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Chapter 5

Abstract

The study of the ethnicity of authors, illustrators, and characters in children’s literature is
important for understanding the ethnic normativity messages that children receive through
books. However, ethnic representation in children’s books has rarely been studied in Asian
countries. The present study examined the ethnic representation of authors, illustrators, and
characters of books for young children that (1) won awards, or (2) were in the annual sales
ranks in one of the most popular online book stores in China from 2011 to 2018. In total, 75
books and 1858 human characters were coded. Results suggest a dominant representation of
East Asian authors, East Asian illustrators, and White characters. Male characters were
overrepresented (especially East Asian males). East Asian characters (especially females) were
more prominent according to some indicators, whereas White characters (especially males)
were more prominent according to the other indicators. Gender differences in physical features
in East Asian characters were found in terms of eye shapes and straight hair. Light skin color
was overrepresented in East Asian characters (especially females). The results indicate
overrepresentation of White authors, illustrators, and characters as compared to population
statistics, as well as the preference for White skin color in East Asian characters in illustrations.
The results suggest a form of current postcolonial globalization influencing Chinese children’s
literature, and can help to explain potential early origins of preference for people and culture
mostly identified as White (or Western) in China.

Keywords: children’s literature, picture books, ethnic prejudice, colorism, white supremacy
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White Prevalence and White Preference in Chinese Children’s Books

Shared reading by parents and children encourages children to engage in literature with pleasure.
Being represented in books by means of characters of the same gender and/or ethnicity
contributes to identification with characters and higher reading motivation of children (Hughes-
Hassell et al., 2009). In addition, illustrations of human characters in books may transmit
physical feature preferences to children, impacting children’s body image development and
self-evaluation (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). White dominance in characters and authors in
books for young children has been widely found in countries with majority White populations
(e.g., de Bruijn et al., 2020; Koss, 2015; Koss et al., 2017), suggesting fewer identification
opportunities for underrepresented ethnic groups, as well as potential White-normative
messages about physical appearance (Russell et al., 1992). Given the highly developed
globalized market and a history of White dominance in many parts of the world in
(post-)colonial times, similar patterns might be present in children’s books in other parts of the
world where the majority of the population is not White. Considering the (semi)colonial history
of China, its current globalized economy, and its Westernized beauty standards (Stohry et al.,
2021; Yu, 2021), the study of the ethnicity of authors, illustrators, and characters in children’s
books in contemporary China is important for our understanding of ethnic normativity
messages children receive through books in a different context. The present study aims to
examine 1) ethnic representation of authors, illustrators, and characters in books for young
children (6 years or younger) in China and 2) the physical features of human East Asian
characters in these books.

Books portraying characters are created by different authors and illustrators. Authors
and illustrators are usually better able to represent the uniqueness and universality of the images
of their own cultural group in books (Bista, 2012; Youngs, 2015). Previous studies have
indicated that 88 to 96 percent of books for young children in Canada, the Netherlands, and the
United States were written by White authors, and 83 to 94 percent books were illustrated by
White illustrators (de Bruijn et al., 2020; Dionne, 2014; Eisenberg, 2002; Garner & Parker,
2018; Koss, 2015; Koss et al., 2017; Kurz, 2012). Clearly, we see White dominance in terms of
authors and illustrators among children’s books. This means that authentic information about
White culture are more likely to be seen by readers. In contrast, the readers from ethnically
underrepresented groups have fewer opportunities to read accurate and positive messages about
their ethnic group to contribute to their cultural understanding and self-esteem (Hughes-Hassell
& Cox, 2010), and there are fewer opportunities for White children to learn about diverse
heritages and cultures. In addition, children from ethnically underrepresented groups might
benefit from books written by authors and illustrators who share their ethnicity, because
children may see them as role models (Hughes-Hassell et al., 2009).

