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Abstract

This study examines how the ideal woman is discursively constructed and negotiated in
contemporary Vietnamese online media amid globalisation and rapid
transformation. Using framing analysis, it examines recurring metaphors, catchphrases,

social

depictions, exemplars, slogans and visual representations across a corpus of Vietnamese
online texts concerning accomplished women, femininity, marriage and identity. The
findings delineate three competing interpretive frames: (1) modernized traditional
femininity, which reinterprets Confucian gender ideals through contemporary narratives
of female empowerment; (2) relational negotiation, which situates women’s achievements
by their impacts on heterosexual relations, emotional balance,
responsibilities; and (3) critical challenges to gender inequality, which questions restrictive
gender norms, idealized femininity, and unequal relational expectations. Collectively,
these frames demonstrate that contemporary media frequently portray women'’s

and familial

empowerment alongside persistent expectations of caregiving, emotional labor, and
relational responsibilities. Building on these findings, functional persistence and relational
negotiation are proposed as complementary analytical concepts for explaining how
contemporary empowerment narratives accommodate and transform, rather than simply
displace, traditional gender norms. The study contributes to sociological scholarship on
gender discourse, media framing, and globalisation by demonstrating how competing
representations of the ideal woman collectively shape a hybrid configuration of
femininities in contemporary Vietnam.

Keywords: ideal woman; gender discourse; framing analysis; functional persistence;
relational negotiation; hybrid modernity; Vietnamese online media

1. Introduction

Over the past decades, globalisation, technological transformation, and gender-
equality reforms have significantly expanded women’s opportunities in education,
employment, and publiclife. Women'’s educational attainment has increased substantially
worldwide, with young women now participating in tertiary education at higher rates
than men in many countries and gaining unprecedented access to elite universities [1,2].
These developments have contributed to the growing visibility of women in professional,
political, and academic leadership, while women now constitute nearly half of the paid
workforce in many societies [3-5]. However, despite these advances, women’s
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achievements continue to be evaluated through enduring cultural expectations
surrounding femininity, intimate relationships, caregiving, and family responsibility.
Instead of displacing traditional gender norms, the growing visibility of successful
women has generated new tensions over how women’s success should be interpreted and
socially negotiated. This tension is particularly evident in contemporary media discourse,
where women'’s success is simultaneously celebrated, questioned, and redefined through
competing narratives of empowerment, relational responsibility, and gender equality.

Media discourse plays a central role in constructing and disseminating gender norms
by shaping public understandings of appropriate identities, behaviours, and social
expectations [6,7]. Rather than merely reflecting social reality, media actively participates
in defining what constitutes an “ideal” woman through recurring representations of
femininity, success, family life, and interpersonal relationships [8,9]. Through repeated
narratives, media contributes to the formation and normalization of gendered
expectations, influencing how women evaluate themselves and how they are evaluated
by others [6,10]. As such, media functions not only as a channel of communication but
also as a discursive institution through which cultural values are reproduced, negotiated,
and occasionally contested [11]. This process is particularly significant in societies
experiencing rapid social transformation, where global narratives of empowerment
increasingly intersect with enduring cultural traditions.

Existing scholarship has extensively documented both the expansion of women’s
educational and professional opportunities and the continuing influence of traditional
gender norms. However, these two strands of research have largely developed in parallel.
Comparatively less attention has been paid to how contemporary media discourse
reconciles women’s empowerment with enduring expectations surrounding femininity,
caregiving, and family responsibility. Likewise, although media studies have examined
representations of women across different contexts, relatively few studies have explored
how competing understandings of femininity are simultaneously negotiated within
online media discourse under conditions of globalisation and rapid social transformation
[8,12]. This limitation is particularly relevant in Vietnam, where global empowerment
narratives increasingly intersect with Confucian cultural traditions and socialist gender
ideals.

To address these gaps, this research examines the discourse on the ideal woman in
Vietnamese media discourse using framing analysis. Instead of treating women’s
empowerment and traditional femininity as opposing forces, the study investigates how
these competing gender logics are simultaneously constructed and negotiated through
media discourse. The analysis identifies three competing interpretive frames that
collectively reveal how contemporary media reconstructs, negotiates, and challenges
normative expectations of womanhood. Building upon these empirical findings, the study
proposes the analytical concepts of relational negotiation and functional persistence to explain
how traditional gender norms are discursively reinterpreted rather than simply
maintained or replaced under conditions of globalisation.

Vietnam serves as an apt case study for investigating how gender norms are
reconfigured under conditions of rapid socio-economic transformation and globalisation.
The normative image of Viethnamese women has transformed over time. During the
premodern period, Confucian principles prioritized the tir dirc—cong, dung, ngon, hanh—
as the ethical basis of femininity, assessing women’s worth through domestic competence,
good speech, beauty, and moral conduct. Domestic labor, including serving spouses and
caring for children and the elderly, rendered women largely dependent on men and
reinforced gendered divisions of labour [13].

Throughout the wars of the 20th century, the roles of women significantly expanded.
They were recruited not only as caregivers but also as laborers, warriors, and activists,
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epitomizing the archetype of the “heroic mother” and “revolutionary woman” who
contributed to national liberation. This era signified a transition from exclusively domestic
goals to collective and political engagement.

In modern Vietnam, globalisation and modernity have significantly altered
expectations. Although Vietnam has achieved considerable progress in women’s
education and labour force participation, gender equality continues to coexist with
enduring expectations surrounding family responsibility and caregiving [14]. Women are
increasingly celebrated for their independence, education, and professional achievements,
yet longstanding cultural traditions of familial harmony and sacrifice continue to exert
influence [15]. Gender inequality and gender-based violence continue to endure in various
facets of social life [15]. The dichotomy of policy success and persistent inequality
emphasises the necessity of understanding how the ideal woman is portrayed in public
discourse and its effects on gender equality in Vietnam.

Examining contemporary Vietnamese online media discourse, this study aims to
identify the dominant interpretive frames through which normative femininity is
represented. A framing analysis of 469 online media texts (news articles and opinion
pieces) retrieved through systematic Google searches from major Vietnamese news
websites and magazines was conducted to identify the predominant themes concerning
the normative image of women in current Vietnamese society. By examining how present-
day Vietnamese online media constructs competing representations of ideal womanhood,
the article contributes to sociological scholarship on gender discourse, media framing, and
globalisation. More specifically, the study demonstrates how competing representations
of femininity collectively construct a hybrid gender discourse that simultaneously
reinterprets, negotiates, and contests traditional gender norms in contemporary Vietnam.

