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004: 621). In the present study, the analysis focuses on two 
of these five types of modality: we aim to look at the presentation of 
degrees of probability in making a claim of therapeutic function, as well as 
the degree of ability/potentiality in presenting the health benefits that a 
product can bring out.  
These two types of modality are mainly realised in two ways through 
lexicogrammatical choices. The most common way is through the use of a 
modal finite, such as may and can. There are also a few cases where 
grammatical metaphor is used to achieve modality. The following are three 
examples: 

• It may benefit people who suffer from cold feet and hands, or 
tired and painful legs. (modal finite realising probability) 

• Supplementation with antioxidant herbs such as grape seed 
extract can therefore support the body in the fight against these 
free radicals. (modal finite realising ability) 

• It is thought to strengthen the immune system and assist in 
combating colds and flu. (grammatical metaphor realising 
probability) 

Figure 6 shows the situation of using different types of modality in the 
source and target texts. 
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Figure 6: A comparison of the use of modality 
 
Although the general use of modality in both groups of texts look very 
similar, the difference in the distribution of modality patterns between the 
two is striking. In the source texts, most of the modality items are about 
‘probability’ whereas most of the modality used in the target texts are 
about ‘ability’. Therefore, through translation, “what a product may do” in 
the source text is presented as “what a product can do” or even as “what a 
product does” in the target text. Examples are as follows: 
 
Source text 

• May assist blood circulation. 
• May help to maintain cholesterol levels within the normal (and 

or healthy) range  
• May help maintain healthy (and or normal) blood pressure in 

healthy individuals. 
 
Target text 

• 能够促进⾎血液循環 

• 幫助維持膽固醇水平在健康標準範圍之內  

• 有助維持正常血壓 
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Back translation:  
• can enhance blood circulation;  
• help maintain cholesterol levels within the healthy range  
• help maintain normal blood pressure 

 
 
4. Further discussion 
 
The findings in the previous section shed some light on the process of 
how translation has mutated into transcreation. Based on the results 
acquired thus far, we can explore even further. 
 
4.1 Covert transcreation 
 
The analysis of the lexicogrammatical features in the source and target 
texts provides an interesting picture of what has been ‘created’ as new 
information in the target texts. It is significant that, through these choices 
in lexis and grammar, the labels in Chinese create a toned-up impression 
of the products: as compared with the presentation in the English labels, 
the products depicted in the Chinese texts are targeting a wider range of 
and more specific health conditions; with greater certainties conveyed, 
they create a more immediate and direct impact on these conditions. In 
general, it is found that the Chinese texts become more positive in 
evaluating the products than the original English texts. However, the 
achievement of this toning-up effect is not straight forward, as can be 
evidenced by the findings of insignificant difference in the use of positive 
appraisal items in the two groups of texts. Rather, the increase in appraisal 
is more often achieved through implicit lexicogrammatical choices: 
through grammatical devices such as de-nominalisation and grammatical 
metaphor, or through lexical devices such as verbal choices, and use of 
modal finites.  

It is reasonable to argue that based on the case study, the process of a 
transcreation may take place in an implicit manner, not always following 
the traditional perception that the ‘created’ part is always clearly visible. In 
this context, the search for linguistic evidence is very important in the 
exposure of covert transcreation from translation. 
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4.2 Viewing transcreation from above 
 
A comprehensive understanding of the process of 
translation/transcreation requires more than just a lexicogrammatical 
analysis of the translators’ choices, as these choices are representations of 
higher-level meaning-making process. As Halliday and Matthiessen point 
out, the grammar has to interface with what goes on outside language: 
with the happenings and conditions of the world, and with the social 
processes we engage in (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 24).  This explains 
why a macro-level analysis of context where the translation/transcreation 
takes place should also be brought into consideration. In other words, our 
perspective needs to be shifted from the lexicogrammatical level and we 
need to observe the choices from the higher level of context, seeking the 
motives and reasons behind them. To this end, we will base our analysis of 
context on the systemic functional model, approaching the context from 
two layers – the context of situation and the context of culture.  

Context of situation covers the things going on outside the text world 
that make the text what it is. There are three parameters that construct a 
context of situation: Field (what the text is about; what purpose the text is 
created for), Tenor (the relationship/social distance between the writer 
and readers), and Mode (the role played by language in a given context) 
(Halliday & Hasan, 1985). Table 2 presents a comparative analysis of the 
general context of situation for the source and target texts: 
 
 Source texts Target texts 
Field The socio-semiotic function of 

this text is recommending and 
the situation type is that of 
therapeutic product labels. The 
domain is concrete and 
concerned with providing 
product information such as 
ingredients, therapeutic claims, 
dosage and safety warnings. 

