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Abstract

Early childhood is a critical period for gender-role development, and picture books are
one of the important mediums through which children encounter social expectations
about gender. However, limited research has compared gender roles in Chinese-authored
and non-Chinese-authored picture books. This study conducted a content analysis of 148
picture books selected from lists recommended by the Ministry of Education of China,
award-winning Chinese-authored picture books, and the iRead Early Childhood Reading
Catalog. Gender roles were examined across cover characters, protagonists, physical ap-
pearance, activities, social identity, and behavioral characteristics. Both groups displayed
gender stereotypes to varying degrees. Male characters appeared more frequently on co-
vers and as protagonists, and the difference between the two groups were not statistically
significant. Regarding behavioral characteristics, male characters were significantly
overrepresented in exploratory action in both book categories. No behavioral category in
either book type showed a significant overrepresentation of female characters. Despite
some efforts to challenge conventional portrayals, both groups largely reflected tradi-
tional gender frameworks and binary understandings of gender. These findings highlight
the need for picture book authors, parents, and educators to critically examine gender
roles in children’s literature and to provide children with more diverse and equitable
models of gender development.

Keywords: Chinese-authored picture books; non-Chinese-authored picture books; gender
roles; content analysis

1. Introduction

Children’s picture books tell stories through the integrated interplay of illustrations
and text (Peng, 2007). Their visual immediacy and narrative accessibility make them pop-
ular with young children and families (Sun & Wang, 2013). As cultural media, picture
books present recurring character types, behaviors, and role expectations. These repre-
sentations may provide children with identity templates and gender-role models (Jin &
Yang, 2021; Narahara, 1998). Prior research suggests that children may observe different
behaviors, encounter diverse identities, and develop an understanding of lifestyles differ-
ent from their own (Gotz et al., 2005). As a sociocultural norm, a gender role comprises
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behavioral expectations associated with an individual’s gender and acquired through im-
itation and learning during socialization (Fisher et al., 2016). Gender roles represented in
picture books are shaped by the sociocultural contexts in which the books are created and
circulated (Hentschel et al., 2019). Existing research has documented gender inequality
and limited gender diversity in children’s literature across multiple cultural contexts (Ad-
ams et al., 2011; Anderson & Hamilton, 2005). For instance, Matta et al. (2026) conducted
a comparative study of Hebrew and Arabic picture books, revealing significant disparities
in gender role representation among books from different linguistic and cultural back-
grounds within the same country. Yeoh and Cheong (2025) further noted that children’s
literature written by Western authors may reinforce specific gender stereotypes when
used in non-Western contexts. Because children’s picture books are important educational
resources for literacy and moral education in China, this study conducted a content anal-
ysis to investigate the gender roles in Chinese children’s picture books with consideration
of the authors’ background, i.e., Chinese authors vs. non-Chinese authors.

1.1. Theoretical Framework for Gender Representation in Picture Books

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory states that child development is not an
isolated process of individual construction but is rooted in specific sociocultural contexts
and realized through social interaction and the use of cultural tools, including language
and symbolic representation. From this perspective, picture books function as a particular
kind of cultural tool: they make prevailing gender norms, roles, and value judgments
available to children through visual and textual signs, and they do so within an inherently
social activity. During parent-child shared reading and group read-alouds in
kindergarten classrooms, adults further mediate these meanings through questioning,
guidance, and discussion, shaping how the content of a book is interpreted rather than
simply transmitting it unaltered (P. Y. Chen, 2024; Davenport et al., 2025; Yigit-Gencten et
al., 2024). This mediated, socially embedded process of meaning-making underscores the
importance of the content of picture books. The content created by authors set the terms
of what that parent—child interaction involves.

Whereas sociocultural theory explains why picture book content matters as a trans-
mitted cultural resource, gender schema theory offers a framework for understanding
how such content may be organized and interpreted once encountered. This perspective
holds that recurring cues concerning physical appearance, activities, social identities, and
behavioral characteristics can be organized into gender-related categories that guide the
interpretation of characters (Frawley, 2008). Young children, in turn, may apply a boy/girl
framework as an interpretive lens when identifying and understanding characters (Hill &
Bartow Jacobs, 2020). Because this schema-based processing tends to emerge early and
operates on precisely the kinds of surface cues that authors control, such as how a charac-
ter looks, what a character does, and how a character behaves toward others, gender
schema theory provides a principled basis for identifying which features of a text are
likely to function as gender cues in the first place. In the present study, this perspective is
used specifically to inform the identification of observable gender cues within the coding
system; it is not used to support claims about how individual children respond to or are
affected by particular books. This distinction is important: gender schema theory explains
the interpretive relevance of certain textual and visual features, not the psychological out-
comes of exposure to them.

At the cultural level, Schwartz’s (2006) theory of cultural value orientations provides
a complementary interpretive lens for understanding what gendered patterns of repre-
sentation might signify beyond individual character traits. Two dimensions are particu-
larly relevant. The autonomy-embeddedness dimension concerns whether individuals
are represented as independent agents pursuing their own goals or as members defined
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primarily by collective roles and obligations. The egalitarianism-hierarchy dimension
concerns whether roles, authority, and resources are distributed equally among characters
or according to ascribed status. Together, these dimensions support the interpretation of
differences in characters” agency, family responsibilities, occupational roles, and positions
of authority. Consistent with the study’s descriptive aims, these dimensions are used in-
terpretively to make sense of observed patterns of representation.

Taken together, these three perspectives jointly informed both the coding and inter-
pretation of the present study. Character appearance and narrative centrality were coded
to assess gender visibility; physical appearance captured visual gender cues; and activities,
social identities, and behavioral characteristics captured patterns of agency, caregiving,
occupation, authority, and role expectations. Consistent with the boundaries each theory
sets on its own use, the resulting codes describe patterns of representation within the book
corpus itself, rather than children’s internalization of or responses to those representations.

1.2. Representation of Gender Roles in Children’s Literature

A substantial body of research documents persistent gender imbalance in the fre-
quency with which male and female characters appear in picture books. Male characters
are consistently overrepresented relative to female characters in title roles, as protagonists,
and in illustrations more broadly (Casey et al., 2021; Hamilton et al., 2006; Lindsay, 2024;
Tepper & Cassidy, 1999; Turner-Bowker, 1996; M. Wang & Lee, 2024; Weitzman et al.,
1972). This asymmetry in visibility has been treated in the literature not merely as a nu-
merical artifact but as an early indicator of whose experiences are positioned as narra-
tively central.

A line of research examines how visual elements such as clothing and body type con-
vey gender information. Female characters are frequently depicted as young, beautiful,
slender, and delicately presented, wearing feminine attire such as pink clothing, lace,
skirts, or dresses, with accessories dominated by bows, jewelry, and headwear that em-
phasize physical attractiveness (Foster, 2014; Harriger et al., 2010; Kortenhaus & Demarest,
1993). Male characters, by contrast, are more often rendered as strong and rugged, in
clothing dominated by dark colors, simple styles, and trousers, with decorative accesso-
ries rarely present; this visual coding places greater emphasis on power and agency than
on appearance (Kortenhaus & Demarest, 1993; Nair & Talif, 2010; Turner-Bowker, 1996;
Weitzman et al., 1972). These findings suggest that gendered visual appearance operates
as a distinct channel of representation, one that conveys social meaning independently of
a character’s actions or dialogue.

Gender differentiation is also evident in the spatial settings and activity types as-
signed to characters. Male characters tend to appear more frequently in outdoor settings,
while female characters are more often confined to indoor spaces (Hamilton et al., 2006;
Tognoli et al., 1994; M. Wang & Lee, 2024). This spatial pattern is echoed in research on
the gendered representation of material culture, which finds that female characters” activ-
ity spaces are largely limited to the domestic sphere, whereas male characters are more
active in public, productive spaces beyond the home (Crabb & Bielawski, 1994). A parallel
pattern holds for activity type. For example, female protagonists engage in nurturing ac-
tivities at a significantly higher rate than male protagonists, while male characters are af-
forded a broader and more varied range of activities overall (Hamilton et al., 2006).

