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Canadian Chinese adolescent girls’ gender roles and identities
Kara CHAN & Yu-Leung NG
Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong S.A.R., China
Abstract: An autovideography approach was used to investigate the
gender role and identity perceptions of ten adolescent Chinese girls in
Vancouver. They were asked to take 20 photos in a week from the media
that could illustrate ‘‘what women should or should not be and what
women should or should not do’’. Individual face-to-face interviews were
conducted discussing their choices. Six dominant themes emerged related
to appearance, personality, work, family, interests and health. The results
reveal that the interviewees aspired to be active in managing their body
image, family and career. They valued financial independence and
pursuing their dreams. They emphasized a woman’s right to work and
aspired to balance work and family. They showed little enthusiasm for the
traditional Chinese female characteristics of gentleness and
submissiveness.
Key words: Adolescence, Media consumption, Gender roles,
Autovideography, China, Canada, Women’s studies, Feminism
1. Introduction
Adolescents from one culture who have emigrated to another face particular challenges
and difficulties. Ethnic identity crisis is an important issue that immigrant adolescents
need to solve. In globalization theory, hybridization has been the concept used to describe
the interplay of the global and the local, the modern and the traditional, as well as the
symbolic and the material in today’s more global landscape (Durham, 2004). For
emigrant females, sexuality is often a focus of power and active agency among the
conflicting values they must deal with (Durham, 2004). Recent studies of immigrant girls
in the United States have found that they experience tension because of the different
expectations imposed on them by mainstream America and by their families (Espiritu,
2001; Pyke & Johnson, 2003). The girls themselves were found to be dissatisfied with the
sexualized images of girls portrayed in popular American media (Durham, 2004). The
second generation of immigrants, who are mainly children and adolescents, feel the
sometimes-conflicting pressures of ethnic and mainstream cultures (Pyke & Johnson,
2003). Gender role conflict can be generated because of disparities between the ethnic
and mainstream worlds (Zhou and Bankston, 1998). How, then, do immigrant adolescent
girls and the daughters of immigrants perceive their gender roles and identities? Ethnic
identity development is especially important during adolescence (Phinney, 1989). In fact,
little is known about how immigrant adolescent girls and the daughters of immigrants
perceive their gender roles in today’s media-saturated world.
In this study, auto-videography (collections of visual images) was used to investigate
Canadian Chinese adolescent girls’ perceptions and interpretation of gender roles and
identities based on the media images they consume. The study was designed to discover
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(1) What do adolescent girls in Canada who have immigrated from China and those who
are the daughters of immigrants think about what women should be or should not be? and
(2) What behavior do they think appropriate or inappropriate for women? The questions
were posed using an auto-videography approach involving the presentation of collections
of visual images. This technique is able to reveal insights which are unlikely to be
obtained by other means (Flick, 2007). The findings have implications for gender and
media researchers who are concerned about girls’ negotiation of their gender identities
and for marketers emphasizing gender appeals.
2. Literature Review
2.1. Identity Development in Adolescence
Learning about masculinity (for boys) and femininity (for girls) during adolescence is
crucial for preventing identity confusion and role diffusion problems (Erikson, 1963,
1968). Sex is a biological and physical phenomenon, but gender is a psychological and
sociological construct which is an important element of identity formation during
adolescence (Rice & Dolgin, 2005). Religion, culture and society in general influence
individuals during adolescence to learn to behave appropriately based on their biological
sex (Bem, 1993). Boys are encouraged to be assertive, dominant and independent; girls
should be sympathetic, gentle and understanding (Bem, 1993). It is essential for
adolescents to form a healthy and fully developed gender identity, and they do it through
a process of exploration and commitment (Erikson, 1963, 1968).
The socialization and cognitive approaches are the current focus of theory and debate
in the field of gender development (Zosuls, Miller, Ruble, Martin, & Fabes, 2011). The
two approaches differ in the degree to which they emphasize the role of the social
environment in learning of gender roles. The socialization approach emphasizes how
children interpret the messages of socializing agents such as parents and peers. The
cognitive approach stresses the cognitive information-processing mechanisms involved in
observational learning (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Ruble, Martin, & Berenbaum, 2006).
Both approaches, however, emphasize on the forming of children’s behavior to fit the
cultural norms of gender roles (Bandura & Bussey, 2004; Bussey & Bandura, 1999).
For immigrant and second generation adolescents, learning roles and identities can
become a complicated process. According to Phinney’s (1989) theory of ethnic identity
development, adolescents do so in three stages. In the first stage—unexamined ethnic
identity—adolescents have untested positive or negative perceptions of their own ethnic
group. Phinney’s second stage is ethnic identity search, when adolescents have started to
discover the meaning of being a group member. In the last stage—achieved ethnic
identity—the adolescent has formed a clear meaning for his or her ethnicity. Research has
shown that collective self-esteem as a member of an ethnic group increases during
adolescence (French, Seidman, Allen, & Aber, 2006).
2.2. Cultural Influences on Gender Roles and Identities
The formation of gender roles and ethnic identities among Chinese girls are of course
affected by Chinese culture. China’s male-centered society is still deeply influenced by
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Confucian thinking. The female intellectual Ban Zhao wrote Lessons for Women three
thousand years ago emphasizing “three obediences and four virtues” for girls and women,
and her influence is still felt today. The three obediences mandate that a woman should
obey her father as a daughter, obey her husband as a wife, and obey her son in
widowhood. The four virtues for females emphasize that a woman should know her
social status and behave according to the appropriate social norms; she should speak
softly and politely; she should have a humble manner; and she should do housework
diligently (Lee, 2000). Such feminine subservience is reinforced by Chinese traditions of
ancestor worship, filial piety, and patrilineage (Li-hsiang, 2006).
Confucianism still has enormous impact on the lives of Chinese, and its beliefs and
customs of it are still valued in mainland China, Japan, Korea, Singapore, Vietnam, and
among Chinese throughout East Asia (Ko, 2004). As a result, other cultures often view
Asian women as hyper-feminine, passive, quiet and excessively submissive (Espiritu,
1997). Eastern females in turn perceive western females as disturbingly assertive and
independent (Pyke & Johnson, 2003). It is only in recent decades that Asians have come
to accept that females nowadays should have education and career opportunities to pursue
a better life and freedom (Kim, 2010).
This great cultural difference can lead adolescent girls of Asian heritage living in
Western countries to experience conflicting gender expectations. An interview study of
100 second-generation Korean and Vietnamese girls and young adults in the United
States has shown that they often constructed a trans-racial gender identity (Pyke &
Johnson, 2003). Some interviewees thought that they were not really Asian because they
were independent, assertive, and career-oriented. They perceived themselves as active
and self-confident Americans rather than as passive and submissive Asians (Pyke &
Johnson, 2003). But some of the interviewees reported being able to change personalities
as they moved between ethnic and mainstream contexts (Pyke & Johnson, 2003).
2.3. Perceptions of Media Representations of Gender Roles and Ethnic Identities
The mass media are an important socio-cultural factor in adolescent girls’ identity