This article is organised as follows. Following the introduction, Section 2 reviews the
theoretical background, and Section 3 outlines the research methodology. Section 4
presents the empirical findings. Section 5 interprets these findings through the concepts
of functional persistence and relational negotiation while examining how globalisation,
Confucian values, and different media discourses shape the modern construction of
femininity in Vietnam. Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. Theoretical Background

To examine how the discourse on the ideal woman is constructed and negotiated in
Vietnamese online media, this article draws upon three complementary theoretical
approaches. It draws upon three complementary theoretical approaches. First, theories of
gender norms and femininity explain how women’s identities and social roles are socially
constructed. Second, theories of globalisation and modernity emphasise how providing a
framework for understanding how transnational cultural flows reshape local gender
norms. Third, framing theory offers an analytical approach to examining how media
organise and communicate these competing meanings. Together, these perspectives
provide an integrated theoretical foundation for analysing the negotiation of femininity
in contemporary Vietnamese media.

2.1. Gender Norms and Femininity

The present study adopts the premise that femininity is socially constructed rather
than biologically determined. This idea was initially expressed by Simone de Beauvoir in
1949 in her famous words, “One is not born, but becomes a woman.” [16]. This
foundational insight was subsequently elaborated by West and Zimmerman (1987), who
argued that femininity is an ‘accomplishment’ created and sustained through behaviour,
language, and social customs [17]. According to Judith Butler (1990), gender
performativity highlights femininity as a repetitive performance that produces the
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illusion of naturalness [18]. Scholars such as Goffman (1974) and Chodorow (1978) further
exemplified how femininity is reinforced through media, familial structures, and daily
social interactions [19,20]. Recent scholarship in gender studies increasingly
conceptualizes femininity as a socially constructed and context-dependent phenomenon
shaped by cultural, religious, and institutional norms [21]. This perspective provides the
theoretical basis for examining how femininity is discursively negotiated within the
contemporary Vietnamese media landscape. Through processes of socialisation, these
norms become institutionalized and reproduced across everyday practices and social
institutions [22,23].

Femininity is embedded within the broader system of gender roles, which are the
societal constructions of the expected standards and behavior of individuals based on
their assigned gender [24-26]. They represent femininity and masculinity and shape social
identity. Even if women have more access to education and work, gender role norms
continue to influence expectations of caring, emotional responsibility, and interpersonal
behavior [27,28]. Traditional ideas of gender roles delineate the instrumental functions of
males and the expressive functions of women [29]. They also differentiate between sex
and gender, illustrating that women'’s conventional roles in family and society are socially
constructed [30]. Recent findings indicate that gender roles are universal yet contextually
variable [31]. Digital media simultaneously empowers and perpetuates conventional
female roles [32,33], as traditional gender roles evolve, reflecting the dynamic interaction
between tradition and modernity, cultural identity, and global influence [34].

By situating femininity within the framework of gender roles, the analysis
underscores how individual performances of identity are tied to larger social structures.
Consequently, femininity is understood not as a fixed attribute but as a negotiated social
position embedded within broader systems of gender expectations. This perspective
provides the conceptual foundation for analysing how contemporary Vietnamese media
redefine the ideal woman while simultaneously reproducing enduring normative
expectations.

2.2. Modernity and Changing Gender Norms

In this research, modernity is understood not as a specific historical period but as an
ongoing process of social, cultural, and institutional transformation associated with
globalisation. Rather than engaging in debates over the historical origins of modernity or
its relationship with postmodernity, the present study focuses on how modernity
reshapes and reinterprets traditional gender norms in contemporary media discourse.

Femininity and gender norms are socially produced and hence change with
globalisation-influenced social and cultural contexts. In this way, modernity has brought
new cultural dynamics, economic frameworks, and global narratives that contest and
transform conventional gender norms.

Berman (1982) and Giddens (1990) interpreted modernity as a synthesis of the
deconstruction and rebuilding of tradition [35,36]. Accordingly, the present study
understands modernity as a process of reinterpretation rather than replacement, whereby
traditional gender norms are selectively adapted to new social and cultural conditions.
Global interconnectedness and reflexivity drive alterations in social life. These
perspectives highlight how global cultural flows and economic transformations disrupt
and redefine gender roles and femininity, formerly established in local traditions. Bhabha
(1994) proposed the word hybridity, arguing that modernity in postcolonial non-Western
nations is inherently composite [37]. Recent works indicate that modernity manifests in
various hybrid forms globally [38,39]. The modernization in Asia, particularly in China,
is a confluence of Confucian heritage, state policy, and globalisation [40-42]. Connell and
Pearse’s (2015) global view on gender, coupled with Moghadam’s (2005) analysis of
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transnational feminist networks, underscores that modernity theory posits globalisation
as both an economic and cultural phenomenon, engendering new tensions and
opportunities regarding gender norms [31,43]. Although some scholars argue that
modernity cannot be separated from coloniality and its enduring power relations [44,45],
this research adopts a sociological perspective that examines modernity primarily as a
process of social and cultural transformation associated with globalisation and changing
gender norms.

The transformation of gender norms in Vietnam should be understood within the
country’s distinctive socio-cultural context. Rather than replacing traditional values,
modernization has interacted with enduring Confucian ethics and socialist gender
ideology to produce hybrid gender expectations [46] (Grosse, 2015). Although women'’s
educational attainment, labour force participation, and public visibility have expanded
substantially, Confucian ideals concerning family responsibility, moral conduct, and
relational harmony continue to shape expectations of femininity in contemporary
Vietnam [47] (Nizhnikov & Pham, 2023). Similarly, Hoang (2020) argues that Vietnam’s
socialist gender regime promotes women’s public participation while simultaneously
reaffirming women’s responsibilities within the family [14]. At the level of media
discourse, Ha (2011) further demonstrates that Vietnamese media actively reproduce this
dual ideology by celebrating women’s achievements alongside expectations of caregiving,
morality, and family responsibility [48]. Collectively, these studies suggest that gender
equality in Vietnam has largely been articulated through the reinterpretation, rather than
the abandonment, of traditional gender ideals. This hybrid configuration provides the
immediate socio-cultural context within which contemporary media negotiate competing
expectations surrounding women’s success and femininity.

2.3. Framing Theory and Media Discourse

Having established how femininity is socially constructed and transformed under
conditions of globalisation, the next step is to examine how these competing meanings are
organized and communicated through media discourse. Goffman (1976) introduced the
concept of “frames” as a technique to organize and understand information [49]. Entman
(1993) articulately defined framing as the process of selecting and emphasizing specific
aspects of reality to foster a particular viewpoint [50]. While Entman’s (1993) definition
remains the conceptual foundation of framing analysis, subsequent scholarship has
further developed framing as a dynamic process through which media construct,
organize, and communicate social meanings [50-53].

Framing has been utilized to examine the media’s impact on social discourse as well
as on politics and foreign policy [54,55]. According to a recent bibliometric analysis of
framing research (Song, 2024), studies published between 2014 and 2023 increasingly
focused on political communication, science communication, and social media as
important contexts for constructing and disseminating narratives concerning gender,
globalisation, and identity [56]. Framing mechanisms influence public views and cultural
norms in various contexts, as demonstrated by Rooke’s (2021) examination of framing in
alternative media coverage of the COVID-19 epidemic and Lundahl’s (2020) investigation
of social media addiction [57,58]. In the present study, framing is employed as an
analytical tool rather than as the primary theoretical framework. Although framing
analysis identifies recurrent interpretive patterns within media texts, these patterns
collectively constitute the broader discourse through which meanings about gender are
produced and circulated.