Gender differentiation extends to how characters’ identities are positioned within
family and occupational structures. Within the family, mothers are more frequently de-
picted assuming nurturing and caregiving responsibilities, while fathers are more often
positioned as companions and material providers. This pattern has been characterized as
a binary framework of the “emotional mother” and the “instrumental father” (DeWitt et
al., 2013; Liu et al., 2026). In occupational contexts, male characters are represented across
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a more diverse range of professions, whereas female characters are more likely to be
shown performing unpaid labor or to appear solely within a familial capacity (Hamilton
etal., 2006; Hendricks et al., 2010; Lindsay, 2024; M. Wang & Lee, 2024). Even when female
characters are assigned an explicit profession, these roles tend to be confined to tradition-
ally feminized occupations such as teaching or nursing.

These patterns of role and setting are accompanied by corresponding differences in
behavior and personality attribution. Female characters’ behaviors are largely confined to
nurturing, housework, and emotional expression, while male characters are more fre-
quently shown engaging in exploration, problem-solving, and adventurous action (Ham-
ilton et al., 2006). Corresponding trait attributions follow a similar logic: male characters
are predominantly characterized as brave, proactive, adventurous, independent, and as-
sertive, while female characters are more often characterized as passive, quiet, emotional,
gentle, and oriented toward caregiving (N. Chen, 2012; Pownall & Heflick, 2023; Qiao &
Wang, 2017; Turner-Bowker, 1996; Weitzman et al., 1972).

Collectively, existing studies indicate that gender bias and stereotyping remain pro-
nounced in children’s literature across a range of cultural contexts (Casey et al., 2021; Ha-
ghanikar et al., 2022; Huang et al., 2025). Comparative studies reinforce this conclusion
while also revealing culturally specific variation. Roberts et al. (2023), for example, found
that the United States, Czech Republic, and Spain each exhibit conservative tendencies in
the portrayal of gender roles, with Czech picture books showing the strongest inclination
toward traditional role depictions. Li et al. (2023) found that both UK and Chinese best-
selling picture books overrepresent male characters and position female characters in sub-
ordinate status, with gender-stereotyped roles and traditional family structures embed-
ded more deeply within the Chinese best-sellers examined. Similarly, Crawfurd et al.
(2024) found that across textbooks from 34 countries, female characters were generally
underrepresented and disproportionately associated with family and appearance, while
male characters were more strongly associated with work and achievement. These recur-
ring patterns across independent studies reflect what Blumberg (2008) described as a
“striking consistency” in the underrepresentation of women and the persistence of gender
stereotypes across both Western and non-Western contexts.

1.3. Authorial Cultural Positioning

While it is established that gendered patterns recur across picture books, compara-
tively few studies investigate why authorial cultural positioning might matter to how chil-
dren engage with them. For example, picture books as cultural tools do not transmit mean-
ing in the abstract, but depends on their fit with the specific sociocultural context in which
a child is developing (Vygotsky, 1978). An author writing from within a given cultural
context is, by virtue of that positioning, drawing on the same repertoire of social categories,
family structures, and role expectations that the child reader is already encountering
through daily life (Adam & Harper, 2023; Gu & Catalano, 2022; Yeoh & Cheong, 2025).
Take, parental figures in picture books, for example. In picture books created by Chinese
authors, gender roles tend to follow a traditional division of labor, with fathers cast as
economic providers and mothers confined to domestic caregiving; male characters are
also more frequently accorded central narrative status (N. Chen, 2016; N. Chen & Zhao,
2018). In picture books created by American authors, father figures are conventionally
depicted as breadwinners and playmates, while mothers assume nurturing and caretak-
ing responsibilities; female characters, moreover, appear significantly less often than male
characters in titles, as protagonists, and in illustrations (Cutler & Lewis, 2024; Hamilton et
al., 2006). In picture books created by British authors, the mother figure, while granted a
“civilizing” narrative role, remains situated within a postfeminist ideology of “new
momism” that confines her agency primarily to the domestic and emotional domains
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(Joosen, 2015). This suggests that gender-role depictions authored by writers embedded
in Chinese cultural contexts may encode role expectations, family structures, and behav-
ioral norms in ways that are more culturally coherent and familiar to Chinese child read-
ers than depictions authored outside that context and subsequently translated. If so, such
depictions may be comprehended and reconstructed more readily by children, not be-
cause the gender roles portrayed are inherently simpler, but because they align more
closely with the interpretive schema the child is already building through everyday soci-
ocultural experience (Frawley, 2008; Hill & Bartow Jacobs, 2020).

Non-Chinese-authored picture books, by contrast, originate from an authorial stand-
point shaped by a different cultural value system. Even where translation preserves nar-
rative content faithfully, the underlying gender-role logic embedded by the original au-
thor reflects the value orientations of the source culture rather than the receiving one. Un-
der Schwartz’s (2006) framework, this raises the possibility that non-Chinese-authored
works may present children with autonomy-embeddedness or egalitarianism-hierarchy
configurations that diverge from those prevailing in their immediate sociocultural envi-
ronment. In other words, picture books created by Chinese authors and translated books
created by non-Chinese authors may differ systematically in the cultural coherence of the
gender-role models they present, which is itself a meaningful dimension for comparison
rather than an incidental feature of the corpus. Comparing pictures books by Chinese and
non-Chinese-authored picture books allows the present study to examine not only what
gender roles are represented, but whether the cultural positioning of the author corre-
sponds to systematic differences in how those roles are constructed.

1.4. Current Study

Although existing research has documented gender-role imbalances in picture books
in China and elsewhere, work situated specifically within the Chinese context remains
comparatively limited. This gap is particularly consequential given that the Chinese chil-
dren’s book market imports a substantial volume of foreign picture books (Yuan & Wang,
2018). As a result, non-Chinese-authored picture books have become an important cul-
tural intermediary shaping the gender socialization of children in China. The existing lit-
erature nonetheless lacks systematic comparison of how gender roles are represented in
Chinese-authored versus non-Chinese-authored picture books. To address this gap, the
present study compared gender-role patterns across these two groups and provides em-
pirical evidence for understanding gender construction in children’s literature within the
Chinese context. The present study addresses the following research questions:

(1) How is gender represented in Chinese-authored picture books compared with
those non-Chinese-authored picture books? (a) Are there statistically significant differ-
ences between the two groups in the gender distribution of cover characters and protag-
onists? (b) What descriptive patterns characterize the physical appearance of male and
female characters in Chinese-authored versus those non-Chinese-authored picture books?

(2) What descriptive patterns can be identified in the activities and social identities of
male and female characters in Chinese-authored picture books compared with those non-
Chinese-authored picture books?

(3) Are there differences in the behavioral characteristics associated with male and
female characters between Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-authored picture books?

2. Methods

2.1. Sample Selection and Screening Procedure

Picture books were selected from three sources. First, the official recommended read-
ing list for children developed and published by the Ministry of Education of the People’s
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Republic of China (2021), which reflects national reading policy orientations and educa-
tional values. Second, award-winning books from nationally recognized Chinese chil-
dren’s picture-book awards, such as the Feng Zikai Children’s Picture Book Award, Hsin
Yi Picture Book Award, China Original Picture Book Era Award, and Bronze Sunflower
Picture Book Award. This source reflects the professional artistic standards of Chinese-
authored picture books (Z. Wang & Liu, 2017). Third, the iRead Early Childhood Reading
List (developed by the Shenzhen iRead Foundation), which highlights developmental ap-
propriateness and practical guidance for early reading. Together, these sources cover pol-
icy recommendation, professional evaluation, and practical early-reading use, thereby
broadening the scope of the sample. Their age-related classifications also support compa-
rability in content difficulty and narrative form.

In this study, Chinese-authored picture books were defined as works written by Chi-
nese authors (e.g., That Deep Blue Bird Is My Daddy, Shopping at the Bazaar with Dad, and A
New Year’s Reunion). Non-Chinese-authored picture books were defined as works written
by authors of other nationalities and subsequently translated into Chinese (e.g., The Tiger
Who Came to Tea, Mitchell’s License, and Ella Sarah Gets Dressed). This classification was
based on the nationality of the authors rather than the place of first publication.