construction (Currie, 1999; Durham, 1999). Englis, Solomon, and Ashmore (1994)
conducted a content analysis of U.S. magazine advertisements and found that about half
of them presented either a trendy, a classic, or an exotic type of female beauty. And
previous research has of course documented that the media portray women as sex objects
when aiming to draw the attention of men (Wolin, 2003). According to communication
theories such as Gerbner, Gross and Morgan’s (2002) cultivation theory and Brown’s
(2002) social learning theory, after repeated exposure an audience starts to accept media
portrayals as representing the real world. For example, women’s magazines suggest ways
of thinking about the self and propose certain desirable lifestyles. Their readers may then
actively use that content in establishing their sense of identity (Gauntlett, 2008). A metaanalysis of experimental and correlational research has shown that exposure to media
portrayals of thin women as ideal induces body dissatisfaction among women (Grabe,
Ward, & Hyde, 2008).
Chan and her colleagues’ research group has conducted a series of qualitative studies
using an auto-videography approach to investigate how pre-adolescent and adolescent
girls in Hong Kong evaluate female images in the media and how they perceive their
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gender roles and ethnic identities. Hong Kong can be considered a media saturated city,
and girls there are exposed to the internet, television, magazines, newspapers, outdoor
billboards and indoor posters (Chan, Tufte, Cappello, & Williams, 2011). Studies have
confirmed that they pay attention to media portrayals of females, and those portrayals
usually present a skinny body, perfect skin and a perfect face (Chan, 2011a; Chan, Ng, &
Williams, 2012b). Many of the interviewees criticized the female images portrayed in
media as inactive, too sexy, unnatural and unrealistic. They said their ideal female image
combines the traditional female roles of presentable, gentle and caring with the modern
ideals of independent and equal (Chan, 2011a; Chan et al., 2012b). The adolescent girls
surveyed also professed to be inspired by media celebrities who are intelligent, selfconfident and achieving (Chan, 2011b). However, when teenage girls were asked to show
what girls and women should be and should do based on the media-portrayed females,
very few interviewees expressed strong educational and career aspirations (Chan et al.,
2012b). The researchers attributed that response to a lack of portrayals of professional
women in the media (Chan & Cheng, 2012). The interviewees were also found to hold
conservative attitudes toward sexuality, demonstrated by their disapproval of girls and
women in the media wearing sexy clothes (Chan et al., 2011).
Young and middle-aged women who migrated to England from China, Japan, and
South Korea expressed that life is under the eyes of society in their home countries.
Education guarantees nothing because of work inequality and there is social pressure for
women to get married and have children before 30 years old. Women are considered as a
personal failure if they cannot fulfill the society expectations in their home countries
(Kim, 2010). However, they commented that women in the media such as Sex and the
City are able to live out their dreams. These women in the media are not expected to
make self-sacrifice for the family. Their lives are free that they enjoy their life after age
35, which is not possible in their own countries (Kim, 2010). Exposure to the media has
influenced a changing sense of self and attitudes toward work and marriage among
females (Kim, 2010). Another study has shown that South Asian girls in the U.S. were
conscious of the unreality in the media. They felt that their life experiences were not the
same as the media representations of adolescence (Durham, 2004). Many of Durham’s
interviewees still perceived themselves as Indian and not as American. For example, they
consumed both Indian and American media such as music and movies, but they did not
want to consume alcohol or have pre-martial sex as those portrayed in the American
media ostensibly do (Durham, 2004).
A review of the literature reveals that there have been few studies of the perspectives of
Canadian Chinese adolescent girls and of how they make sense of the popular culture and
media images they encounter in their everyday lives. Furthermore, the current debates
make little reference to specific visual media images that adolescent rely on in the
formation of their gender roles and identities.
2.4 Theoretical framework
According to the socialization and cognitive approaches, the formation of children’s
behavior is influenced by their culture’s gender role norms (Bandura & Bussey, 2004;
Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Media representation helps communicate those norms, which
leads the audience to accept media portrayals as representations of real life (Brown,
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2002). This study was designed to examine how Canadian Chinese adolescent girls
interpret the gender roles and identities presented in Canadian media.
2.5 Research Objectives
This study was designed to extend these enquiries to Chinese adolescent girls living in
Canada. The Chinese constitute the largest group of new immigrants to Canada in recent
decades (Statistics Canada, 2009). Do immigrant girls and the second generation of
immigrants with a Chinese background value the traditional female gentleness and
submissiveness, or do they endorse modern Canadian gender roles with their greater
equality and independence? Are their perceptions of the gender roles and identities
portrayed in the media different from those of adolescent girls in Hong Kong? This has
been the first study to examine Canadian Chinese immigrant girls’ perceptions of gender
roles and ethnic identities using an auto-videography approach.
3. Method
3.1. Interviewees
Eight adolescent girls who had emigrated from China and two who were born in Canada
were interviewed. All had lived in Canada for at least five years. Their ages ranged from
15 to 18 years (M = 16.2, SD = 1.3). Three interviewees were in the 10th grade, one was
in the 11th grade, four were in the 12th grade, and the remaining one was in her second
year of university. Their years of residence in Canada ranged from five to seventeen (M =
10.8, SD = 4.9). The interviewees’ demographic characteristics are summarized in Table 1.
Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Interviewees
Name
Age
Grade
Years in Canada
Allison
15
11
Ten
Bonnie
18
12
Five
Chris
17
12
Born in Canada
Elisa
15
10
Eight
Gigi
18
Yr 2 in University Fifteen
Joyce
17
12
Born in Canada
Monica
15
10
Five
Rachel
17
12
Five and a half
Sheila
15
10
Ten
Tina
15
10
Ten and a half
Note: Pseudonyms are used to maintain confidentiality.
3.2. Procedures
Interviewees were recruited through snowballing among a Chinese Christian church
community in Vancouver, yielding a non-probabilistic sample (Berg & Lune, 2012). The
church was located in suburban Vancouver and had about 100 to 120 regular attendees.
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Most of the members were first and second generation Chinese immigrants. The church
offers services in English, Mandarin and Cantonese. Each interviewee was asked to find
other Chinese adolescent girls to participate in the study, generating a chain of
interviewees based on referrals (Berg & Lune, 2012). Due to the lack of any standard
sampling frame, snowballing was regarded as the most appropriate sampling approach in
view of the study’s exploratory nature (Creswell, 2003). Informed consent was obtained
from each interviewee’s parents before the interview. The parents were informed that the
study was about the perception of female gender roles. The interviewees themselves were
assured about confidentiality and informed of their rights in the study. Each interviewee
received C$15 (approx. US$15) for participating. The interviews were conducted in the
summer of 2011 in Vancouver.
The study protocol adopted an auto-videography approach combined with individual
interviews (Belk & Kozinets, 2005). Each interviewee was instructed as follows:
On each day, please take 4 to 5 digital pictures of images from any media
that are about what girls should be or should not be, and what girls
should do or should not do; and another 4 to 5 digital pictures of images
from any media [sic] that are about what women should be or should not
be, and what women should do or should not do. Please keep these images
into two separate folders, named girls and women respectively. These
messages can come from all sorts of media, including newspapers,