Within the works of all authors, it is also important to look at the representation of
characters in books for young children, because identification between a reader and a character
in books is “an imaginative process through which an audience member assumes the identity,
goals, and perspective of a character” (Cohen, 2001, p.261). As may be expected, young readers
in North Atlantic countries predominantly see White characters (75-95%, de Bruijn et al., 2020;
Dionne, 2014; Hughes-Hassell & Cox, 2010; Koss, 2015). In other words, White children,
compared to children of other ethnicities, have more opportunities to identify with a White
character, and such identification can make them feel more connected to the character’s
experiences and emotions (Slater & Rouner, 2002; Witmer & Singer, 1998). Identification with
characters increases with similarity between characters and readers in terms of for example
ethnicity, gender, age (Chen et al., 2016). Further, characters with whom the young reader can
identify also make children believe that the children themselves can be written about in stories,
and this may increase their reading motivation, and ultimately reading achievement (Hughes-
Hassell et al., 2009).
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The illustrations of human characters and their physical features in books are also salient
to young children. Sociocultural theory emphasizes that the preferred physical features shown
in media influence children’s physical feature preferences and body image development (Rice
et al., 2016; Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). This is because physical feature preferences are
transmitted through a variety of sociocultural channels (e.g., toys, printed media, books), that
are then internalized by the audience. Preferences for specific ethnic physical features start early,
as shown for example by the fact that White Barbie dolls are preferred over Black ones by
children 3-7 years of age of various ethnic backgrounds (Gibson et al., 2015). Dittmar and
colleagues (2006) adopted picture books with images of different dolls as body-related stimuli
and their findings supported a direct impact of (skinny hour-glass proportioned) images of
Barbie dolls as aspirational role models for girls, therefore negatively influencing 5- to 7-years-
olds’ body image development and self-evaluation. In the same way, the illustrations of White
dominant characters in books may transmit potential White-normative messages about physical
appearance to young children.

Although identification with authors, illustrators, and characters from their own ethnic
group is important for all children, ethnic representation in children’s books has been studied
predominantly in the U.S. Studies on the ethnic representation of authors, illustrators, and
characters in books for young children in China or other East Asian countries are lacking.
However, books for young children play an increasingly important role in many children’s lives
in East Asian countries. Studies show that 18 to 20 percent Chinese parents read books to their
children every day, and 54-58% Chinese families with children 0-6 years have shared reading
time 3-4 times per week (Ji, 2012; Li et al., 2018). In addition, children’s books occupy
approximately one quarter of China’s book market, and the growth rate of book sales for
children’s books outnumbered the average growth rates in the book market (Beijing OpenBook,
2018). If books represent society, Chinese authors, illustrators, and characters would be
expected to dominate Chinese children’s books given the Chinese-dominant demographic
context in mainland China (non-Chinese population <0.06%; NBS, 2020a). However, books
imported from abroad and translated into Chinese in fact dominate the children's book market
in China (almost 80% of sales; Yang, 2012). The impact of such a high percentage of imported
books in China’s market on ethnic representation in books for young children in China has not
yet been studied.

Many researchers have indicated that White (Western) product popularity and White-
normative messages about beauty ideals are prevalent in China and other postcolonial countries
due to globalization and postcolonial mechanisms (Goon & Craven, 2003; Stohry et al., 2021).
Globalization involves growing cross-border trade in products, books and information, and the
development of a globalized market. Postcolonialism can be defined as the effect of
colonization on the colonized people and their culture after a certain period of high imperialism
and colonial occupation (Drew, 1999). More specifically, China was defeated by Britain in the
Opium Wars (1840-1842) which forced opening to Euro-American powers (and ideology). In
the following ca. 100 years, China gradually transformed into a semi-colony under Western
military coercion (Lan, 2016). The colonial history provided a foundation for the prevalence of
“Whiteness” and “White supremacy” in China (Stohry et al., 2021), as illustrated by the
observation that Chinese people commonly consider White people and Western culture as
“civilized” and “superior” in contemporary China (Liu & Croucher, 2022; Yu, 2021). Current
postcolonial globalization influences are seen in things like the popularity of Caucasian and
Eurasian models, celebrities, and Whitening products (Goon & Craven, 2003). Similarly, the
books written and illustrated by White people may be regarded as more civilized cultural
products by Chinese buyers, and those imported books may therefore be more popular in
China’s children books’ market.
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When it comes to the illustrations of human characters and their physical features,
Chinese or East Asian characters depicted in children’s books may have White physical features
because of the White beauty ideals. In many Asian countries, including China, White skin color
preference is common (Stohry et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2021). This is a reflection of widespread
colorism in East Asian countries, which refers to prejudicial and preferential treatment of people
solely based on skin tones, with lighter skin evaluated more favorable than dark skin (the term
colorism believed to be first coined by Alice Walker in her 1983 book, in Yu, 2021). For
example, advertisement for skin-related products in magazines in India, Japan, Korea and Hong
Kong commonly show White as representing good skin (Li et al., 2008). TV commercials and
print ads in China promote similar aesthetic standards of White being more beautiful and
indicating higher social status (Mak, 2007), thereby spreading a global standard of White beauty
ideals in non-White countries. In addition, with regard to facial feature preferences, East Asian
faces evaluated as attractive by Asians do not have an epicanthal fold (a skin fold of the upper
eyelid covering the inner corner of the eye), and therefore have a less steep slant of the opening
between the eye lids than average East Asian faces (Rhee et al., 2012). Considering the early
emergence of physical feature preferences in childhood (Gibson et al., 2015; Qian et al., 2016),
books for young children with illustrations may work as an important catalyst for the
development of physical feature preferences and body image development among Chinese
children.