The sample selection process began with 347 picture books on the Ministry of Edu-
cation of China’s recommended reading list. In the first round of screening, books featur-
ing animal protagonists (n = 102), popular science titles (n = 110), and books without
clearly identifiable gender roles (n = 75) were excluded. Titles could meet multiple exclu-
sion criteria, but each was excluded only once and counted under its primary category.
This process yielded 50 Chinese-authored picture books and 10 non-Chinese-authored
picture books. The study further expanded the sampling sources by including award-win-
ning picture books published between the establishment of each award and 2024, and
titles from the most recent available version of the iRead Early Childhood Reading List.
The award lists contained 236 published Chinese-authored picture books. After excluding
books featuring animal protagonists (n = 59), popular science titles (1 = 41), and books
without clearly identifiable gender roles (n = 95), 41 Chinese-authored picture books re-
mained. Of these, 12 were duplicates of books identified in the first-stage sample, resulting
in 29 additional Chinese-authored picture books and a total of 79. The iRead list contained
239 non-Chinese-authored picture books. After excluding books featuring animal protag-
onists (n =48), popular science titles (n = 50), and books without clearly identifiable gender
roles (n = 78), 63 non-Chinese-authored picture books remained. Of these, four were du-
plicates of titles identified in the first-stage sample, resulting in 59 additional non-Chinese-
authored picture books and a total of 69. After the samples from all three sources were
combined, the final corpus comprised 79 Chinese-authored and 69 non-Chinese-authored
picture books, for a total of 148 books included in the content analysis of gender-role rep-
resentation (See Appendix A).

2.2. Coding Scheme and Category Definitions

Content analysis is a research method for analyzing texts and describing and inter-
preting the written artifacts of a society (White & Marsh, 2006). This study adopted con-
tent analysis (Krippendorff, 2004) and used QSR NVivo 15.0 qualitative analysis software
to conduct systematic coding and analysis of the text and images in picture books. The
coding dimensions include cover characters, protagonists, physical appearance, character
activities, social identity, and behavioral characteristics (see Table 1). The book was the
sampling unit, whereas the coding unit varied across dimensions. Cover characters and
protagonists were coded once at the book level. Physical appearance was coded for each
identifiable human character, activities and social identities were coded for each distinct
activity or role attributed to a character, and behavioral characteristics were coded as
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explicit behavioral events. Each dimension was coded independently. When a character
displayed multiple features, roles, activities, or behaviors, all applicable categories were
coded. Therefore, the totals vary across dimensions and may exceed the number of books
or characters. Only information explicitly presented in the illustrations or text was coded;
characteristics inferred without observable evidence were excluded.

Table 1. Coding Scheme.

Primary Coding

Secondary Coding

Patterns of Gender Representation

Cover Character
Protagonist

Physical Appearance

Male Character, Female Character, Both Male and Female Present, No Gender Feature
Male protagonist, Female protagonist, Both Male and Female protagonist, No Gender Feature
Clothing, Hairstyle, Carried Items

Activities and Social Identity

Activities
Social Identity

Settings, Types
Family Identity, Occupational Identity

Behavioral Characteristics

Emotional Interaction, Exploratory Action, Collaborative Support, Control and dominance

The coding dimensions were established with reference to previous studies and
adapted to the aims of the present research. The coding of cover characters and protago-
nists was based primarily on the categories proposed by Ji and Zhang (2021). The physical
appearance dimension was adapted from Chu (2020) and included clothing style, hair-
style, and carried items; clothing color was additionally classified as high or low lightness
to reflect the visual characteristics of the sampled books. Character activities were also
coded following Chu’s (2020) classification. Occupational identity was based mainly on Ji
and Zhang (2021), whereas family identity drew on Lu’s (2024) classification, with educa-
tor added as an additional category. Finally, because observable behavior is an important
means of character construction and value expression in picture books, four behavioral
categories —emotional interaction, exploratory action, collaborative support, control and
dominance —were incorporated to meet the analytical needs of this study.

2.2.1. Patterns of Gender Representation

Cover characters coding focused on the content presented on the picture book covers.
Each cover was classified as featuring a male character, a female character, both male and
female characters, or no identifiable gender feature. Examples include a male character in
An Zai Will Get Better, a female character in Diandian’s Summer, male and female characters
together in A New Year’s Reunion, and no identifiable gender feature in Teeth, Teeth, Throw
Them on the Roof. The last category does not refer to gender-neutral human characters but
to covers featuring animals, toys, vehicles, or other non-human or inanimate subjects.

Protagonists were identified according to plot centrality, narrative perspective, and
narrative weight and were classified as male, female, both male and female, or no identi-
fiable gender feature protagonist. Examples include a male protagonist in An Zai Will Get
Better, a female protagonist in Diandian’s Summer, male and female co-protagonists in Wa-
ter!, and no identifiable gender feature protagonist in Where Does Rice Come From?. When
group narration was used or no central character could be identified, the book was coded
in the final category.

Physical appearance focuses on the character’s clothing, hairstyle and carried items.
Among them, the clothing dimension includes style and color. Clothing style was coded
as trousers or skirts. Trousers included jumpsuits, work clothes, and other garments with-
out a skirted hem, whereas skirts included skirts and dresses. Clothing color was coded
according to visual lightness as low-lightness or high-lightness. Low-lightness colors in-
cluded black, dark gray, dark blue, and dark brown, whereas high-lightness colors in-
cluded orange, pink, yellow, and light blue. For example, in Xiaodi and the Tearful Orange,
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the mother’s black dress was coded as low lightness, whereas her orange dress was coded
as high lightness. The hairstyle dimension was coded as long hair when the hair reached
or extended below the shoulders and as short hair when it remained above the shoulders.
Carried items refer to items that the character actively carries or uses and were classified
by function as tools (such as hammers, glasses, canes, binoculars and other items with
functional uses), toys (such as dolls, balls, building blocks and other items), decorations
(such as hairpins, hats, bags, rings and other items), or household items (such as aprons,
spatulas, rags, brooms and other items). For example, the flashlight and shovel were
coded as tools in Diandian’s Summer; the warrior figure was coded as a toy in “Baby, I
Understand You” Picture Book Series: The Amazing Luo En; the watch was coded as a deco-
ration in I Won’t Give Up My Rubber Band; and the apron, plate, and cleaning cloth were
coded as household items in I Can Explain. Items merely present in the setting but not
carried, worn, or used by the character were not coded.

2.2.2. Activities and Social Identity

Character activities focus on activity settings and activity types. Activity settings
were categorized as indoor or outdoor according to the location in which the focal action
occurred. Indoor settings included enclosed spaces such as homes, classrooms, and rooms,
whereas outdoor settings included parks, streets, fields, and other open spaces. Activity
types were classified as work (occupational or job-related tasks), housework (domestic
tasks such as cleaning, cooking, and organizing), social interaction (communication, co-
operation, play, or helping), leisure (recreational or resting activities), or learning (read-
ing, writing, or attending lessons). Illustrative examples included medical treatment in I'm
Not Afraid of Shots (work), tidying toys and books in Nana Cleans the Room (housework),
interacting with others in My Friend with Autism (social interaction), having afternoon tea
in The Tiger Who Came to Tea (leisure), and writing an essay in Yiwazi (learning). A single
activity could receive more than one code if it clearly met the criteria for multiple catego-
ries.

Social identity includes family identity and occupational identity. Family identity en-
compasses educator, housework laborer, economic provider, and emotional supporter.
The educator imparts knowledge, guides behavior, or transmits family and cultural
knowledge, as when a grandfather explains New Year traditions in Ringing Out the Old
Year and Welcoming the New: Spring Festival. The housework laborer undertakes domestic
tasks or personal care, as illustrated by the father rinsing rice and the mother trimming
vegetables in Summer Night Concert. The economic provider supplies financial income or
material resources, as the father works in A Small One, A Big One. The emotional supporter
provides comfort, companionship, or psychological support, as when the father holds
Xiaodi’'s hand in Xiaodi and the Tearful Orange. Occupational identity refers to specialized
roles within the occupational structure, such as police officers, doctors, nurses, teachers,
and merchants. An occupation was coded only when it was explicitly named in the text
or clearly indicated through the character’s clothing, workplace, and job-related actions;
merely appearing in a workplace was insufficient.