Individual frames are understood as interpretive structures that collectively
contribute to the construction of broader discourse. Here, discourse refers to a socially
shared system of meanings through which particular understandings of women,
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femininity, and gender relations are produced, circulated, and normalized within media
texts. Accordingly, recurrent interpretive patterns in media texts are examined to show
how they collectively construct dominant ideals of femininity in contemporary Vietnam.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives provide an integrated framework for
examining how present-day Vietnamese online media construct the discourse of the ideal
woman. Gender theory explains the normative foundations of femininity; theories of
modernity account for the transformation and hybridization of these norms under
globalisation; and framing analysis identifies the interpretive patterns through which
these competing meanings are organized in media texts. By combining these perspectives,
the study explains not only how media represent women’s success but also how
traditional gender norms are simultaneously reproduced, negotiated, and reconfigured
within contemporary Vietnamese society.

Previous studies have applied framing analysis to examine media representations of
women, gender stereotypes, and gender equality across different cultural contexts. Other
studies have investigated gender norms under globalisation or changing femininities.
However, relatively few studies have integrated gender norms, theories of modernity, and
framing analysis to examine how Vietnamese online media discourse simultaneously
negotiates women’s empowerment and traditional femininity.

Against this background, examining how contemporary online media negotiate
these overlapping normative expectations provides an important opportunity to
understand the evolving discourse on the ideal woman in Vietnam.

3. Research Methodology

A qualitative content analysis approach was employed to examine online sources
concerning normative constructions of ideal womanhood in contemporary media. Google
was selected as the primary search engine because it is the most widely used online search
platform in Vietnam and indexes a broad range of publicly accessible online sources,
including newspapers, governmental websites, NGOs, business websites, blogs, forums,
and academic publications [59,60]. This diversity enabled the collection of diverse public
texts concerning representations of the ideal Viethamese woman. Searches were
conducted between 1 May and 31 July 2025 using Google’s default search environment.
No anonymization procedures (e.g., incognito mode, VPN, or multiple IP addresses) were
intentionally employed. The same search terms and procedures were consistently applied
throughout the data collection period to maximize procedural consistency. The three-
month period refers to the data collection window rather than the publication period of
the retrieved texts.

To obtain a manageable and reasonably replicable corpus, only the first ten pages of
Google search results were screened. These pages contain the most visible and publicly
accessible results and therefore most closely reflect the information typically encountered
by ordinary users. The study aimed to analyze publicly prominent representations rather
than exhaustively archive all available webpages.

A document was included in the corpus if it appeared in search results for relevant
keywords, was publicly available on the internet, and its content genuinely discussed the
image/standards/qualities/roles of Vietnamese women, rather than merely mentioning
them briefly. Duplicate or inaccessible URLs, as well as those containing only
advertisements or irrelevant results and those that only mentioned the keyword but did
not discuss the image of women, were removed.

Grounded in the historical ideals of cong, dung, ngon, and hanh, the data collection
explored how current representations of women reflect continuity and transformation in
societal expectations. The search strategy followed a theory-informed deductive
approach. Accordingly, the study adopted a directed qualitative content analysis
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(deductive coding), in which the Four Virtues served as the initial analytical categories,
while the specific themes and interpretive meanings within each category were allowed
to emerge inductively from the data [61]. The objective was not to identify all possible
representations of women but to investigate how one of Vietnam’s most enduring
normative frameworks of femininity—the Four Virtues—is reinterpreted in
contemporary media discourse under conditions of globalisation and social change.

The initial search keywords were derived from the culturally established concept of
the Four Virtues (cong, dung, ngon, hanh), which has historically defined the normative
ideal of Viethnamese womanhood. Based on preliminary search results, these keywords
were iteratively refined into more specific contemporary expressions, such as “successful
woman”, “the role of modern women”, “the beauty of modern women”, and “morality of
modern women”. This deductive search strategy ensured conceptual continuity between
the historical framework and its contemporary reinterpretations.

These search queries yielded 488 results. Subsequent to the elimination of 6
documents with broken links and 12 with irrelevant content, the sample comprised 469
items (Table 1).

Table 1. Types of sources.

Sources No %

Total 469 100.0

Newspapers and magazines 238 50.7
Online national newspapers 173 36.9
Online provincial newspapers 52 11.1
Other magazines 10 2.1
Other newspapers 3 0.6

Business websites 81 17.3
Websites of non-governmental organisations 47 10.0
Websites of governmental agencies 40 8.5
Schools/Universities/Colleges 24 5.1
Voice of Vietnam (VOV) 17 3.6
General information pages 7 1.5
Library 5 1.1
Forum 4 0.9
Blog/individual websites 4 0.9
Dissertation/Scientific articles 2 0.4

Based on the current literature regarding the four virtues of Viethamese women, the
author developed a coding scheme consisting of four predefined issue categories:
competence, good communication, beauty, and moral conduct. During the coding
process, pertinent sub-categories were recognised and integrated into the theme
categories. Because the corpus consists of heterogeneous online texts, the author selected
Gamson & Modigliani’s framing devices as a flexible and well-established analytical
framework capable of identifying interpretive patterns across multiple genres of public
communication [54]. The items in the article were classified into pertinent categories. The
researcher documented the presence of an item inside a category only once, irrespective
of its frequency in the articles; the coding process is presented in Figure 1. Throughout the
coding process, analytical memos were maintained to document coding decisions,
emerging interpretations, and theoretical reflections, thereby enhancing transparency and
analytical consistency. Although coding was conducted by a single researcher,
consistency was maintained through iterative coding, analytical memoing [62], and the
systematic application of a predefined coding framework. Following coding, a content
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analysis was performed to identify the underlying frames. The initial percentages of the
codes within each category were analyzed to identify the dominant codes. The
examination of the prevailing codes within each category enables the discernment of the
main themes of the text, which combined constituted the shared frame for each category.
Frame construction was an interpretive rather than purely frequency-based process.
Codes that repeatedly co-occurred and shared similar interpretive logic were grouped
into broader themes, from which the three overarching frames were developed. Thus,
frequencies informed —but did not determine —the final frame structure.

Although the corpus included diverse source types (e.g., newspapers, governmental
websites, business websites, and NGOs), all texts were analyzed using the same coding
framework because the unit of analysis was the framing of normative femininity, rather
than linguistic or stylistic differences between genres.

Google search
(469 texts)
1
Deductive coding
(Four Virtues as initial categories)
l
Inductive coding
(emergent codes within each category)
l
Theme synthesis
(compare co-occurring meanings)
1
Frame construction
(Interpreting relationships among themes,
supported by framing devices)
l

Three interpretive frames

Figure 1. Analytical procedure for developing interpretive frames.

