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A Comparative Study of Voice-over Writing and Vocal Performance in Chinese,

British, and American Television Documentaries
Hou Xianteng
Sound Bridge (Global) Collaborative Sound Creation Center, BeiJing 100000, China

Abstract: This study offers an exploratory cross-cultural comparison of the relationship between voice-over writing and
vocal performance in television documentaries. The primary sample consists of five Chinese television documentaries
and five historical documentaries produced for U.S. public television, supplemented by the BBC’s Blue Planet II as a
British case study. Drawing on a review of relevant scholarship, close analysis of selected sequences, and cross-checking
against publicly available production materials, the study examines six dimensions: linguistic style, narrative perspective,
emotional tone, rhythm and pausing, vocal performance, and sound design. The findings suggest that the Chinese
documentaries in the sample more frequently employ concise, image-rich language and rely on a consistent principal
narrator to sustain emotional continuity and a sense of cultural identification. By contrast, the U.S. historical
documentaries more often develop their explanatory structure through causal exposition, archival materials, and multiple
testimonial voices. The British natural-history case occupies an intermediate position, combining factual exposition,
poetic expression, and environmental sound. These differences are shaped not only by national and linguistic contexts,
but also by subject matter, production systems, intended audiences, and historical circumstances; they therefore should
not be treated as fixed or essential characteristics of national documentary traditions. On the basis of these comparative
findings, the study proposes several practical approaches to documentary voice-over production, including more
speech-oriented scriptwriting, finer control of vocal tone, deliberate rthythmic design, clearer differentiation of narrative

roles, and early provision for international adaptation and localization.

Keywords: television documentary; voice-over narration; vocal performance; cross-cultural comparison; sound design
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