2.2.3. Behavioral Characteristics

Behavioral characteristics focus on embodied behavioral expressions and are classi-
fied into emotional interaction, exploratory action, collaborative support, control and
dominance. Emotional interaction refers to explicit interpersonal expressions of affection,
comfort, or emotional support through language or bodily action, such as the father lifting
the child onto his shoulders in A New Year’s Reunion. Facial expressions or emotions not
directed toward another character were not coded as interaction. Exploratory action in-
cludes curiosity-driven investigation of the environment or physically dynamic actions
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requiring initiative and mobility, such as climbing a table in A Journey of 9000 Millimeters.
Routine walking or movement without exploratory intent or physical challenge was ex-
cluded. Collaborative support refers to coordinated assistance, task sharing, or comple-
mentary action directed toward a common goal, such as the maintenance worker repair-
ing the traffic light while the police officer directs traffic in Sid the Signal. Mere co-presence
or parallel activity without coordination was not coded as collaboration. Control and
dominance refer to initiating an activity, formulating a plan, directing others, controlling
a situation, or determining the course of events. For example, in Summer Night Concert, the
father proposes the concert, assigns activities, and announces its conclusion. Simply
speaking, participating, or holding an adult status was not sufficient for coding domi-
nance.

2.2.4. Reliability

Two trained research staff independently coded all 148 picture books (79 Chinese-
authored and 69 non-Chinese-authored picture books) in accordance with the Coding
Scheme. Inter-coder reliability was assessed using the book as the unit of analysis. For
cover characters and protagonists, agreement concerned the category assigned to each
book; for dimensions permitting multiple codes, each code was assessed within each book.
Agreement was reviewed after each batch of 10 books as an interim quality-control pro-
cedure. If the standard was not met, the coders received further calibration and recoded
the relevant books. Differences in coding decisions were resolved through discussion and,
when necessary, consultation with a third researcher. The final Cohen’s kappa values
were calculated from a randomly selected 20% of the corpus. All dimensions showed sub-
stantial inter-coder agreement, with Cohen’s k values exceeding 0.90 (McHugh, 2012).
Specifically, Cohen’s 1« was 0.95 for cover characters and protagonists, 0.98 for physical
appearance, 0.95 for character activities, 0.98 for social identity, and 0.97 for behavioral
characteristics (all p <0.001).

3. Results

3.1. Gender Representation Patterns in Chinese Children’s Picture Books
3.1.1. Gender Distribution of Cover Characters and Protagonists

Cover and protagonists’ results were summarized as frequencies and percentages at
the book level. As shown in Table 2, male characters were more frequently depicted as the
sole character on the cover than female characters in both categories of picture books. A
chi-square test of independence was conducted to examine whether the distribution of
cover character gender categories differed between Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-
authored picture books. The association between book type and cover character category
was not significant, x2 (3) = 2.51, p = 0.474, Cramer’s V = 0.13. Because some expected
counts were relatively small, Fisher’s exact test with Monte Carlo simulation was also
conducted and produced the same conclusion, p =0.490. Thus, Chinese-authored and non-
Chinese-authored picture books did not significantly differ in the overall distribution of
the four cover character categories: male character, female character, both male and female
present, and no identifiable gender feature. Descriptively, male characters accounted for
a larger proportion of cover characters in the non-Chinese-authored picture books. How-
ever, because the difference between the two groups was not statistically significant, this
pattern should not be interpreted as evidence of a stronger male-centered tendency in
non-Chinese-authored picture books. Nevertheless, the within-corpus proportions indi-
cated some imbalance in the gender distribution of cover characters.

Additionally, some picture-book covers presented non-human subjects rather than
gendered human characters. For instance, the cover of the picture book Teeth, Teeth, Throw
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Them on the Roof features no human character with identifiable gender markers; instead,
the old Nanjing rooftops and an activity scene formed the cover’s main visual focus.

Table 2. Percentage of Gender Role Representations on the Covers of Chinese-authored (1 =79) and
Non-Chinese-authored Chinese Picture Books (1 = 69).

Originality Chinese-Authored Picture Non-Chinese-Authored

Categories Books Picture Books
Male 32.9% (26) 43.5% (30)
Female 27.8% (22) 27.5% (19)
Both male and female 26.6% (21) 21.7% (15)
No gender feature 12.7% (10) 7.2% (5)
Total 100% (79) 100% (69)

Note: Values are presented as percentages, with frequencies in parentheses. Percentages may not

sum to 100% because of rounding; the same applies to the tables below.

As shown in Table 3, there is a gender difference in protagonist distribution across
both categories of picture books, with male protagonists appearing more frequently than
female protagonists. A chi-square test of independence was conducted to examine
whether the distribution of protagonist gender categories differed between Chinese-au-
thored and non-Chinese-authored picture books. The association between book type and
protagonist gender category was not significant, x? (3) =5.81, p = 0.121, Cramer’s V = 0.20.
Because one expected cell count was below 5, Fisher’s exact test with Monte Carlo simu-
lation was also conducted and produced the same conclusion, p = 0.127. Thus, Chinese-
authored and non-Chinese-authored picture books did not significantly differ in the over-
all distribution of protagonist gender categories.

Table 3. Gender Distribution of Protagonists in Chinese-authored (1 = 79) and Non-Chinese-au-
thored Picture Books (1 = 69).

Originality Chinese-Authored Picture =~ Non-Chinese-Authored

Category Books Picture Books
Male 50.6% (40) 58.0% (40)
Female 32.9% (26) 27.5% (19)
Both male and female 12.7% (10) 4.3% (3)
No gender feature 3.8% (3) 10.1% (7)
Total 100% (79) 100% (69)

3.1.2. Physical Appearance in Chinese-Authored and Non-Chinese-Authored Books

Physical appearance was analyzed using three categories: clothing, hairstyle, and car-
ried items (Table 4). In both categories of picture books, male characters are predomi-
nantly depicted in trousers, with short hair and low-lightness clothing (i.e., darker and
deeper hues such as brown, dark blue and dark gray); female characters, by contrast, are
mainly shown in dresses, with long hair and high-lightness clothing (i.e., lighter and
brighter shades such as red, orange and yellow). In Chinese-authored picture books, the
proportion of female characters with long hair was considerably higher than that of female
characters with short hair, while in non-Chinese-authored picture books, the difference
between female characters with long and short hair is relatively small. In both groups,
tools and toys constituted a larger share of the items carried by male characters than of
those carried by female characters, whereas household and decorative items constituted
a larger share of the items carried by female characters.
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Table 4. Nodes Related to Physical Appearance in Chinese-authored (n = 79) and Non-Chinese-
authored Picture Books (1 = 69).

Chinese-Authored Picture Books Non-Chinese-Authored Picture Books

Categories
Male Female Male Female
Trousers 100% (125) 39.8% (45) 100% (162) 34.8% (49)
Skirts 0% (0) 60.2% (68) 0% (0) 65.2% (92)
Clothing Total 100% (125) 100% (113) 100% (162) 100% (141)
Low lightness 51.5% (87) 36.1% (60) 55.6% (95) 35.0% (50)
High lightness 48.5% (82) 63.9% (106) 44.4% (76) 65.0% (93)
Total 100% (169) 100% (166) 100% (171) 100% (143)
Long Hair 0% (0) 92.9% (105) 1.9% (3) 53.7% (72)
Hairstyle Short Hair 100% (103) 7.1% (8) 98.1% (154) 46.3% (62)
Total 100% (103) 100% (113) 100% (157) 100% (134)
Tools 46.2% (49) 9.6% (9) 50.0% (81) 30.5% (39)
Carried Household items 1.9% (2) 27.7% (26) 2.5% (4) 20.3% (26)
Items Decorations 31.1% (33) 43.6% (41) 37.7% (61) 42.2% (54)
Toys 20.8% (22) 19.1% (18) 9.9% (16) 7.0% (9)
Total 100% (106) 100% (94) 100% (162) 100% (128)

Note: Percentages were calculated within each coding dimension using the total number of coded
instances as the denominator. For clothing, style (trousers and skirts) and color (low- and high-

lightness) were calculated separately. The same calculation applies to the subsequent tables.