4. Framing the Ideal Woman in Contemporary Vietnamese Online
Media

The analysis identified three competing interpretive frames through which
Vietnamese media discourse negotiate dominant ideals of womanhood. Rather than
representing isolated perspectives, these frames reveal different ways of negotiating
femininity under conditions of social change. Frame 1 (Modernized Traditional
Femininity) represents the dominant discourse; Frame 2 (Relational Negotiation) partially
reinforces while extending this dominant logic; and Frame 3 (Critical Challenge to Gender
Inequality) functions as a counter-discourse that questions the assumptions underlying
the first two frames. This sequence reflects the analytical progression from dominant
discourse to negotiated discourse and finally to counter-discourse, illustrating how
normative expectations are simultaneously reproduced, adapted, and contested. For ease
of presentation, these three interpretive frames are hereafter referred to as the Modernized
Frame, the Relational Frame, and the Critical Frame.
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4.1. Modernized Traditional Femininity: Reinterpreting the Four Virtues in Contemporary
Vietnam

This Modernized Frame accounted for 52.1% of the corpus, making it the dominant
interpretive frame. It was most frequently found in texts published by government
agencies, non-governmental organisations, the Vietnam Women’s Union, mainstream
newspapers and journals, corporate websites, media outlets (VOV), research publications,
and dissertations, particularly around International Women’s Day (March 8) and
Vietnamese Women's Day (October 20). The discourse was articulated by a wide range of
actors, including government officials, academics, journalists, business leaders,
celebrities, and ordinary citizens, indicating that this framing circulated across multiple
social domains rather than being confined to a single institutional voice.

The catchphrases “Cong ngon dung hanh thoi hién dai” (The virtues of competence,
beauty, communication, and conduct in the modern era) [63], “Cong-Dung-Ngon-Hanh”
ctia phu nit thoi 4.0” (competence, beauty, communication, and moral conduct of women
in the 4.0 era) [64] and “T& dirc thoi hién dai” (four virtues in modern times) [65] summed
up the frame. Exemplars of the ideal woman included female National Assembly
members, female CEOs of enterprises [66,67], high-ranking members of the Communist
Party of Vietnam, generals [68,69], professors and researchers [70-72], and leaders of mass
organisations such as the Union of Women, Red Cross Association [73,74]. Only 25 of 244
texts referred to female workers, craftswomen or farmers, despite these groups
representing a substantial proportion of Vietnam’s workforce. The coexistence of these
catchphrases and exemplars illustrates how media discourse negotiates hybrid
modernity, blending continuity with transformation in the construction of women’s
identities.

Alongside celebrating women’s success in career and social life, more than half of the
texts simultaneously highlighted women’s indispensable domestic roles. Dominant
metaphors portrayed women as “women are the fire of family happiness” [74,75] and
suggested that while men build houses, women build homes [76]. More than 80% of the
texts further advised women to balance career success with family responsibilities,
portraying the ideal wife as emotionally supportive, loyal, and responsible for
maintaining family harmony.

Three other virtues were established concerning women’s emerging social
responsibilities. Beauty was associated with professional competence by highlighting
intrinsic qualities, health, and skill [77]. Contemporary beauty was increasingly associated
with cosmetics, physical fitness, and spa therapies, whilst traditional beauty was esteemed
for its capacity to harmonize modern and national aesthetics [78]. Narratives of
empowered, educated women advancing their own development, with beauty
metaphorically depicted as the ‘cultivation’ of both appearance and inner character,
predominated this frame. Rather than replacing traditional beauty ideals, the discourse
expanded them to incorporate education, health, and self-development, thereby
redefining beauty as both external appearance and internal cultivation.

As women increasingly work outside the home, this frame emphasised
communication in both family and public contexts. Women were depicted as confident,
open, positive, and enthusiastic, with education and talent conveying civilized and
sophisticated behavior [74,77]. While 18.7% of articles stressed traditional traits such as
kindness and patience, nearly half highlighted modern styles of openness, intelligence,
and confidence. Communication was therefore constructed less as obedience than as a
form of relational competence that enables women to navigate both family and
professional settings [64].

Moral conduct was framed as encompassing both traditional virtues—kindness,
honesty, sincerity, generosity, and respect for elders—and more resilient qualities such as
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courage, perseverance, and decisiveness under pressure. The exemplary woman in
Vietnam is characterized as knowledgeable, ethical, healthy, and accountable to herself,
her family, society, and the nation, as articulated in some provincial periodicals
representing provincial governments and the organisation of the Vietnam Fatherland
Front Committee of Hanoi [79,80]. Closely tied to domestic roles, women were expected
to care for children, respect and support husbands, and contribute to family and society,
with devotion (tan tuy) and sacrifice often highlighted [81-83]. Although only 3% of
sources explicitly mentioned ‘sacrifice,” nearly 30% emphasised “dam dang”, denoting
women’s ability to balance household duties with professional work.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the Modernized Traditional Femininity
frame does not reject the traditional Four Virtues but selectively reinterprets them to
accommodate women'’s expanding participation in education, employment, and public
life. Rather than replacing traditional femininity, the discourse redefines its meanings so
that women’s empowerment becomes legitimate only when it remains compatible with
enduring expectations of caregiving, relational harmony, and moral responsibility. This
selective representation narrows the public imagination of women’s success by
privileging elite professional achievement while rendering the everyday economic
contributions of working-class women largely invisible despite their substantial
contribution to Vietnam’s economy. Women’s success is therefore recognised primarily
through socially prestigious forms of achievement while remaining closely connected to
expectations of caregiving, relational harmony, and moral responsibility.

Rather than positioning empowerment and longstanding Confucian femininity as
mutually exclusive, this frame discursively reconciles them. Female achievement becomes
legitimate insofar as it remains compatible with enduring expectations of compassion,
humility, caregiving, and family commitment. Consequently, traditional femininity is not
displaced but reconfigured through the reinterpretation of the Four Virtues, allowing
multiple forms of femininity to coexist within contemporary Vietnamese media discourse.

This frame represents one form of hybrid femininity, in which traditional moral
expectations are retained but selectively redefined to accommodate women’s expanding
public participation.

4.2. Relational Negotiation Frame: Negotiating Women's Happiness Through Relational
Dependence

The Relational Negotiation frame accounted for 15.6% of the corpus, making it the
second dominant interpretive frame. Whereas the Modernized Traditional Femininity
frame legitimizes women’s public participation through reinterpreted traditional virtues,
the Relational Negotiation frame shifts attention from women'’s achievements themselves
to the relational conditions under which those achievements become socially acceptable
[84,85].