The main aim of the present study is to examine ethnic representation in popular books
for young children published in China. They are as follows: (a) What is ethnicity of the authors
and illustrators? Is ethnicity of the authors and illustrators associated with ethnicity of the
characters in books? (b) What is ethnicity of the characters? Is ethnicity of the characters (in
total and per gender) associated with different indicators of roles and prominence? (c) How
prevalent are White physical features in East Asian characters in illustrations (i.e., eyes, skin
tone, hair color and hair style)? Are physical features in East Asian characters in illustrations
different for male versus female characters? The result will shed light on East Asian and White
representation of ethnic features in books for young children in contemporary China, and can
serve as a stepping stone to a better understanding of the potential early origins of the preference
for White (Western) products and figures in contemporary China.

Method
Sampling

The potential exposure to picture books by Chinese children was the most important
criterion in book selection. The first step was to collect the titles of all the children’s books
published in mainland China that (1) won an award, or (2) appeared in the sales ranks of
children’s books in one of the most popular online bookstores (www.dangdang.com) from 2011
until 2018 (n = 214; see Figure 1). Awards included in the book selection process were the
National Outstanding Children’s Literature Award, China Children’s Books list, Annual
Ranking of Original Chinese Picture Books, Feng Zikai Chinese Children’s Picture Book
Award, and Chen Bochui International Children’s Literature Award. From the sales ranks
reported by the Dangdang online bookstore, the top 10 in the annual ranks for children’s books
were selected. If a book was part of a series, only the first book in the list of each series was
selected, as some series consisted of up to 100 books.

77



Chapter 5

Step 1: Titles obtained from the sales rank of Dangdang online bookstore
and awarded books between 2011 and 2018
n=214

b

Step 2: Exclusion of duplicate titles

n= 185

k

Step 3: Exclusion of books not aimed at 6 years and younger

n=138

k

Step 4: Exclusion of books without human characters

n=87

h

Step 5: Exclusion of books aiming at teaching handicraft/drawing (n = 4),
exclusion of books with no illustrations included but only photos (n = 1),
exclusion of books with ethnicity unclear only (n=7)
n=735

Figure 1. Process of book selection.

The next step was to exclude duplications (n = 185). The third step was to exclude books
not aimed at children 6 years or younger (n = 138). Age information of the target readers was
based on the printed information in books (if available), the target age groups classified by
awards (if available), or the book introduction at the Dangdang online bookstore. All books that
included at least 0-6 years in the age range of the target audience were included. Specifically,
60% of all sample books (n = 45) were specifically targeted at children under 6 years of age,
and 40% (n = 30) were targeted at children both under and over 6 years. The fourth step was to
remove the books without human figures (n = 87). During the coding, we removed another 12
books aiming at making handicrafts, containing only photos, or including only human
characters coded as having an unclear ethnic appearance (e.g., characters are illustrated in blue).
In the end, 75 books for young children were included in the final list to be analyzed (for a list
of these books, see Supplementary material Chapter 5 A), of which 21 were part of a series.
Most of the books were story books (89%). The other books were encyclopedia for young
children (e.g., introduction of Chinese solar terms; 7%), and poetry or song books (4%).
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Procedure

Coding of the books was based on an adapted version of the coding manual used by de
Bruijn and colleagues (2020; for an overview of coded variables, see Supplementary material
Chapter 5 B). General information about the book was coded, including the year of publication
(the first edition of the book), publisher, number of pages, number of pictures, and the storyline.
The ethnicity and gender of the authors and illustrators were coded, with adapted categories of
ethnicity: (1) East Asian, (2) White, (3) other, (4) unknown. This information was collected
based on the introduction in books, personal webpages or other websites. The following aspects
of all human character illustrations in the book were coded: character’s name, explicit mention
of ethnicity or nationality, ethnic appearance, gender (i.e., male, female, unclear), age group
(i.e., child, teenager, adult, elderly, unclear), role (i.e., protagonist, secondary, background
characters), representation on the cover, and the number of pages and pictures that shows the
character.