magazines, outdoor posters, television programs, on subways or buses,
web sites, books and so on. The media should be the one you will expose
to [sic] or sometimes use in your daily lives. The media can be aiming at
people like you or aiming at people who are different from you. You are
required to do this everyday for 5 days. At the end, we’ll invite you to
come to a place to download your pictures on to our computers.
The approach was used because the resulting collections of visual images can reveal
insights unobtainable by other means (Flick, 2007). As photographers the subjects are
more self-directive and spontaneous, showing what they are interested in and what is
crucial to them instead of what may be of interest to the researcher (Belk & Kozinets,
2005). It can lead us to see the world as the interviewees see it and to better understand
what they want to tell us (Mizen, 2005). The interviewees can explain the images selected
in the subsequent individual interviews (Belk & Kozinets, 2005). This study focused on
how the interviewees interpret the visual images they had collected. As a result, the
photos were analyzed not by the authors, but by the interviewees themselves. And taking
photos is an integral part of contemporary life for today’s youth. The semi-structured
interviews were conducted after the photo taking.
The questions are shown in the Appendix, but they were used flexibly to allow the
interviewers to answer beyond the scope of the prepared, standardized questions and to
allow the interviewer to probe for fuller responses with regard to the respondent’s
opinions and feelings (Berg & Lune, 2012). The interviews were conducted in English—
half by one of the authors and half by a trained Chinese Canadian female graduate
student serving as a research assistant. The interviewees reviewed the photos they had
taken and interpreted the images one by one. The interviews lasted 20 to 51 minutes (M =
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31.8, SD = 8.28). All together the interviewees collected 405 photos. The number of
photos taken by an individual interviewee ranged from 16 to 51 (M = 40.5, SD = 10.0).
Although one interviewee failed to take the required minimum of 20 photos, her
responses were still analyzed and she received the promised compensation. All of the
interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed by a research assistant. The
transcripts were proofread by the interviewers. The 318 minutes of interviews and 405
photos provided data sufficient to allow insightful generalization.
3.3. Data Analysis
The researchers reviewed the transcripts multiple times to familiarize themselves with the
data. The constant comparative method was then applied in the analysis (Glaser & Strauss,
1967; Strauss, 1987). The constant comparative method aims at developing a ground theory
and then applying it in order to generate meaningful categories by systematically exploring
and investigating the phenomenon (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The interviewees’ images and
interview comments were first sorted into the “what girls should be or should not be, and
what girls should do or should not do” category and the “what women should be or should
not be, and what women should do or should not do” category. Only the analysis of the
“what women should be or should not be, and what women should do or should not do”
category is reported here.
From the initial comparisons of what girls and women should or should not, contrasts
between themes were discovered. Appearance, Personality, Work, Family, Interests, and
Health were the key themes in interviewees’ discussions of gender roles. Interview
transcripts were subsequently coded for discussion of Appearance (e.g., the interviewees’
discussions of similarities or differences between girls and women’s body images, clothes,
and makeup), Personality (the interviewees’ attitudinal, behavioral, and emotional responses
about girls and women), Work (e.g., work and skills), Family (e.g., having family and
children), Interests (e.g., having dreams and hobbies), and Health (e.g., healthy eating,
smoking, and drinking). Following procedures of the constant comparative analysis, negative
cases were then searched to identify exceptions to the general themes. The themes were
modified and developed when necessary. The excluded cases were then returned to the
themes to conduct more comparisons (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Notes were constructed,
discussed, and refined based on the themes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The processes of data
analysis were stopped when new themes ceased to exist in qualitative research (Charmaz,
2006). Finally, 12 themes were generated summarizing the six categories. Only the six
themes of the “what women should be or should not be, and what women should do or
should not do” category are discussed here. The other six themes related to the “what girls
should be or should not be, and what girls should do or should not do” category will be
analyzed in another paper. Quotes representing the themes were then chosen.
The trustworthiness of the data in such qualitative research can be expressed in terms
of its reliability, credibility, confirmability and transferability (Shenton, 2004). The
themes were coded twice by two trained coders working independently. The inter-coder
reliability was 0.90 for the “what women should be or should not be, and what women
should do or should not do” category. That exceeds the level of 0.80 generally accepted
as indicating useful reliability (Krippendorff, 2004). The credibility of the categorizations
arises from the coders’ prolonged engagement with the data during which each interview
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transcript was read several times. In addition, the results are congruent with those of
previous research (Chan et al., 2011; Chan et al., 2012b). The detailed description of the
interviewees, the procedures and the techniques of data reduction and analysis make the
results confirmable.
4. Results
Altogether six themes emerged. They will be discussed individually with supporting
quotations from the interviews. The quotations have been edited for clarity and readability.
Pseudonyms are used to maintain confidentiality, but the interviewees’ ages and years in
Canada are reported in Table 1.
4.1. Theme 1: Appearance
Overall, when talking about what women should be or should not be and what they
should do or should not do, the interviewees’ descriptions centered on body image,
clothing and makeup. They thought that women should have a positive attitude toward
their body shape and appearance. Wearing sexy clothes was not considered appropriate
for women because the girls felt it is not appropriate to be seductive. They expressed the
view that women can wear light makeup, but should not enjoy wearing heavy makeup.
Four interviewees mentioned body image when talking about gender roles. All
expressed the view that females should accept their existing body image. One interviewee
showed a photo of a group of girls (Figure 1) and said,
Since they all look different, women should have different body sizes.
This one is short and this one is tall, so women should be different. (Sheila,
age 15)
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Figure 1. A Group of Girls with Different Body Sizes.
She was emphasizing the individual differences in body size. Chris (age 17) discussed the
media influences on individuals’ perceptions of their own body image. She showed a
picture of a thin girl looking into a mirror and perceiving herself as fat. She expressed the
opinion that the prevalence of skinny female images in the media has a strong impact on
women’s perceptions of their own bodies. She also commented that women should not be
influenced by the media or celebrities, and should be happy about their existing body
image.
This is like a body image. I think this effect is from the media, you should
be displayed or acting like a certain way. She’s looking into a mirror
thinking that “why do I look so fat and not like them on the TV or in the
movie.” (Interviewer: Why do the TV and the media always portray thin
women?) I guess it’s just everywhere, even where you go, when you look
in the magazines, or books or ads at the Skytrain station or bus station. It
kind of affects the women’s mind, thinking that. “Oh she’s so beautiful; I
want to be like her too.” I think there’re just a lot of negatives.
(Chris, age 17)
Others felt similarly.
Watching your weight is important for women. Most of them are too
concerned about it. I know how when you’re a celebrity, it’s really
important to have an ideal body image, but they overdo it sometimes. It’s
9