In total, 80.8% of the materials under this frame depicted women as emotional
supporters, positioned subordinate to men. Through metaphors of life as external battles
and spatial hierarchy, women were portrayed as kind, tender, and sensitive companions
who provide comfort after men’s struggles [86]. Catchphrases such as “A wife is her
husband’s companion” [67] directly affirmed women’s roles and reinforced social norms
by repeating a simple, easily internalized definition. The metaphor ‘Behind every
successful man is a woman who understands and sacrifices” [87], utilized ‘behind-the-
scenes’ imagery to convey a relationship of support and sacrifice, thereby generating
symbolic depth, eliciting emotions, and validating dependence through visual language.
Rather than depicting women as independent actors, these metaphors consistently
positioned them as relational enablers whose value derived from supporting male
achievement.
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A total of 28.8% of the sources in this frame showed that women'’s achievements and
happiness were negotiated through male-centered expectations rather than individual
autonomy. Catchphrases simplify the definition of women’s roles, whereas metaphors
and evaluative slogans naturalize relational dependence. The characteristics attributed to
the ideal woman were articulated as: “No matter how capable and successful a woman is,
if she possesses these four traits, men will look down on her.” [88]. Even female beauty
was framed through male evaluation. The catchphrase “How beautiful are women in the
eyes of men?” [89] revealed a gendered hierarchy in which women appear as objects of
assessment rather than independent subjects. Men were described as seeking social
validation, while women'’s fulfillment was framed as deriving from men’s appreciation
[84]. Women'’s success, therefore, remained contingent upon male recognition rather than
women’s own self-definition.

This frame frequently portrayed successful women as a relational threat whose
achievements were associated with family disruption, marital instability, and male
insecurity [83]. Catchphrases like “Successful women make men feel insecure” [90],
“Should you marry a successful woman?” [91], “The gaps surrounding strong, successful
women” [92], “An intelligent man would never marry a successful woman” [93] and “Five
reasons why men often avoid successful women” [94] portray successful women as
discontented or unattractive, cautioning them about potential challenges in marriage

In total, 27.4% of the sources analyzed the perceived ‘tragedy’ of successful women
[92,95], highlighting obstacles such as difficulties in romantic relationships, concerns
around childlessness, and marital dissolution. Certain sources regarded female
achievement as an impediment to personal pleasure, urging women to embody gentleness
and refinement while empathizing with men’s demands and accepting them as they are.
A representative example is provided in the following excerpt:

A successful wife, one who earns a good living, needs to know how to behave so that her
husband doesn’t feel inferior and can maintain family happiness. Because what men
always need is to be appreciated by their wives. Don’t turn your husband into a fool
when the woman always appears intelligent and sharp. Even if a man doesn’t do well or
makes mistakes, encourage him instead of criticizing or judging him [96].

The frame particularly claimed unhappy families resulted from accomplished
women being excessively engrossed in their careers, hence ignoring their obligations to
their spouses and offspring [97]. Women should therefore prioritize familial and spousal
support. The frame also emphasised the career obstacles faced by female leaders,
illustrating the notion of success as a sacrifice for women [98], and inquired about the type
of support women require from their partners for their jobs [99].

Beyond regulating intimate relationships, some texts extended women’s relational
responsibilities to the moral well-being of society as a whole: women not only as relational
supporters of men but also as moral guardians of society. Warnings such as the morality
of some Vietnamese women showing signs of deviation, with moral values eroding,
causing public concern and negatively impacting social development. This highlights the
urgent need to build a new morality and character for Vietnamese women. Statements
such as “men build the world while women build people” [95] construct a gender
complementarity ideology in which men occupy the public sphere while women are
assigned responsibility for moral and familial development.

Based on the recurring patterns identified across the corpus, the second frame is
conceptualized as Relational Negotiation. In this study, relational negotiation refers to the
discursive process through which women’s growing autonomy is rendered socially
acceptable by reconciling it with enduring expectations of caregiving, family harmony,
emotional support, and relational responsibility. Rather than replacing traditional
femininity, empowerment is negotiated within existing relational norms.
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Consequently, professional achievement remains relationally conditioned rather
than individually defined, positioning women’s value within emotional support,
caregiving, and moral responsibility rather than autonomous accomplishment. Successful
women were seen as “masculinizing” [84], showing gender role disruption. The emphasis
here is that the frame not only said women supported men but also justified the difference
in roles through the ideal of complementarity. These narratives collectively reinforce a
gender order in which women’s happiness continues to be evaluated through relational
dependence rather than independent achievement.

Taken together, these narratives redefine women’s empowerment as relational rather
than individual. Professional achievement becomes legitimate only when it reinforces
male confidence, family harmony, and heterosexual complementarity. Women's
happiness is therefore evaluated through relational dependence rather than autonomous
accomplishment. These sources collectively construct a narrative in which women'’s
professional achievements are interpreted through their implications for heterosexual
relationships. Other dimensions of intersectionality, including disability, ethnicity,
sexuality, or age, did not emerge as meaningful themes within the analyzed corpus.

Unlike the Modernized Traditional Femininity frame, which expands traditional
femininity to accommodate women’s public participation, the Relational Negotiation
frame relocates analytical attention to the relational conditions that determine whether
women’s achievements are socially legitimate. The central logic of this frame is that
women'’s success acquires legitimacy only through men’s recognition, emotional comfort,
and relationship stability. By casting women as the emotional anchor of family life and
the backdrop to male success, the discourse recentres women within domestic and
relational roles despite their expanding participation in public life. This discourse was
especially visible in texts published by the Vietnam Women’s Union and mainstream
online newspapers around International Women’s Day (8 March) and Vietnamese
Women’s Day (20 October), where celebrations of women’s achievements were
consistently accompanied by reaffirmations of family responsibility and traditional
gender expectations.

This frame therefore represents a second form of hybrid femininity, in which
women’s empowerment is acknowledged but remains discursively conditional upon
relational obligations and traditional gender complementarity.

4.3. Critical Challenge to Gender Inequality: Every Woman Should Be Her Own Most Beautiful
Self

Unlike the preceding two frames, the Critical Challenge frame directly contests the
legitimacy of traditional expectations surrounding marriage, caregiving, self-sacrifice,
and ideal femininity. Rather than renegotiating these norms, it relocates the authority to
define happiness, success, and femininity from society to women themselves.

Accounting for approximately one-third of the corpus, the Critical Challenge frame
was primarily articulated through opinion articles published in mainstream online
newspapers, personal blogs, and independent websites. The opinion articles included
texts written by journalists, invited contributors, columnists, and readers contributing
personal viewpoints through newspaper opinion sections. Unlike institutional media,
these platforms primarily reflected individual interpretations rather than official or
organizational positions.

Like the first two frames, the third also highlighted women’s evolving social roles as
they joined the workforce and participated in social activities. Whereas the previous
frames emphasised women’s roles as spouses and mothers and advocated for a happy
work—family balance, 66.7% of the information in the third frame underlined the multiple
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pressures faced by contemporary Viethnamese women. Metaphors such as “difficult and
misguided goals” [100] and “the dual burden” [101] were highlighted.