The socio-semiotic function of 
this text is recommending and 
the situation type is that of 
therapeutic product labels. 
The domain is concrete and 
concerned with providing 
product information such as 
ingredients, therapeutic claims, 
dosage and safety warnings 
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Tenor The institutional roles are 
therapeutic products 
manufacturers to the 
consumers. The social distance 
between them is large, and the 
power relations are unbalanced 
as the consumers have the right 
to select products of different 
brands.  

The institutional roles are 
therapeutic products 
importers to the consumers in 
China. The social distance 
between them is large, and the 
power relations are 
unbalanced as the consumers 
have the right to select 
products of different brands. 
The consumer group in China 
is much larger than in 
Australia, and there are more 
brands available than in 
Australia.  

Mode The texts are in English and 
appear on the packaging of the 
products.  

The texts are translated from 
English as a Chinese version 
of the product label, and are 
mainly found on the webpages 
of Chinese online stores.  

Table 2: A comparison of context of situation 
 
As shown in Table 2, both source and target texts are recommending in 
nature, functioning as advertising. The tenor relations are also quite similar 
in terms of social distance as well as power status. However, it is worth 
noting that the power relations between seller and buyer in the Chinese 
context tend to be more unbalanced than the Australian context due to 
the fact that there are more brand options available to the online shoppers 
– apart from the Australian brands, brands from US, Canada and New 
Zealand are also the major players in China’s health products market, and 
most of them are targeting online shoppers. The shift in mode, more 
specifically in the channel or medium of delivering the texts, creates a 
different impact on readers. Unlike reading a hard copy label attached on 
the bottle of the product, online shoppers rely solely on the pictures and 
texts at the webpage to judge a product. This requires the online texts to 
play a bigger role in achieving the recommending purpose of the texts, 
which would inevitably influence the lexicogrammatical choices.  

Clues in the other layer of context, the context of the cultural and 
political environment, can help further justify the translator/transcreator’s 
choices. A comparison of the regulations governing the labelling of 
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therapeutic goods in Australia and China finds one striking difference: in 
Australia these goods are under the same regulations for prescription and 
non-prescription medicines, whereas in Chinese they are categorised as 
“health food” and are under the same regulations for food products2.   
The different definition of the same type of goods in the two regulatory 
contexts means a difference in the degree of regulation, this is evidenced 
by the fact that the Australian regulation has some more specific and strict 
requirements on the labelling of health products than that in China. For 
example, the Therapeutic Goods Administration in Australia specifies a 
list of diseases, conditions, ailments and defects for which the advertising 
of serious forms is restricted unless approved by appropriate expert 
committee. This explains the very cautious lexicogrammatical choices in 
presenting the therapeutic functions in the source texts. The regulatory 
gap between the two countries gives the translators more manoeuvering 
space to achieve their translation purpose and allows them to ‘create’ 
something new in the translated texts without the worries of being 
accused of crossing the line.  

China’s less stringent regulations on the labelling of health products 
would be both a causing factor and a reflection of a reading culture of the 
Chinese consumers in the health product market, where consumers are 
used to a more explicit, direct and specific presentation of health claims. A 
faithful rendering of the English labels with equivalence achieved at the 
lexicogrammatical level may not be able to evoke the same level of 
emotions among the Chinese consumers as the labels that they are familiar 
with tend to be more recommending in sense. As Catherine Firth argues, 
good advertising not only tells us about the products we consume, it also 
tells us what those products signify in our culture (Frith, 1997). Viewed 
from this perspective, the transcreation behaviours in the current study 
seem to be highly justifiable.  
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
By presenting a comparative study of English labels and their Chinese 
transcreations, we can achieve the following conclusions. Firstly, a 
lexicogrammatical analysis of the translators’ choices can provide very 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Relevant regulatory documents are available at 
 http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Series/C2004A03952 (Australia)  
and http://www.sda.gov.cn/WS01/CL0056/10749.html (China). 
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valuable insights into the process of a transcreation, especially into the 
‘creation’ part of the process. Secondly, from a macro perspective, an 
analysis of the context where transcreation takes place can help us 
discover the motives behind the translator’s choices. Based on the 
knowledge acquired from this “complementary, dual perspective” (House, 
2001), one can claim with confidence that being ‘free’ and ‘creational’ is 
not necessarily unprofessional. Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that the 
field of translation criticism should adopt a more open and flexible 
attitude towards transcreation and other approaches alike by evaluating 
them on the basis of a duel-perspective analysis involving both macro and 
micro aspects of the source and target texts.  
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