hard to control but we shouldn’t be too obsessed of our weight. We should
have a healthy body image because I’ve seen so many anorexic or bulimic
celebrities like Demi Lovato got into rehab because she was bulimic. She
already looks really good. I don’t think she should have that kind of
problems.
(Rachel, age 17)
In this quote, she was aware that an ideal body might be important for some female
celebrities, but felt that should not apply to the general public. She showed pity for
female celebrities who went too far and became victims in achieving a perfect body shape.
Five interviewees discussed what types of clothing women should wear. Among them,
four stated that women should not wear sexy and revealing clothing. One felt wearing
revealing clothes would encourage males to take advantage of her.
I don’t think they should wear suggestive clothing because that’s not being
responsible of themselves. They are not respecting themselves. They
shouldn’t try to seduce men.
(Elisa, age 15)
Another respondent based the same idea on her religious beliefs:
Recently, clothes are showing more and more skin. That’s not really
appropriate. I think that because I go to church and we’re supposed to
cover up and stuff. For people that don’t go to church, it might be okay
with them. Because everybody is told that they have to look good in the
presence of God, so you can’t wear really skanky clothes.
(Sheila, age 15)
One interviewee addressed the differences between what girls and women should wear.
She opined that girls can wear something unisex. When they grow up, as a woman they
should no longer dress like men. She did not specify, however, what type of clothes
women should wear.
Personal opinion, I think it’s okay for girls to be tomboys but I think
women should not dress like men. Girls being tomboys is like a part of
them exploring themselves and who they are, but when they reach a
certain age or somewhere along the way, they should know what they are
really like. So they shouldn’t dress like men anymore. (Interviewer: What
would you say that age be like?) I don’t know, I still don’t know very
much about myself so maybe when I get into university and see how big
the world is and get a sense of what they should be.
(Rachel, age 17)
Two interviewees mentioned that women should not wear heavy makeup. Here is one
typical quote.
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Too much make up. It’s OK for woman to wear makeup but there has to be
a limit. She’s wearing way too much make up. It seems to me that she
needs make up to make herself feel good. So it’s like relying too much on
other things.
(Rachel, age 17)
4.2. Theme 2: Personality
Instead of focusing on outer beauty, interviewees stressed the inner beauty of women.
They said women should be independent, caring and polite, but that contemporary
women should know how to take care of themselves and should not depend on men. At
the same time, they valued traditional Asian virtues such as having a polite manner.
Women should be independent. That one just shows these guys holding
drinks to her and she’s turning her back on them because she doesn’t need
them in her life (Figure 2). She just needs to focus on what she needs to
focus on right now. (Interviewer: So for independent, what do you mean
by independent? No need to depend on others?) Depend on others for
some situations, but sometimes when you don’t need the help of others,
you just do it by yourself. You just have the idea in your head. You just
carry out the idea by yourself and not really dependent on other people to
help you as much.
(Monica, age 15)