This frame explicitly denounced the notion that women should serve as both
workplace warriors and proficient homemakers, all while adhering to societal
expectations of beauty, behavior, and fashion [102]. Rather than celebrating women’s
multiple roles, this frame portrayed them as a traditional trap that disproportionately
burdened women with unpaid domestic labour [103]. Time constraints also reduced
women’s income and limited their access to steady employment and continuous skill
development compared to men, consequently reducing their economic prospects and
influence within the household [101]. The frame thus prompted the inquiry of whether
males can share domestic responsibilities with females, thereby facilitating women’s
increased engagement in paid labor akin to that of men [97].

Diverging from the first frame, the challenge frame asserted that marriage is not the
sole premise for women’s happiness and success. Marriage was therefore repositioned as
one possible life choice rather than the defining criterion of female happiness. Only 11%
of the content addressed notions of being a good mother or wife, while 61.5% emphasised
the idea of being a good citizen. Ideal contemporary women were depicted as either
enjoying fulfilling marriages or remaining single [104], with the notion that “marriage is
not the entirety of life” [105]. Women were shown as self-assured, dynamic, graceful,
skilled, and successful individuals [106]. The catchphrase “self-love” was frequently
invoked, contrasting sharply with the term “devotion”/”thorough” in the two earlier
frames, as it emphasised individuality independent of men. The catchphrase “self-love”
appeared frequently, sharply contrasting with the discourse of devotion through sacrifice
that characterized the first two frames. Women were cautioned:

Do not rely on others under any circumstances.” You are the protagonist in your
existence. Your destiny should not be contingent upon his actions, regardless of his
kindness towards you. Should he depart one day, you must persist in enacting the drama
of your life. Your deficiency lies solely in the ornate, exaggerated character; what you
possess abundantly is the adulation emanating from your innermost self [105].

Independence from male approval was portrayed as enabling women to develop
confidence, challenge restrictive gender norms, and define themselves as autonomous
individuals [106]. This point is illustrated in the following statement:

Women don’t need to wait until International Women'’s Day to be loved. They deserve

it every day... [107].

Beyond advocating autonomy, the frame also challenged perfectionism by
portraying the pursuit of flawless femininity as a source of anxiety, exhaustion, and
structural inequality [108]. The work-life balance trap negatively reinforces gender
inequality by impacting women’s well-being through increased stress and time limits
[88,102], while also intensifying their frustration [99].

Instead, contemporary narratives on the ideal woman highlight respect for
individual diversity, asserting that feminine traits should not be treated as fixed standards
[105-109]. More than half of its sources insisted that every woman should be unique.
Depictions such as single, unique, one-of-a-kind, and financially independent were
overwhelming [110]. As the excerpt illustrates, “The woman should break free from
stereotypes, including the stereotype of “a successful woman” [96].

Common catchphrases included “unique personality”, “be yourself”, “live for herself”

”oou v

[111]; “your individuality”, “true to our personalities”, “confidently showcase your
individuality”, “live the way you choose” [107]; and “to be the happiest”, “the proudest
version of yourselves” [112]. Collectively, these catchphrases foreground individuality,

authenticity, and self-expression, reflecting a discursive shift toward women'’s right to
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define happiness and success on their own terms rather than through relational
dependence. As one source emphasised, “We don’t have much time in our lives, so choose
the way you feel most comfortable” [111], further reinforcing the idea that women’s
fulfillment derives from self-determined choices rather than external validation.

Counter-discourses surrounding women'’s beauty similarly rejected fixed aesthetic
standards, which was illustrated in the following statements: “Every woman is the most
beautiful version of herself” [108] and “A woman may not be very beautiful, but she must
have its own unique characteristics” [105].

This change underscored the cultivation of a distinct mentality to foster a woman'’s
unique style, enabling her to radiate with confidence in her individuality rather than
pursuing conventional aesthetic norms. The anti-stereotype was concomitant with anti-
perfectionism. Instead of pursuing perfection or self-sacrifice [100], women were
encouraged to embrace self-love [102], accept their own value, and resist the need for
external validation [113]. Self-love is not selfishness, but rather the foundation upon which
women spread love and live a meaningful life [102,107]. Success is redefined as the pursuit
of goals that align with one’s own aspirations, regardless of scale, and valued through
personal effort rather than extraordinary outcomes [114]. Happiness is no longer framed
as a singular ideal confined to domestic harmony or professional achievement, but as a
multifaceted experience derived from personal choices [100,114].

Taken together, this frame redefines women’s success as an expression of personal
autonomy rather than relational obligation. Marriage, motherhood, beauty, and
professional achievement are no longer presented as universal standards but as individual
choices shaped by women’s own aspirations and life circumstances. Self-love,
authenticity, and diversity become central principles through which women define
happiness on their own terms.

More broadly, the frame signals a discursive shift away from defining women’s
success through family harmony toward recognizing self-mastery, personal fulfillment,
and individual agency. Success becomes grounded in women’s own aspirations rather
than external expectations, directly challenging traditional gender norms.

The frame indicated a societal shift away from associating women'’s happiness and
success with family harmony defined by a satisfied spouse and contented children to a
focus on social responsibility, signaling the rise in alternative gender norms. This
redefinition of success—rooted in self-mastery and the pursuit of happiness according to
individual standards—directly contests traditional expectations and validates women'’s
entitlement to define both achievement and identity independently of societal or
relational limitations. Passion and personal fulfillment are highlighted as essential
components of beauty and success, with happiness understood as living authentically,
enjoying life, and making choices that reflect individual desires.

Unlike the first two frames, which reinterpret or negotiate traditional gender norms,
the Critical Challenge frame openly contests their underlying assumptions. Rather than
positioning women primarily as wives, mothers, or emotional supporters, it recognises
them as autonomous individuals whose social value derives from their own choices rather
than from relational responsibilities. Consequently, this counter-discourse constitutes the
most explicit challenge to conventional gender norms identified across the corpus.

Unlike the first two frames, which reinterpret or negotiate traditional femininity, the
Critical Challenge frame represents a transformative discourse that redefines the very
criteria through which women’s identities, happiness, and success are socially
understood. The comparison of the key features among the three frames is presented in
Table 2.
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Table 2. The key features of the three frames.

Frame Core Narrative Representative Framing Devices Sociological Meaning
. Women can achieve success “The four virtues in the 4.0 era”; . . .
Modernized . .. " . Y Rearticulation of traditional
. .. .. while remaining women build home”; exemplar .
Traditional Femininity i - femininity
traditionally feminine. successful women
“ A wife is her husband’s Negotiation between

Relational Negotiation

Women'’s success should
preserve relationships

companion”; “Successful women empowerment and relational
make men feel insecure” obligations

Critical Challenge

Women define success on  “Be yourself”; “You don’t need toContestation of traditional
their own terms be perfect” gender norms

5. Negotiating Female Ideals in Contemporary Vietnamese Society

The analysis identifies three competing interpretive frames through which
Vietnamese media discourse constructs the ideal woman. Instead of representing
mutually exclusive narratives, these frames collectively constitute a hybrid discursive
formation in which women’s empowerment is simultaneously expanded, negotiated, and
constrained. Together, these findings suggest that contemporary Vietnamese media
increasingly accommodate women’s empowerment without fully relinquishing
traditional expectations of caregiving and relational responsibility.