3.2. Gender Differences in Character Activities and Social Identity

3.2.1. Character Activities Across Chinese-Authored and Non-Chinese-Authored
Picture Books

As shown in Table 5, male characters appear more frequently in outdoor settings
across both types of picture books. Chinese-authored picture books feature male charac-
ters outdoors more often than non-Chinese-authored picture books. Female characters in
Chinese-authored picture books were depicted indoors more frequently than outdoors,
whereas the difference between indoor and outdoor representation was smaller for female
characters in non-Chinese-authored picture books.

Table 5. Nodes Related to Activity Setting and Activity Types in Chinese-authored (1 = 79) and
Non-Chinese-authored Picture Books (1 = 69).

Chinese-Authored Picture Non-Chinese-Authored

Categories Books Picture Books

Male Female Male Female
et Indoor 212% (14)  57.1% (36)  38.9% (42)  47.7% (41)
ting Outdoor 78.8% (52) 42.9% (27) 61.1% (66)  52.3% (45)
Total 100% (66) 100% (63)  100% (108)  100% (86)
Work 20.8% (26)  14.8% (21)  24.0% (24)  14.9% (14)
Housework 12.0% (15) 47.2% (67) 8.0% (8) 22.3% (21)
T Social interaction ~ 19.2% (24) 13.4% (19) 16.0% (16)  17.0% (16)
ypes Leisure 41.6% (52)  21.1%(30)  45.0% (45)  40.4% (38)

Learning 6.4% (8) 3.5% (5) 7.0% (7) 5.3% (5)
Total 100% (125) 100% (142) 100% (100)  100% (94)

Regarding activity types, both categories of picture books show male characters par-
ticipating in work, leisure, and learning more frequently than female characters, while
female characters engage in housework more often than male characters. Descriptively,
this pattern indicates that male characters were represented across a wider range of
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activities and appeared more frequently in these activities. Within leisure activities, male
characters were predominantly engaged in ball games and board games, which are more
socially participatory and competitive. Female characters, by contrast, were concentrated
in handicrafts, knitting, and artistic pursuits, activities characterized by finer motor skills
and artistic expression. Regarding domestic chores, however, male characters were coded
less frequently than female characters, reflecting a significant imbalance in household task
distribution between genders and perpetuating the traditional gender role perception of
women as primary caregivers within the home. Additionally, the gender distribution of
social interaction differed somewhat between the two groups. In Chinese-authored pic-
ture books, male characters accounted for a larger proportion of social-interaction in-
stances than female characters (19.2% vs. 13.4%). In non-Chinese-authored picture books,
the proportions were similar, with female characters accounting for a slightly larger share
than male characters (17.0% vs. 16.0%).

3.2.2. Social Identity Across Chinese-Authored and Non-Chinese-Authored
Picture Books

Social identity encompassed family and occupational roles. Across both book cate-
gories, family identities were coded more often for female characters, whereas occupa-
tional identities were coded more often for male characters. Descriptively, among male
characters in Chinese-authored picture books, family identities accounted for a larger pro-
portion than occupational identities (65.4% vs. 34.6%), whereas the opposite pattern was
observed in non-Chinese-authored picture books (37.5% vs. 62.5%).

Family identity included the roles of “educator”, “housework laborer”, “economic
provider”, and “emotional supporter”. As shown in Table 6, family-identity codes were
more frequent for female than for male characters. Specifically, in both types of picture
books, male characters were coded more often as economic providers than female charac-
ters; female characters were coded more often as housework laborers and emotional sup-
porters than male characters. This also corresponds to the coding results for activity types
concerning housework. For the educator identity, male characters in Chinese-authored
picture books received more codes than female characters. For example, in Ringing Out
the Old Year and Welcoming the New: Spring Festival, multiple scenes depict male characters
(the grandfather) explaining to children the customs of eating dumplings during the
Spring Festival and the origins of “observing the New Year’ Eve”. In Going Back to
Grandma’s for the Spring Festival, activities such as teaching children to write Spring Festi-
val couplets, explaining stories about stamps, and using farm tools are also undertaken
by males (grandfather and father). In contrast, female characters were coded more fre-
quently than male characters in this identity category in non-Chinese-authored picture
books.

Table 6. Nodes Related to Social Identities in Chinese-authored (1 =79) and Non-Chinese-authored
Picture Books (1 = 69).

Chinese-Authored Picture Non-Chinese-Authored Pic-

Categories Books ture Books

Male Female Male Female
Educator 13.1% (14) 6.1% (9) 6.9% (5) 20.0% (14)
Housework laborer 12.1% (13) 45.3% (67) 9.7% (7) 31.4% (22)

Family Identity Economic provider 12.1% (13) 5.4% (8) 2.8% (2) 0% (0)
Emotional supporter 28.0% (30) 31.1% (46) 18.1% (13) 25.7% (18)
Total 65.4% (70) 87.8% (130) 37.5% (27) 77.1% (54)
Occupation Identity 34.6% (37) 12.2% (18) 62.5% (45) 22.9% (16)
Total 100% (107) 100% (148) 100% (72) 100% (70)
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In terms of occupational identity, the total number of occupational-identity codes
was higher for male than for female characters. Specifically, male characters had more
diverse occupational roles and a broader occupational range, covering fields such as con-
struction, healthcare, agriculture, industry, and business, as well as education. In contrast,
female characters’ occupational roles were relatively narrow, often confined to education,
services, and the arts. Portrayals of female characters in occupations that challenged tra-
ditional gender stereotypes, such as police officers, were relatively rare.

3.3. Behavioral Characteristics Across Chinese-Authored and Non-Chinese-Authored Books

A chi-square test of independence was first conducted to examine whether overall
character gender representation differed between Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-au-
thored picture books. The association between book type and character gender was sig-
nificant, x? (1) =7.09, p = 0.008, Cramer’s V = 0.06. Non-Chinese-authored picture books
included a higher proportion of male characters (61.0%) than Chinese-authored picture
books (55.4%). Next, chi-square tests of independence were conducted within each book
type to examine the association between character gender and behavioral characteristics.
The association was significant for Chinese-authored picture books, x? (3) =23.46, p <0.001,
Cramer’s V = 0.15, and non-Chinese-authored picture books, x2 (3) = 26.60, p < 0.001,
Cramer’s V = 0.16. A three-way log-linear analysis showed that the interaction among
book type, character gender, and behavioral characteristics was not significant, x2 (3) =
3.72, p = 0.294, indicating that the gendered distribution of behavioral characteristics did
not significantly differ between Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-authored picture
books.

Follow-up exact binomial tests were conducted within each behavioral category to
determine whether the proportion of male characters differed from female characters,
with Holm corrections applied within each book type. In Chinese-authored picture books,
male characters were significantly overrepresented in exploratory action, male proportion
=0.65, Cohen’s h=0.31, p <0.001, control and dominance, male proportion =0.59, Cohen’s
h =0.18, p =0.022. Gender differences were not significant for emotional interaction, male
proportion = 0.47, Cohen’s h = -0.05, p = 0.291, or collaborative support, male proportion
=0.58, Cohen’s h=0.17, p = 0.090. In non-Chinese-authored picture books, male characters
were significantly overrepresented in exploratory action, male proportion = 0.70, Cohen’s
h=0.42, p <0.001, and collaborative support, male proportion = 0.66, Cohen’sh=0.32, p =
0.001. Gender differences were not significant for emotional interaction, male proportion
=0.54, Cohen’s h =0.09, p = 0.092, or control and dominance, male proportion = 0.52, Co-
hen’s h = 0.03, p = 0.899. No behavioral category showed a statistically significant
overrepresentation of female characters.

To complement the inferential analyses, the following results describe the distribu-
tional patterns within each coding dimension using frequencies and percentages. As
shown in Table 7, in the dimension of emotional interaction, female characters received
more emotional-interaction codes than male characters. This pattern may reflect conven-
tional expectations that women should maintain relational bonds through emotional ex-
pression, whereas men should remain rational, strong, and emotionally restrained.
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Table 7. Nodes Related to Behavioral Characteristics in Chinese-authored (1 =79) and Non-Chinese-
authored Picture Books (1 = 69).