Figure 2. “She Doesn’t Need Them in Her Life.”

11

When a girl grows up, the respondents felt she should have learned how to be an
independent woman. One interviewee emphasized the changes in this way.
Well, I think when you’re a bit older, all the fun and games should be
more over with. (Interviewer: So you think women should be more
serious?) Not necessarily always. Having fun is a good thing. But I think
women, by then, should be able to know who yourself is and feel legit and
independent.
(Allison, age 15)
Four interviewees expressed the opinion that a woman needs to be compassionate. One
even suggested it is not good for a woman to be aggressive. Another interviewee stated
that women should not be mean and should have good manners.
They have to have manners and it depends on their personality, they can’t
be bad. We all have different personalities. I’m shy but I’m super nice and
others aren’t really shy and are really loud and stuff.
(Sheila, age 15)
4.3. Theme 3: Work
Seven of the interviewees expressed the opinion that women should be financially
independent. They felt women should work and support themselves. Besides enjoying
economic independence, women should be able to maintain a family-work balance. None
of the interviewees expressed an aspiration to be a full-time housewife. Full-time
housewives were perceived as depending too much on men, lacking a personal life, and
enduring monotony. Instead, women should work.
I think women should work. I don’t think they should just stay in the
kitchen. When people say women should stay in the kitchen, it makes me
really angry because we do have a life, and that way we can support
ourselves, even without men. Women can support themselves even
without men. (Interviewer: You think all women should be working?)
They should know how to financially support their own family without
men, well, just in case. Women can do it. We can do what we want.
Driving, work, and not be a housewife. We can choose our own path.
(Rachel, age 17)
But three interviewees commented further that women should be capable of balancing
family and work. They felt a work-life balance is possible if a woman can manage her
time wisely. Three interviewees said a woman should have both a happy family life and a
successful career. Here is one illustrative quote.
A family, ultimately what women should be looking forward to? I mean
they look happy and everything, like this picture of a family of four.
(Interviewer: Do you think women should stay at home after they have a
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family?) I think it would be perfect if you can have your family but then
also look like the Caucasian woman that I just pointed out in the picture of
how you’re still going to work looking all fit and everything (Figure 3). It
would be perfect if you could have all that both.
(Gigi, age 18)

Figure 3. Women Can Still Work When They Have a Family.
4.4. Theme 4: Family
There was a clear consensus among the interviewees that women should have a family
and take care of children. However they made it clear that bearing children is an option
and women should have a choice. Four interviewees reported that when women have a
family and children, they should take care of the children. However, when the
interviewees were asked if they think women should have children, three replied that
having children is a woman’s responsibility, but it is not a must. This is reflected in the
following quotes.
If they have a child, they should be more caring and not abusive to them.
Because some women, they tend to stress over. (Interviewer: Should all
women have a child?) It depends on the person, if they want one, they
should. If they don’t, then they shouldn’t.
(Joyce, age 17)
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This picture is a woman holding a baby. In the end, the woman should be
having a child and carrying on her genetics. (Interviewer: Do you think all
women should have children?) Not really, I mean I personally don’t want
to have a child, but it’s kind of expected for women to carry on their next
generation.
(Gigi, age 18)
4.5. Theme 5: Interests
Five interviewees highlighted that women should do what they want and have interest in
something. Pursuing an interest was perceived as enjoyable and rewarding.
I don’t think there’s limit for what girls should do. Even though people say
that “You can’t do that, it’s a guys sport” it just makes them feel, in a way,
to want to do it more because people are saying that you can’t do it. I think
women should do what they want to do even if it’s men dominated. They
should do it anyways just to show that we are all the same but we are just
different genders.
(Chris, age 17)
An interviewee remarked that individuals should have the right to pursue their dreams,
regardless of gender. Allison (age 15) reported that women should be interested in doing
things that make them feel delighted.
That’s Lauren Conrad. She’s originally on The Hills [a TV reality show],
and then she realized that she loved being a designer. She expanded on
that, which is pretty cool because her line for fashion is super popular now.
(Interviewer: So you think all women should be career oriented?) I think
they should have a strong interest in something that benefits them well.
You don’t necessarily have to have the typical lawyer, doctor or whatever
kind of career. It’s just whatever you’re good at and you’re happy with and
benefit you well.
(Allison, age 15)
4.6. Theme 6: Health
Three of these rather young girls took the initiative to repeat the conventional view that
women should not smoke, drink or use recreational drugs. They agreed that these
behaviors were not good for health as well as destructive of an individual’s image. Other
interviewees also remarked that women should look after themselves. One referred to a
female celebrity who died of alcohol poisoning.
Amy Winehouse just died recently. I don’t think women should be like her
because she smokes and drinks. She doesn’t look after herself, that’s why
she died recently. I feel like they shouldn’t do that because they are