The results indicate that the Modernized Frame publicly recognises women’s
expanding participation in education, employment, leadership, and public life while
simultaneously continuing to associate female success with caregiving, family harmony,
and moral responsibility. These findings correspond to the predominance of the
Modernized Frame identified in the analyzed corpus. Rather than abandoning traditional
femininity, this frame symbolically accommodates women’s public achievements within
enduring expectations of relational responsibility.

The Modernized Frame operates through a subtle logic that reconciles women'’s
public achievements with traditional expectations of care and sacrifice. It legitimizes
women’s dual burden not through explicit restrictions but by presenting caregiving as
cultural authenticity and moral responsibility. In doing so, gender inequality is
reproduced not through exclusion but through the normalization of complementary
gender roles and symbolic recognition of women’s achievements. This pattern closely
resembles what previous scholarship describes as soft patriarchy. Building on this insight,
this article conceptualizes this adaptive continuity as functional persistence, whereby
traditional gender norms retain legitimacy by adapting their discursive form while
preserving their underlying normative logic in contemporary societies under
globalisation [115].

Within the Relational Frame, women’s achievements are legitimized only when they
reinforce family harmony, emotional caregiving, and relational responsibility. Women'’s
empowerment therefore remains conditional rather than autonomous. By framing female
success and autonomy as potential threats to men’s security and intimate relationships,
the discourse reasserts patriarchal norms by positioning men as the central beneficiaries
of women'’s emotional labor. Unlike the Modernized Frame, which recognises women'’s
public achievements while preserving traditional femininity, the Relational Frame places
less emphasis on achievement itself than on the relational conditions under which such
achievement becomes socially acceptable. This frame thus redefines the legitimacy of
women’s success through relationships. Women’s empowerment is recognised but
interpreted not as individual autonomy but as relational responsibility, where emotional
support, caregiving, and the maintenance of marital stability remain central expectations.
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Building on these findings, the concept of relational negotiation captures the discursive
process through which women’s growing autonomy is continuously reconciled with
traditional expectations of gender complementarity. The discourse conditions the
legitimacy of female achievement on its ability to preserve men’s confidence, heterosexual
relationships, and family cohesion. Empowerment is symbolically accommodated
without fundamentally challenging the relational foundations of traditional gender norms.
Consequently, women’s independence is acknowledged yet remains discursively
embedded within emotional labor and relational obligations rather than being recognised
as fully autonomous.

Taken together, the Modernized Frame and the Relational Frame reveal two
complementary mechanisms through which traditional gender norms adapt to
contemporary expectations of women’s empowerment. The Modernized Frame
symbolically reconciles professional achievement with traditional femininity, whereas the
Relational Frame redefines the legitimacy of women'’s success through emotional labor,
family harmony, and relational responsibility. The two frames should not be understood
as contradictory discourses. Instead, they demonstrate how women’s empowerment is
incorporated into existing gender norms through processes of adaptation and
reinterpretation. More broadly, the analysis moves beyond identifying competing frames
of the ideal woman by demonstrating how these frames collectively function as discursive
mechanisms through which traditional gender norms are maintained, reconfigured, and
contested in Vietnamese media discourse.

These findings also contribute to broader debates on globalisation and gender change.
The coexistence of the two dominant frames indicates that gender norms evolve through
continuous cultural adaptation rather than a linear transition from tradition to modernity
[115]. In the Vietnamese context, empowerment discourses expand women’s educational
and professional opportunities while simultaneously preserving expectations
surrounding caregiving, family harmony, and emotional responsibility. Consistent with
previous scholarship [33,116,117], empowerment therefore becomes incorporated into
existing gender arrangements while leaving their underlying structure largely intact [118—
120]. The present study extends this literature by showing how such adaptive processes
operate through distinct interpretive frames in the contemporary Vietnamese media
landscape.

The Critical Frame demonstrates that the persistence of traditional gender norms is
neither complete nor uncontested. Instead, contemporary Vietnamese media represent a
discursive arena in which traditional, negotiated, and counter-hegemonic understandings
of femininity simultaneously compete for cultural legitimacy. Like the first two frames,
the Critical Frame reflects changing gender norms, albeit through a different discursive
logic. Its central contribution lies in shifting the focus from adapting traditional gender
expectations to emphasizing individual self-determination. In doing so, it redefines
women’s success in terms of autonomy, self-definition, and individual choice while
simultaneously exposing traditional gender expectations as mechanisms of inequality. In
doing so, the Critical Frame moves beyond adaptation by directly contesting the cultural
legitimacy of conventional gender expectations and opening discursive space for
alternative understandings of femininity.

This counter-hegemonic discourse reflects the growing circulation of global gender-
equality discourses that emphasise individual autonomy, self-definition, diversity, and
women’s rights. Within a society historically shaped by Confucian gender ethics and a
socialist gender regime, the emergence of this frame suggests that global gender
discourses are no longer external influences but have become part of domestic media
discourse. These global narratives do not replace traditional gender ideals; instead, they
coexist with them while exerting discursive pressure on the dominant interpretive frames.
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Its emergence may help explain why the two dominant frames increasingly incorporate
the language of women’s empowerment while simultaneously preserving traditional
relational expectations. Despite its relatively limited proportion within the corpus, the
Critical Frame carries broader theoretical significance. These findings suggest that global
gender-equality discourses emphasizing autonomy, self-definition, and individual rights
have become part of contemporary Viethamese media discourse. The Modernized and
Relational Frames increasingly incorporate the language of women’s empowerment yet
reinterpret it in ways that remain compatible with enduring expectations of family
responsibility and relational harmony. This interaction among frames illustrates that
gender norms are negotiated not only between tradition and modernity but also through
ongoing competition among alternative interpretive frameworks.

The distribution of the three frames across the analyzed corpus provides further
insight into the competing representations of women’s roles in the contemporary
Vietnamese media landscape. The proportions of the Modernized Frame (52%), the
Relational Frame (16%), and the Critical Frame (29%) in the corpus predominantly portray
a hybrid model in which women are encouraged to be independent while continuing to
fulfill family and relational responsibilities.

These findings are consistent with Hoang’s (2020) observation that gender equality
in Vietnam has been articulated through a hybrid model in which women’s professional
success remains closely intertwined with traditional domestic responsibilities [14].
Extending this insight, the analysis demonstrates how this hybrid gender model is
discursively constructed and negotiated through three competing interpretive frames in
the Vietnamese digital media sphere.