Chinese-Authored Chinese-Authored Non-Chinese-Authored Non-Chinese-Authored

Behavioral Characteristics  Picture Books Picture Books Picture Books Picture Books
Male Female Male Female
Emotional Interaction 36.8% (225) 50.5% (249) 43.2% (289) 56.5% (242)
Exploratory Action 26.8% (164) 17.8% (88) 37.7% (252) 24.8% (106)
Collaborative support 14.9% (91) 13.2% (65) 14.3% (96) 11.7% (50)
Control and Dominance 21.6% (132) 18.5% (91) 4.8% (32) 7.0% (30)
Total 100.0% (612) 100.0% (493) 100.0% (669) 100% (428)

In the exploratory action dimension, male characters were more often portrayed as
explorers or pioneers, with climbing, running, and jumping serving as typical behavioral
markers. However, such actions are rarely seen in females, which obscures the possibility
of diverse behaviors such as strength and a desire for exploration in females. Few works
in either group attempted to portray female characters as proactive and agentic.

With regard to collaborative and supportive behavior, male characters in both cate-
gories of picture books received slightly more codes than their female counterparts. Fe-
male characters tended toward emotional support, facilitating task completion or prob-
lem-solving through verbal encouragement, guidance, or subtle cues, whereas male char-
acters favored instrumental support, employing tools and concrete actions to advance ob-
jectives. This pattern may reflect the long-term sociocultural conditioning of gender roles.

In the dimension of control and dominance, coding results indicate slightly more
male-coded instances than female-coded ones in Chinese-authored picture books, while
non-Chinese-authored picture books show more female-coded instances than male-coded
ones. Specifically, male characters tended toward leadership and command, often initiat-
ing events. Female characters, by contrast, showed more directive and controlling behav-
iors, often by arranging specific tasks.

4. Discussion

This study examined gender representation in Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-
authored picture books across cover characters, protagonists, physical appearance, char-
acter activities, social identity, and behavioral characteristics. Overall, the findings suggest
that gender imbalance remains evident in both Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-au-
thored picture books. The following discussion is organized according to the three re-
search questions.

4.1. Gender Visibility and Visual Representation in Picture Books

The first research question concerned the overall patterns of gender representation in
Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-authored picture books, with particular attention to
cover characters, protagonists, and physical appearance. The results show that male char-
acters remained more visible than female characters in both categories of books. Viewed
through sociocultural theory and gender-schema theory, this imbalance concerns not only
visual visibility but also the repeated association of masculinity with narrative centrality.

This finding is consistent with previous studies showing that male characters appear
more frequently than female characters in book titles, illustrations, and central narrative
roles (Casey et al., 2021; Hamilton et al., 2006; Huang et al., 2025; Lindsay, 2024; Tepper &
Cassidy, 1999; Turner-Bowker, 1996; M. Wang & Lee, 2024). At the narrative level, these
patterns suggest the continued prominence of male characters. Male characters are more
often positioned as the agents who drive the storyline, whereas female characters are more
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likely to appear in peripheral or secondary roles. The present study did not directly ex-
amine children’s interpretations or responses; however, previous research suggests that
repeated exposure to such patterns may contribute to children’s perceptions of who is
represented as central, active, and narratively important (Ismatullina et al., 2022; Saba et
al.,, 2023; Song et al., 2024).

In terms of physical appearance, the descriptive analysis indicated some differences
between Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-authored picture books. Chinese-authored
picture books tended to rely more heavily on conventional gender markers. Long hair and
dresses were frequently used as visual signs of femininity, reinforcing recognizable dis-
tinctions between male and female character appearances. This pattern is consistent with
previous studies showing persistent gender stereotyping in children’s picture books, par-
ticularly in relation to hairstyles, clothing, accessories, and gendered visual symbols (Cai,
2013; Chu, 2020; Ji & Zhang, 2021; Tang, 2020). Consistent with gender-schema theory,
these recurring visual cues make binary gender categories readily recognizable while re-
stricting the visible range of gender expression.

By contrast, non-Chinese-authored picture books appeared to present somewhat
greater variation in female characters” hairstyles and clothing within the sampled corpus.
This difference may be related to broader cultural and historical contexts. From a sociocul-
tural perspective, this pattern may reflect differences in the historical and institutional
contexts of book production, including the influence of feminist movements and sustained
critiques of gender stereotypes in some source countries. Previous studies have shown
that gender representation in children’s books changes alongside broader social move-
ments and scholarly attention to gender equality (Clark et al., 2003; Gooden & Gooden,
2001; McCabe et al., 2011). However, this does not mean that non-Chinese-authored pic-
ture books are free from stereotypes. Because the physical-appearance analysis was de-
scriptive and the non-Chinese-authored books represented heterogeneous cultural origins,
these patterns should not be interpreted as evidence of a general cultural effect.

4.2. Gendered Activities, Spatial Positioning, and Social Identity

The second research question asked how activities and social identities were distrib-
uted across male and female characters in Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-authored
picture books. The findings suggest that gender stereotypes were present in both activity
spaces and social roles, although the observed patterns differed to some extent between
the two categories of books.

In Chinese-authored picture books, male characters appeared more frequently in out-
door and public spaces, whereas female characters were more often associated with in-
door and family-related contexts. This finding is consistent with previous studies showing
that male characters in children’s books are more likely to be represented in outdoor set-
tings (Chu, 2020; Hamilton et al., 2006; Qin et al., 2018). From sociocultural and gender-
schema perspectives, this distribution reproduces a public-private distinction in which
male characters are associated with exploration and social participation and female char-
acters with care and domesticity. Using Schwartz’s framework as an auxiliary interpretive
lens, the association of male characters with exploration, initiative, and participation in
public life may correspond to values of autonomy and mastery, whereas the association
of female characters with family and relational roles may correspond to embeddedness.
This interpretation is conceptual rather than empirical, because the present study did not
directly measure cultural values. By contrast, non-Chinese-authored picture books
showed relatively smaller descriptive gender differences in activity spaces within the
sampled corpus.

A similar pattern appeared in the representation of social identity. Male characters
were associated with a wider range of occupations, whereas female characters were often
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limited to a narrower set of traditionally feminine occupations. This finding is consistent
with previous studies showing that occupational stereotypes in picture books have re-
mained persistent over time (Hale, 2024; Hamilton et al., 2006; M. Wang & Lee, 2024).
From a gender-schema perspective, recurring occupational distributions may reinforce
associations between gender and socially appropriate work. Through Schwartz’s hierar-
chy—egalitarianism dimension, they may also be interpreted as unequal symbolic access
to socially valued roles, although cultural values were not measured directly. Previous
research suggests that repeated exposure to gender-stereotyped occupations may contrib-
ute to children’s assumptions about gender-appropriate careers (Peterson & Lach, 1990).
Likewise, portraying female characters primarily in supportive or caring occupations
could narrow the range of professional identities made visible to young readers (Jalalka-
mali & Doratli, 2022; Song et al., 2024). These patterns may not fully reflect the increasing
diversity of women’s employment in contemporary society, although this comparison is
contextual rather than directly equivalent.

Many studies have redefined fatherhood by emphasizing fathers’ caregiving respon-
sibilities and diverse parenting capacities (Adams et al., 2011; Pleck, 1981; Silverstein,
1996), and have documented increased paternal participation in family caregiving under
shifting work—family conditions (Augustine & Prickett, 2022; Couch et al., 2022; Cutler &
Lewis, 2024). The present coding did not distinguish fathers from other male family mem-
bers and therefore does not permit fatherhood to be assessed separately. However, the
present study’s coding findings showed that male characters’ presence in housework la-
bor and emotional support was lower than that of female characters. Only a small number
of picture books portray male characters as prioritizing family companionship and emo-
tional communication, such as Xiao Di and the Tearful Orange, Shopping at the Bazaar with
Dad, Mitchell’s License, and Something from Nothing. From sociocultural and gender-schema
perspectives, this uneven distribution indicates that family responsibilities remain orga-
nized through conventional gender categories in the sampled books. Recognizing this gap
between social reality and literary representation is important. Previous research suggests
that, during socialization, children form expectations about parental roles, while adults
also construct their own parenting identities through available cultural models (Anderson
& Hamilton, 2005).

4.3. Behavioral Characteristics and Gendered Agency

The third research question focused on the behavioral characteristics associated with
male and female characters. The findings suggest that gender stereotypes are not only
reflected in visual symbols and social roles, but also in the representation of agency and
behavioral tendencies.