14

harming themselves. Women I feel like they shouldn’t drink a lot because
if they walk around drunk all the time then it’ll be a bad image.
(Sheila, age 15)
Four of the respondents said that women should exercise and eat healthily to take care of
their bodies. Exercise was perceived as capable of making a woman happy.
5. Discussion
The findings suggest that these girls showed a high level of interest in body image, family,
and work. The media play an important role in individualizing these Chinese Canadian
girls (Kim, 2010). Because similar themes were generated, the results were compared
with those of previous studies on how pre-adolescent and adolescent girls in Hong Kong
perceive their gender roles and identities (Chan et al., 2011; 2012b).
Regarding body image, they valued a woman’s acceptance and appreciation of her
current body size. They showed resistance to being led and heavily influenced by thin
media images in defining who they are and how they should look. This result
demonstrates the interviewees’ rather high level of media literacy, as they are able to
evaluate the female images in the media in a critical manner. Despite of the prevalence of
thin female images in the media, several interviewees reported the importance of
accepting your body size. This is inconsistent with the results of a meta-analysis of the
role of the media in forming women’s body image which found that exposure to media
images presenting a thin body as ideal negatively affects body image perceptions (Grabe
et al., 2008).
Regarding appearance, these rather young interviewees generally disapproved of sexy
and revealing clothing. They perceived wearing seductive clothes as disrespectful of the
wearer’s own identity, and also irresponsible. These results are consistent with those of
Durham’s (2004) focus group study which found that girls are aware of the unreality of
the media’s representations of women. Instead, the subjects in this study appreciated
women wearing feminine clothes and light make-up. This appreciation of decent clothing
and rejection of sexy attire among Canadian girls was similar to the observations reported
among Hong Kong adolescent girls (Chan et al., 2012b) and also consistent with Vares,
Jackson and Gill’s (2011) finding that pre-adolescent girls in New Zealand evaluate the
sexualized presentations of the media critically. When those New Zealand girls consumed
sexualized media content, they took into account social and parental concerns (Vares et
al., 2011). However, the Canadian girls did not show the strong condemnation of
cosmetic surgery and heavy make-up reported among Hong Kong adolescent girls (Chan
et al., 2012b).
The Canadian Chinese girls showed an appreciation of independence both as a
personality trait and in terms of financial independence. As in Kim’s (2010) study, these
interviewees interpreted the visual images in the Western media in terms of female
individualization. They perceived depending on others financially and socially, and
especially depending on men, as undesirable. They reported that they would like to have
a life of their own. In keeping with their high regard for financial independence, the
traditional female role of a full time housewife was not appreciated. One interviewee
even expressed anger about people putting such expectations on females. The emphasis
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on financial independence among Canadian Chinese girls is in line with the typically
Canadian personality traits of assertiveness, confidence, independence and selfpossession (Pyke & Johnson, 2003). Unlike the findings among adolescent girls in Hong
Kong (Chan et al., 2012b), personality traits such as gentle and kind were not emphasized
by the interviewees in this study. This indicates that gender stereotyping of gentleness
and kindness was not prevalent among the sample. The repeated use of the phrase “rightto-work” demonstrated that the ability to work was perceived as a personal choice that
should not be taken away by others. This finding was in sharp contrast with the aspiration
of being a mother and housewife caring for a family reported by the pre-adolescent girls
in Hong Kong (Chan et al., 2011).
The strong intention to attain financial independence and to work after marriage was
consistent with the career aspirations of Canadian adolescent girls reported in a previous
study (Wall, Covell, & MacIntrye, 1999). According to Statistics Canada (2013), the
female labor force participation rate in 2012 was 57.9 percent, and it was 54.9 percent
among Canadian females of Asian origin. This may explain the interviewees’ strong
career aspirations. They also aspired to marry and enjoy family life, but they stressed that
they would like to continue working after marriage. They believed that with good time
management they would be able to maintain a balance between work and family. Workfamily balance was perceived as a major concern for employed women (Byron, 2005).
Women leaders who are successful in their careers and who can also manage their family
lives regard themselves as experts in multitasking (Cheung & Halpern, 2010). The
interviewees in this study seemed to admire female achievers who are able to enjoy
success in the family as well as in their working lives. Chinese adolescent girls in Hong
Kong in a previous study often mentioned the domestic responsibilities of wives in the
family (Chan, Ng, & Williams, 2012a), but the interviewees in the current study did not
mention any details about the supportive role of a wife in the family. It suggests that
Canadian adolescent girls endorse gender equality in the domestic arena.
The Canadian Chinese girls’ appreciation of women’s engaging in activities that
interest them and to pursuing their dreams was similar to that observed among Chinese
adolescents in Hong Kong (Chan et al., 2012b). In both studies such appreciation was
supported by identifying female role models who had illustrated achieving. This
highlights the importance of media celebrities in stimulating aspirations for selfactualization among adolescent girls.
The Canadian Chinese girls reported the conventional concerns about the health and
well-being of women and about smoking, alcohol consumption and taking recreational
drugs. They did not identify specific sources such as government publicity for such
messages.
It is interesting that in the discussion of gender roles, none of the interviewees drew on
the conventional ethics of their Chinese background. The development of their identities
in Canada apparently was little mediated by identification with or rejection of Chinese
values and virtues. This is in contradiction with the results of a study of Hong Kong
emigrants in Chicago who often acknowledged their Chinese cultural heritage and
considered themselves part of the Chinese diaspora (Lan, 2012). These young girls’ lack
of identification with the Chinese diaspora indicates that racial classification did not play
a dominant role in the formation of gender identity. This may be because they have been
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growing up in Canadian society and the intention to regress to the values of Chinese
ethics is weak.
6. Limitations
The small sample size restricts generalizing the findings beyond the sample. In addition,
seeding the snowball recruitment through a Christian church may well have yielded a
sample unrepresentative even of the Chinese community in Vancouver. The worldview of
that particular religious group may limit the generalization of the findings. Studying a
more diverse sample with different religious beliefs and socio-economic status would
provide greater insight into how demographic variables affect immigrant and secondgeneration immigrant girls’ perceptions of gender roles and identities. It should also be
noted that three of the interviewees had lived in Canada for only about five years. This
may have limited their ability to express fully their ideas about such abstract topics in
English. Obviously, interviewees from Vancouver may not be representative of girls in
other parts of Canada.
7. Conclusion
Combining adolescence with immigrant status and balancing the cross-pressures of ethnic
and mainstream cultures make learning gender roles and identity a complex process. The
Chinese girls studied endorsed modern gender roles featuring independence and
autonomy rather than the gentleness and submissiveness of traditional Chinese culture.
They expressed the importance of a woman’s appreciating her own body image. They put
emphasis on having a personal life through the pursuit of work and interests. Being a fulltime housewife was not admired. These Canadian Chinese adolescent girls’ perceptions
of gender roles and identities differed significantly from those found among Chinese
adolescent girls in Hong Kong. This study has been the first to use an auto-videography
approach to illuminate how Canadian Chinese girls perceive gender roles and identities.
References
Belk, Russell W. & Kozinets, Robert V. (2005). Videography in marketing and consumer
research. Qualitative Market Research, 8(2), 128–141. doi:
10.1108/13522750510592418
Bandura, Albert & Bussey, Kay (2004). On broadening the cognitive, motivational, and
sociostructural scope of theorizing about gender development and functioning:
Comment on Martin, Ruble, and Szkrybalo (2002). Psychological Bulletin, 130(5),
691–701. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.130.5.691.
Bem, Sandra L. (1993). The lenses of gender: Transforming the debate on sexual
inequality. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Berg, Bruce L. & Lune, Howard. (2012). Qualitative research methods for the social
science (8th ed.). New Jersey, NJ: Pearson.
Brown, Jane D. (2002). Mass media influences on sexuality. Journal of Sex Research,
39(1), 42–45. doi: 10.1080/00224490209552118
Bussey, Kay & Bandura, Albert (1999). Social cognitive theory of gender development