The coexistence of the three frames suggests that contemporary Vietnamese society
is suggest that Vietnamese society is in a transitional phase and not moving linearly from
tradition to modernity. Instead, empowerment discourses coexist with enduring cultural
expectations, creating an ongoing process of negotiation over the meaning of women'’s
success. More broadly, identifying the three interpretive frames demonstrates how they
collectively function as discursive mechanisms through which traditional gender norms
are maintained, reconfigured, and challenged in Vietnam’s digital media environment
(Figure 2). Taken together, these findings highlight that women’s empowerment is not
simply accepted or rejected but continuously negotiated through competing interpretive
frames.

Globalization appears to reconfigure traditional gender norms into more adaptive
and symbolically egalitarian forms without fundamentally displacing them, as
modernization theory often assumes [121], particularly in contexts shaped by Confucian
values, where women are urged to embody autonomy while fulfilling relational
obligations. This creates a constant negotiation between personal aspirations and cultural
expectations. These findings further support the concept of functional persistence by
showing that traditional gender norms endure through discursive adaptation rather than
direct continuity. Women’s educational and professional achievements are increasingly
celebrated, yet caregiving, sacrifice, and family harmony remain central evaluative
standards. This recurring pattern illustrates continuity beneath changing symbolic
representations.

The Vietnamese case illustrates that the persistence of traditional gender norms
cannot be understood solely through Confucian legacies or globalisation alone. Rather,
contemporary media discourse reflects the interaction between socialist gender ideology,
Confucian cultural values, and the growing circulation of global gender-equality
discourses. Consequently, traditional ideals are not abandoned but selectively
reinterpreted through contemporary narratives of women’s empowerment.
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GLOBAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
Global influences Vietnamese Cultural context Key Tension
-Global empowerment discourse -Confucian gender norms Modernization and empowerment
-Neoliberal self-development + -Family-centered values —  intersect with enduring traditional
-Gender equality agenda -Socialist ideology on gender norms
-Media globalization equality
-Collective harmony orientation
!
THREE FRAMES ON THE IDEAL WOMAN
1. MODERNIZED 2. RELATIONAL 3. CRITICAL INEQUALITY
TRADITIONAL FEMINITY NEGOTIATION FRAME CHALLENGE FRAME
FRAME
Women can thrive publicly while Women can only achieve success Female success goes beyond
staying feminine and family- if they secure relational marriage or career—it is about
oriented. commitments. becoming one’s best self
|
Empowerment is meaningful Empowerment brings tension, Empowerment requires challenging
when harmonized with femininity requiring gender role adjustment gender norms as a path to equality
and family responsibilities. and self-realization.
!
HYBRID DISCOURSE ON THE IDEAL WOMEN
Women'’s empowerment is recognized yet persistently negotiated against traditional gender norms
!
FUNCTIONAL PERSISTENCE OF GENFER NORMS
Traditional femininity endures not through direct resistance, but via reinterpretation, adaptation, and relational
negotiation

Figure 2. The Three-Frame Model of Hybrid Gender Discourse in Contemporary Vietnam.

The evidence further indicates that women’s empowerment is negotiated differently
across media contexts. Institutional media continue to privilege relational and family-
centered understandings of empowerment, whereas more individualized online media
provide greater space for counter-hegemonic interpretations centered on autonomy and
self-definition. Rather than representing a linear transition from tradition to modernity,
these competing discourses coexist and continuously renegotiate the meaning of
legitimate femininity (see Figure 2 and Table 2).

Taken together, these findings position Vietnamese media discourse not simply as
sites that reflect gender norms but as active arenas in which the meaning of legitimate
femininity is continuously produced and contested.

6. Conclusions

The analysis demonstrates that contemporary Vietnamese online media construct
competing ideals of womanhood through three competing interpretive frames, revealing
a hybrid configuration of femininities instead of reproducing a single dominant ideal.
Although these frames differ in their understandings of women’s empowerment, they
collectively illustrate that femininity is continually negotiated through the interaction
between globalisation, Confucian gender norms, and contemporary media discourse.
Taken together, these three interpretive frames constitute a hybrid configuration of
femininities in which traditional, negotiated, and critical understandings of the ideal
woman coexist within the same media landscape.

Beyond identifying three interpretive frames, the evidence explains how
contemporary media reproduce, negotiate, and contest gender norms through competing
discursive mechanisms. The concepts of functional persistence and relational negotiation
explain how traditional gender expectations are strategically reconfigured within
contemporary empowerment narratives rather than simply preserved or rejected.
Furthermore, the findings further show that this variation, both across interpretive frames
and media producers, highlights the institutional diversity of gender discourse in
Vietnam.
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This suggests that globalisation and tradition are best understood as mutually
constitutive discursive resources through which women’s empowerment is
simultaneously promoted, negotiated, and constrained.

The findings suggest that promoting gender equality requires more than increasing
women'’s public participation. Media organisations should diversify representations of
women’s success beyond caregiving and family-centered ideals, while educational
institutions can strengthen critical media literacy to help audiences recognise subtle forms
of gender inequality. Policymakers should complement symbolic empowerment with
structural reforms that redistribute care responsibilities and promote substantive gender
equality. Understanding this dynamic is vital for designing strategies that move beyond
individual adaptation towards structural transformation. These results underscore the
need for critical counter-frames that challenge stereotypes, expose the mechanisms of
traditional gender norms, and situate empowerment within collective and systemic
agendas. By reframing happiness as self-realization and equality as a cultural as well as
structural demand, such counter-frames can destabilize the subtle persistence of old
gender norms and open pathways for transformative change across societies.

Ultimately, the ideal woman emerging from Vietnamese media discourse is best
understood as a negotiated cultural construct through which gender norms are
simultaneously maintained, reconfigured, and challenged. This dynamic provides a new
perspective for understanding how gender orders persist under conditions of
globalization and rapid social change.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting these findings. First,
although the corpus comprised 469 online texts from diverse sources, it does not capture
the full range of media discourse in Vietnam. Consequently, the identified frames should
be understood as discursive patterns within the sampled texts rather than public or media
portrayals.

Second, the coding process was conducted by a single researcher. This approach
provided conceptual coherence in code, theme, and frame development, but also allowed
interpretive subjectivity. To increase openness, the analysis included systematic coding,
memoing, and specified coding criteria.

Third, because Google’s default search environment was used, algorithmic
personalization may have affected search results. Therefore, although the same search
strategy was applied, Google search results may not be reproducible. Furthermore,
Google constantly modifies its search algorithms and ranking methods, so identical
searches at different times may get different results.

Finally, the corpus included online publications, government websites,
organisational websites, blogs, and personal opinions. To guarantee analytical consistency,
all texts were evaluated using a common coding framework and framing devices;
however, communicative aims, institutional contexts, and discursive producers may have
affected frame expression and distribution.
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