The analyses showed that character gender distributions differed between the two
book categories, while gendered patterns in behavioral characteristics remained evident
within both. Follow-up binomial tests further showed that male characters were signifi-
cantly overrepresented in exploratory action in both book categories. Across the two cat-
egories, male characters were more often associated with adventure, initiative, explora-
tion, and problem solving, whereas female characters were more frequently linked with
care, emotion, support, and relational responsibility. These findings are consistent with
previous studies showing that behavioral representations in picture books remain closely
connected to traditional gender norms (Chu, 2020; Hamilton et al., 2006; Ji & Zhang, 2021;
Tang, 2020). From a gender-schema perspective, these recurring associations may rein-
force schemas linking masculinity with agency and femininity with caregiving. Sociocul-
tural theory situates these patterns within culturally available models of gendered behav-
ior. As an auxiliary interpretive lens, Schwartz’s framework suggests that male portrayals
may symbolically align with autonomy and mastery, whereas female portrayals may align
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more closely with embeddedness and relational responsibility; however, these patterns
should not be interpreted as direct measures of cultural-value orientations.

In Chinese-authored picture books, male characters were also significantly
overrepresented in control and dominance, a pattern consistent with conventional associ-
ations between masculinity, authority, and leadership. In non-Chinese-authored picture
books, male characters were significantly overrepresented in collaborative support, indi-
cating that supportive behavior was not represented as exclusively feminine. No behav-
ioral category in either book type showed a significant overrepresentation of female char-
acters. These results suggest that gendered agency was expressed differently across the
two categories but remained oriented primarily toward male overrepresentation. From a
sociocultural perspective, these differences may reflect distinct cultural repertoires of ac-
ceptable male behavior; however, from a gender-schema perspective, both patterns con-
tinue to position male characters as prominent social agents. Schwartz’s framework fur-
ther highlights a symbolic contrast between mastery and hierarchy on the one hand and
collaborative or egalitarian orientations on the other.

However, both Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-authored picture books included
works that attempted to challenge traditional gender frameworks. The following cases
illustrate possible forms of female agency within the corpus. In The Secret in the Book, the
girl enters an imaginative world, but her actions remain partly shaped by external guid-
ance. In Journey, the girl initiates the narrative by creating a passage into a fantasy world
and acting independently within it. These individual works were selected as illustrative
cases after the corpus-level patterns had been identified and should not be regarded as
representative of either book category. Viewed through Schwartz’s autonomy and mas-
tery orientations, these cases illustrate different forms of self-directed agency rather than
cultural-value scores. This comparison suggests that gender representation should not be
evaluated solely through the number of female protagonists; the degree of autonomy, de-
cision-making power, and narrative agency granted to female characters is also relevant.

5. Implications

The findings of this study yield several practical implications. First, because female
characters were less visible in central roles and were represented within a narrower range
of occupational and family identities, picture-book authors may benefit from reflecting
more critically on gender equality and developing multidimensional characters whose
traits and roles are not constrained by sex. Given that previous research has likewise doc-
umented the underrepresentation of female characters in central roles (Hamilton et al.,
2006; McCabe et al., 2011), authors could consider more balanced gender representation.
Award bodies may also consider incorporating gender representation into existing liter-
ary and artistic evaluation criteria, supported by diverse judging panels and feedback on
recurring stereotyped patterns. In light of the patterns identified in the corpus and prior
literature, publishers, as final gatekeepers, could give greater attention to gender-equita-
ble content when selecting and promoting books. Because authors write from culturally
situated positions, Chinese-authored picture books may present social settings and role
expectations that are more immediately familiar to Chinese children, making them useful
starting points for classroom teaching and parent—child discussion. Non-Chinese-au-
thored picture books may offer different cultural perspectives and alternative representa-
tions of gender roles. Thus, the two groups provide complementary rather than hierarchi-
cally different educational resources.

Second, because gender differences were observed in appearance, activities, occupa-
tional roles, caregiving, and behavioral characteristics, adult mediation may be valuable
during reading. Parents and educators, as primary selectors of children’s reading materi-
als, could prioritize books featuring varied roles and discuss stereotyped representations
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when they arise, as access to gender-equitable books has been associated with more flexi-
ble gender attitudes in young children (Diekman & Murnen, 2004). Consistent with a so-
ciocultural perspective, adults can help children interpret how particular representations
are embedded in specific cultural contexts. When reading non-Chinese-authored picture
books, additional contextual guidance may be especially useful in helping children dis-
tinguish culturally specific role expectations from assumptions about gender that are
treated as universal. During shared reading, adults may use the interplay of text and im-
ages to discuss how gender is associated with particular occupations and behaviors and
connect these representations with children’s everyday observations. Such discussions
may help children consider that abilities and social roles are not inherently determined by
gender (Kollmayer et al., 2018). Inviting children to rewrite plots or redesign characters
may also provide opportunities for critical reflection (Martin & Ruble, 2004). The practical
value of these approaches should be further examined through intervention-based re-
search.

6. Limitations

First, this study employed a descriptive content-analysis design. Coding instances
were clustered within characters and books, and some tables used different analytical de-
nominators. Inferential analyses were therefore limited to selected dimensions for which
book-level comparisons were appropriate, whereas the remaining dimensions were ana-
lyzed descriptively. No formal diversity index was calculated. The observed differences
characterize the sampled corpora and should not be generalized as population- or culture-
level effects.

Second, the corpus of non-Chinese-authored picture books included books from mul-
tiple countries, languages, publication periods, and cultural traditions. Because source
groups were uneven and some subgroup cells were small, cultural origin could not be
systematically disaggregated across all dimensions. The distribution of Chinese-authored
and non-Chinese-authored books across the three sampling sources may also have influ-
enced the findings. Excluding animal protagonists and books without identifiable binary
gender cues may have reduced the representation of less explicitly gender-marked stories.

Third, the coding scheme classified characters only as male or female and therefore
could not represent nonbinary, gender-fluid, or deliberately ambiguous identities. The
study examined books rather than children, caregivers, classrooms, or reading interac-
tions. Cultural values and social axioms were used as interpretive frameworks rather than
directly measured variables. Accordingly, conclusions concerning readers’ beliefs, devel-
opment, adult mediation, or psychological effects require separate child-level, audience-
based, and cross-cultural research.

7. Conclusions

This study examined gender representations in Chinese-authored and non-Chinese-
authored picture books for young children through a content analysis of 148 selected
works. The findings suggest that gender stereotypes remain present in both types of pic-
ture books, which continue to reflect traditional gender expectations and binary gender
frameworks. These results indicate that picture books are not only literary and educational
materials but also important cultural resources through which children may encounter
social meanings of gender. Therefore, authors, publishers, parents, and educators should
pay greater attention to the gender messages embedded in picture books and provide
children with more diverse and equitable representations of gender. Future research may
further explore how children interpret these gender representations during actual reading
practices and how adult-child interactions shape children’s gender-role understanding.
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Appendix A

Table A1l. Analysis Checklist of Chinese-authored Picture Books.

No. Book Title No. Book Title

1  Little Li Fu the Crybaby (3 & ¥1/N 7 F) 41 Grandma, I Love You (JM%, FREAR)
“Baby, I Understand You” Picture Book Se-

2 ries: The Amazing Luo En 42 My Dad Is a Soldier (FR&EERZZEN)
(“EN, MR RAEES TARRER)

3 Dad’s Train (EE /K %) 43  1Can Protect My Eyes (F<: -3 HRIE)

4 The Secrets of Terra-Cotta Warriors(£& 51 ] wu ! Might Become a Painter (F&F f& 42 N
P * — AN )

5 Don’t Skip Rope with Frogs (N A175 i:k%4E) 45 Who Am I? (K2 fE)
Ringing Out the Old Year and Welcoming the
6  New: Spring Festival (5 IH@HHL KH——% 46 1Want a Little Brother (FRAEH 6 36)

)
7  When Fingers Dance (4 F18BkFEHT) 47  1Still Love You (FAKIREZAR)
8  Play with Me (R Bri) 48 1Have a Dream (I — %)