17

and differentiation. Psychological Review, 106(4), 676–713. doi:10.1037/0033295X.106.4.676.
Byron, Kristin (2005). A meta-analytic review of work–family conflict and its
antecedents. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 67(2), 169–198. doi:
10.1016/j.jvb.2004.08.009
Chan, Kara. (2011a). Pre-pubescent girls’ evaluations of female images in Hong Kong
media. Journal of Children and Media, 6(3), 384–399. doi:
10.1080/17482798.2011.630742.
Chan, Kara. (2011b). What preteen girls learn about gender roles from celebrities.
Journalism and Mass Communication, 1(2), 79–87. Retrieved from
http://www.davidpublishing.com/davidpublishing/Upfile/1/30/2012/201201306506404
9.pdf
Chan, Kara & Cheng, Yolanda. (2012). Portrayal of females in magazine advertisements
in Hong Kong. Journal of Asian Pacific Communication, 22(1), 78–96. doi:
10.1075/japc.22.1.05cha
Chan, Kara; Ng, Yu Leung & Williams, Russell B. (2012a). Adolescent girls’
interpretation of sexuality found in media images. Intercultural Communication
Studies, 21(3), 63–81.
Chan, Kara; Ng, Yu Leung & Williams, Russell B. (2012b). What do adolescent girls
learn about gender roles from advertising images? Young Consumers: Insight and
Ideas for Responsible Marketers, 13(4), 357–366. doi: 10.1108/17473611211282608
Chan, Kara; Tufte, Birgitte; Cappello, Gianna & Williams, Russell B. (2011). Tween
girls’ perception of gender roles and gender identities: A qualitative study. Young
Consumers, 12(1), 66–81. doi: 10.1108/17473611111114795
Charmaz, Kathy. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through
qualitative analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Cheung, Fanny M. & Halpern, Diane F. (2010). Women at the top: Powerful leaders
define success as work + family in a culture of gender. American Psychologist, 65(3),
182–193. doi: 10.1037/a0017309
Creswell, John W. (2003). Research design. Qualitative, quantitative and mixed method
approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Currie, Dawn. (1999). Girl talk: Adolescent magazine and their readers. Toronto, Canada:
University of Toronto Press.
Durham, Meenakshi G. (1999). Girls, media, and the negotiation of sexuality: A study of
race, class, and gender in adolescent peer groups. Journalism and Mass
Communication Quarterly, 76(2), 193–216. doi: 10.1177/107769909907600202
Durham, Meenakshi G. (2004). Constructing the “new ethnicities”: Media, sexuality, and
diaspora identity in the lives of South Asian immigrant girls. Critical Studies in Media
Communication, 21(2), 140–161. doi: 10.1080/07393180410001688047
Englis, Basil G.; Solomon, Michael R. & Ashmore, Richard D. (1994). Beauty before the
eyes of beholders: The cultural encoding of beauty types in magazine advertising and
music television. Journal of Advertising, 23(2), 49–64. doi:10.2307/4188927
Erikson, Erik H. (1963). Childhood and society. New York, NY: Norton.
Erikson, Erik H. (1968). Identity, youth, and crisis. New York, NY: Norton.
Espiritu, Yen L. (1997). Asian American women and men: Labor, laws, and love.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