The “Odd” Boy and His Wordless Picture

9 Book (R BRI ) 49  Wash My Hands Clean (¥ %/ F-4714)
. . VT uQi:
10 Homecoming (FI%) 50 ;Elzg*g}a;d the Tearful Orange (/)N A1
1 %o%rl% ];?;k)to Grandma'’s for Spring Festival ( 51 An Zai Will Get Better (%¢(f— it 245 47)
12 Back to the Countryside ([F| £ T) 52 A New Year’s Reunion (][#]) *
13 The Gold-Medal Postman (4} i 51) 53 Grandpa’s 14 Games (5757117 14 M%) *
14 A Journey of 9000 Millimeters LT =Kk 5, Grandpa’s Teeth, My Teeth (FHFHA, K
i7)* 1)
15 There’s Something I Can’t Buy (H 114 R 74 55 A Small One, A Big One (—2k/NMF, —
EAK) BRI
16 Laba Porridge (/i /\35) 56  YiWazi (Fi:T)
. ? /. [/\
17 Grandma’s Braised Pork ({Z&H4L5EA) 57 ‘g::a; :21; I)do When I Grow Up? (AL
18 Amazing Vegetables (7 PNRFIHEH) 58 The Mid-Autumn Festival (1 £k 77)
. The Garden in the Bamboo Basket (7715
qeoso a1
19 Come On, Mom! (4343, fnh! ) 59 HiER)
20 Mom’s Heart, Mom's Tree (43450 $B38#) 60 My Favorite Day (f 5 X —K)
21 Slow Yi Di (I8&F 1 5 i) 61  Xixi (PH7h)
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22 Those Years, That City (S244E A Eadk) 62  The King of Hide and Seek (J#Jifli K F) *
23 Nana Cleans the Room (JFF+4T 41 55 (A1) 63 The Morm?g Market at Lotus Town (fif
EE)
24 Grandma’s Qipao (J¥5 11 A1) 64 Me and My Bike (FA (1 i %) *
. TR
25 ?{Erg?g;d’ My Hand, His Hand (5 () 1) 65 Enchanted by Opera (J£3X)
26 Niuniu’s Happy Day (#3458 —K) 66  The Scariest Day (i A 1H—R)
27 Going on an Adventure (2 EX) 67 ??tzg?tgﬁg%;v Them on the Roof (4
28 The Secret in the Book (175 B[] 5 %) 68  Where Does Rice Come From? (#f*45) *
29  Water! (/KI¥) 69  Where Did the Ticket Go? (EFZEEME T)
30 Dark clouds, Coming Rain (KRB B EIEW) 70  Going to the Zoo Together (—ift 254 [)
31 Little Bear, Run Fast! (/NpE, i) 71 Happy Birthday (4 HHUF)
p ; Sy
32 i;ﬁgi‘:\; You're All Still Awake (FAUEAATA 72 Making trouble for Mom (45 {3153 #57L.)
L

33 Dad Goes to Work (£ 2 _E#I) 73 ABicycle (—#iHT%)

That Deep Blue Bird Is My Daddy (FIF 2 R . -

4 s A2 a2 74  Riddl =
3 (019 LR ) * iddles (iiZ)
. § es There’s Always a Reason to Eat Baozi (&

35 Granny Mian Can’t Sleep (1 ¥ 4£HEANF) 75 75*4‘“2@?%‘]@93)
36 Diandian’s Summer (& £ 15 K) 76  Playing with Lanterns (4] %) *

What's in Grandpa's Bag? (JMA [ BG4 Can I Skip School Today? (4K, AL
37 77 »

7) A LE? )
38 The Talking Hand (£ Ut i# 1)) 78  The Big-Footed Girl (KB 4R)
39 Square-Faced Grandpa and Round-Faced 70 Shopping at the Bazaar with Dad (1%

Grandma (J7 A A F0 5 e 25 2%) M)
40 Summer Night Concert (B H & Rx£) *

Note: Picture books marked with an asterisk have corresponding officially published English ver-

sions; picture books without an asterisk do not have corresponding officially published English ver-

sions, and their English titles were translated by the author of this article.

Table A2. Analysis Checklist of Non-Chinese-authored Picture Books.

No. Book Title No. Book Title
Grandpa Ai and the bear on the roof (3574% - S Ty
1 HURT L 07E) * 36 Daniel Finds a Poem (P} /RIKE|I—H #F)
. . When Sophie Gets Angry —Really, Really
! » ATTRLL ) * o
2 No, David! (K, AALLL) 37 Angry... IS T) *
3 Pedro’s Whale (£ £ [ffififa) * 38  Mr. Gumpy’s Outing (FIHA{A ) *
4  Sticky Superman (Fi§iEAN) * 39 The Whale (fiiff1)
What Happens at Night (#EA17E 7 22 & A A The Tiger Who Came to Tea (Z 2K
5 40 .
L)% A
~ o, T4 HEK
6 My Dad (JiE%)* " "lj":)e Growing Story ({454, FATAmHEt
7 My Friend with Autism (FMIVMEN &) * 42 Library Lion (EIHEIIT) *
/ 2 (AT W U ALER
8  IJust Want to Say Good Night(1EZ Uil %) * 43 YVhere s Our Mama? (Ff 1L R
9  Red Red Red (W — — k45 T) * 44 ;%I;;e* Going ona Bear Hunt (RAVE 4
10 Barbapapa (B E®EAMMFRY: CEEE 45 When My Hair Grows Long... (/M RHJK
HHEAE) * LK) *
s If You Give a Mouse a Cookie (E &%
SEM)
11 The Baby Tree (‘%) 46 R *
1 The First Time I Slept by Myself (38 —IX H o7 Joseph Had a Little Overcoat (£ R4 14
i) IHAME) *
13 The Hole (i) 48 Boy in the Moon (H /5 #) *
14  Sid the Signal (Z1 48T 2 IR H) * 49  Emma (G35 @) *
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15 The Carrot Seed (FH% hRIFH¥) * 50 Journey (ANAEUIIRFE) *
. N John Patrick Norman McHennessy: The
, AT E : *
16 Its My Birthday (R 2#HI%H) o1 boy who was always late (IRF|K F) *
17 The Blue Balloon (#¥K) * 52  Townis by the tea (FE&E[FIK) *
18 Mitchell’s License (KL% 1) * 53 My First Errand (5§ — ¥ 47 KX 4 )
19 Do You Love...? (fREXX...) 54  La grande question (K |i]#) *
20 Are You Awake? (/R 7 13? )* 55 Miss Rumphius ({E#£4%) *
21 Mottainai Grandma (1A 7R 37 4£3%) 56  Clocks and More Clocks (&35 £4h) *
3 ] % 2f g
” Pe%zg'pe;ng Loves Stamping, Bang! (111 5% 75 & 57  Stone Soup (Fi ki) *
23 Ella Sarah Gets Dressed (B FifiZiX £ %) * 58 A Tree Is Nice (W E.4T) *
24 What's That Stinky Smell? (41X 4 &) 59  Sugar Ball (§i#K)
25 Blackout (f#HLEAJE) * 60  Aldo (FRIIFLE AT A M FT4E)
26 Still Stuck! (A T k) * 61 My Mom (RGiH) *
27 I'm Not Afraid of Shots! (FEAMAFT4l) 62 Nothing (REL T A #HEF” ) *
08 H/\/on t/\Gizle*Up My Rubber Band (£ E 63 1 Can Explain (RITHH ) *
) Zzéfl 'f/ ‘)
; R
29 ggl >}\/Iouth Is a Harmonica (F&HI% 22 H 64 The Snowman (% A) *
30 I Walked Straight and Straight (F&— & — E #} 65 Something from Nothing (4747 — & A /5
i 7E) %) *
31 One Summer’s Day (& H#—KX) 66 %g}l %j:ym\/\;;t)h*a Chance of Meatballs (X
32 The Ever-Growing Leg (KM% FIfhR) * 67 Courage (B X)*
33 10 Minutes till Bedtime (FiZ 10 44 #tlEH) *68  Moon Man (H 75562E) *

34 The Round Wheel ([ [& #%:7) 69
35 A Magic Line (— %M AT 114R)

Note: Picture books marked with an asterisk have corresponding officially published English ver-

The Night Walk GEfEE % F) *

sions; picture books without an asterisk do not have corresponding officially published English ver-

sions, and their English titles were translated by the author of this article.
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