18

Espiritu, Yen L. (2001). “We don’t sleep around like white girls do”: Family, culture, and
gender in Filipina American life. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society,
26(2), 415–440. doi: 10.1525/california/9780520225619.003.0013
Flick, Uwe. (2007). Using visual data in qualitative research. London, England: Sage.
French, Sabine E.; Seidman, Edward; Allen, LaRue & Aber, J. Lawrence. (2006). The
development of ethnic identity during adolescence. Developmental Psychology, 42(1),
1–10. doi: 10.1037/0012-1649.42.1.1
Gauntlett, D. (2008). Media, gender and identity (2nd ed.). London, UK: Routledge.
Gerbner, Gerbner; Gross, Larry & Morgan, Michael. (2002). Growing up with television:
Cultivation processes. In Jennings Bryant & Dolf Zillmann (Eds.), Media effects:
Advances in theory and research (2nd ed., pp. 43–67). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Glaser, Barney G. & Strauss, Anselm L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory:
Strategies for qualitative research. Chicago, IL: Aldine.
Grabe, Shelly; Ward, L. Monique & Hyde, Janet S. (2008). The role of the media in body
image concerns among women: A meta-analysis of experimental and correlational
studies. Psychological Bulletin, 134(3), 460–476. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.134.3.460
Kim, Youna. (2010). Female individualization?: Transnational mobility and media
consumption of Asian women. Media, Culture & Society, 32(1), 25–43. doi:
10.1177/0163443709350096
Ko, Nai-Hua. (2004). Familism in Confucianism. Paper presented at the International
Conference of Women’s global connection, San Antonio, Texas, USA.
Krippendorff, Klaus. (2004). Reliability in content analysis: Some common
misconceptions and recommendations. Human Communication Research, 30(3), 411–
433. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-2958.2004.tb00738.x
Lan, Shanshan. (2012). Negotiating multiple boundaries: Diasporic Hong Kong identities
in the United States. Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, 19(6), 708–724.
doi: 10.1080/1070289X.2012.752370
Lee, Thomas H. C. (2000). Education in traditional China: A history. Boston, MA: Brill.
Li-hsiang, Lisa R. (2006). Confucianism and women: A philosophical interpretation.
New York, NY: State University of New York Press.
Mizen, Phil. (2005). A little “light work”? Children’s images of their labour. Visual
Studies, 20(2), 124–139. doi: 10.1080/14725860500244001
Phinney, Jean S. (1989). Stages of ethnic identity development in minority group
adolescents. Journal of Early Adolescence, 9(1), 34–49. doi:
10.1177/0272431689091004
Pyke, Karen D. & Johnson, Denise L. (2003). Asian American women and racialized
femininities: “Doing” gender across cultural worlds. Gender & Society, 17(1), 33–53.
doi: 10.1177/0891243202238977
Rice, F. Philip & Dolgin, Kim G. (2005). The adolescent: Development, relationships,
and culture (11th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson.
Ruble, Diane N.; Martin, Carol Lynn & Berenbaum, Sheri A. (2006). Gender
development. In Nancy Eisenberg, William Damon & Richard M. Lerner (Eds.),
Chinese- (6th ed.) pp. 858–932. Hoboken: Wiley.
doi:10.1002/9780470147658.chpsy0314.
Shenton, Andrew K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research
projects. Education for Information, 22(2), 63–75. Retrieved from

19

http://www.angelfire.com/theforce/shu_cohort_viii/images/Trustworthypaper.pdf
Statistics Canada. (2009). Immigrant population by place of birth and period of
immigration (2006 Census). Retrieved from http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tablestableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo24a-eng.htm
Statistics Canada. (2013). Table 282-0108: Labour force survey estimates (LFS), by
immigrant status, country of birth, sex and age group, Canada. Retrieved from
http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=2820108&paSer
=&pattern =&stByVal=1&p1=1&p2=38&tabMode=dataTable&csid=
Strauss, Anselm L. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.
Vares, Tiina; Jackson, Sue & Gill, Rosalind. (2011). Preteen girls read ‘tween’ popular
culture: Diversity, complexity and contradiction. International Journal of Media and
Cultural Politics, 7(2), 139–154. doi: 10.1386/macp.7.2.139_1
Wall, Julie; Covell, Katherine & MacIntrye, Peter D. (1999). Implications of social
supports for adolescents’ education and career aspiration. Canadian Journal of
Behavioral Science, 31(2), 63–71. doi: 10.1037/h0087074
Wolin, Lori D. (2003). Gender issues in advertising: An oversight synthesis of research
1970–2002. Journal of Advertising Research, 43(1), 111–129. doi:
10.1017/S0021849903030125
Zhou, Min & Bankston, Carl (1998). Growing up American. New York: Russell
Sage.
Zosuls, Kristina M.; Miller, Cindy Faith; Ruble, Diane N.; Martin, Carol Lynn & Fabes,
Richard, A. (2011). Gender development research in Sex Roles: Historical trends and
future directions. Sex Roles, 64(11/12), 826–842. doi: 10.1007/s11199-010-9902-3
Author Note
Kara Chan is Professor at the Department of Communication Studies at the Hong Kong
Baptist University where she teaches courses in advertising. She worked in advertising
and public relations profession and as a statistician for the Hong Kong Government. She
is the author of over 110 articles and book chapters on advertising and consumer behavior
in Hong Kong and China. She was a Fulbright Scholar at Bradley University, Illinois for
1999 to 2000. She co-authored Advertising to Children in China (Chinese University
Press, 2004) with Professor James McNeal and authored Youth and Consumption (City
University of Hong Kong Press, 2010).
Yu-Leung Ng is a research assistant in the Department of Communication Studies at the
Hong Kong Baptist University. His research is focused on adolescents and the media. He
has authored articles published in Healthy Marketing Quarterly, Intercultural
Communication Studies, Journal of Consumer Marketing, Journal of Creative Behavior,
and Young Consumers.
Acknowledgements
This project was funded by the David C. Lam Institute for East-West Studies of the Hong
Kong Baptist University. Ms. Annick Lung assisted in the interviewing and the recruitment

20

of interviewees. The images included in this article were taken by the interviewees and are
reproduced with their permission.
Appendix
Interview questions
1. From these pictures, what do you think about what girls should be or should not be?
2. From these pictures, what do you think about what women should be or should not be?
3. From these pictures, what behaviors do you think are appropriate or inappropriate for
girls?
4. From these pictures, what behaviors do you think are appropriate or inappropriate for
women?
5. In comparison to what your parents say an ideal girl or woman should be or behave
like, do you see any similarities in the females portrayed in your images?
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