Ethnic appearance categories were (1) East Asian, (2) White, (3) other, and (4) unclear.
Each character was evaluated based on the illustrations throughout the whole book when a
character was shown more than once. An East Asian appearance was defined as eyes with
epicanthal folds (high frequency in East Asians), and/or tawny beige skin color (neither
extremely white nor extremely dark), and ethnic characteristics such as black and straight hair
(e.g., a character having eyes with epicanthal folds, tawny beige skin color, sometimes even
white skin color, were coded as East Asian). Characters having eyes without epicanthal folds,
but showing all the other criteria of typical East Asian physical appearance, i.e., not extreme
white skin color, black and straight hair, brown or black eyes, were also coded as East Asian.
If the criteria were met but the coder still hesitated over ethnic appearance, characters were
discussed in a larger ethnic diverse team to reach a consensus (n = 24).

A White ethnic appearance was defined as a white skin color as well as Caucasian ethnic
appearances (e.g., a character with white skin color, round eyes and black hair were coded as
White). Other ethnic appearance was coded if the characters were perceived as neither East
Asian nor White (e.g., had a darker skin color or an ethnicity-related costume such as a tagiyah).
Characters were coded as having an unclear ethnic appearance when their skin color was
transparent (their face could not be distinguished from the colored background) or unnatural
(e.g., red, blue), or when they were drawn in a position from which the ethnic features, such as
face, skin and hair, could not be seen clearly. Characters for which two out of three aspects
(ethnicity, gender and age) could not be coded were not included in the dataset. Particularly,
ethnic appearance was coded independent from the text indication (e.g., characters could be
coded as White ethnic appearance based on figure illustration, although they were referred to
as Chinese by names or in text). Based on ethnic appearance and name, a separate category,
namely, characters with inconsistency between ethnic appearance and names or explicitly
mentioned ethnicity, was coded.

Because the present study aims at a detailed investigation of ethnic physical feature
representations in East Asian characters, the following variables were added to the coding
system for East Asian appearance characters: eyes, skin tone, hair color, hair style. Among the
East Asian population, eyes with epicanthal folds are frequent (50% to 90%, Lee et al., 2000).
When applied to illustrations, eyes drawn with a line, drawn in a slant manner, or open eyes
with a clear single line drawn on the upper eyelid starting from the inner corner of the eye, were
coded as eyes with epicanthal folds. Closed eyes were coded as missing data for this variable.
Skin tone in East Asian characters was classified as (0) light, (1) mid-tone, (2) somewhat dark,
or (3) very dark. Example skin colors for each category were provided as a reference for the
coders. Skin tone was coded as missing if skin of the characters was not clearly visible, or the
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same character in different pictures had very different skin tones, or the book was in black-and-
white sketch style. In addition, hair color (black or not black) and hair style (straight and not
straight) were coded among East Asian characters. Hair color and hair style were coded as
missing if the characters were bald, wore a hat or scarf, or whose hair was not visible for other
reasons.

Two coders (one Chinese and one Vietnamese American) independently coded ten
random books including 112 human characters as the reliability set on the variables used by de
Bruijn and colleagues (2020; physical features variables not included in this phase). The first
coder continued to code all the variables in all books. Reliability for the variables between that
coder’s original coding and a consensus scores was between 0.92 and 1.00 (Cronbach’s ) for
numeric variables and between 0.89 and 1.00 (Cohen’s &) for nominal variables. In addition,
physical features for the East Asian characters (n = 97) in the reliability set were then coded by
three coders (two Chinese and a Vietnamese American) separately. The first coder also coded
the physical features variables in all books. Reliability between the main coder’s original coding
and the consensus reliability set of the physical features variables was between 0.86 and 0.94
(Cohen’s «) for all variables.

Analyses

There were 75 books and 2177 human characters in the final dataset. Characters with
unclear ethnic appearance (n = 305) were not included in the analyses at the character level.
Moreover, among the 246 characters with explicitly mentioned ethnicity in the text (1% of the
coded characters), ethnic information in the pictures and text were consistent. However, there
were 14 characters with inconsistencies between their ethnic names and ethnic appearances.
These 14 characters were presented as East Asian characters due to their explicitly mentioned
East Asian names in text, but did not have an East Asian ethnic appearance in the pictures. All
statistical analyses were done with and without these 14 ethnically inconsistent characters.

After calculating descriptive statistics, associations between ethnicity of the characters
and ethnicity of the authors and illustrators were examined by Pearson Chi-Square tests.
Fisher’s Exact Tests were used when the expected count in more than 20% of the cells was
below five. Further, associations between ethnicity of the characters and the relative
representation in pages and pictures were examined by a Mann-Whitney U test, as the variables
were highly skewed (Zskew > 3.29). In addition, associations between ethnicity of the characters,
and character gender, age group, role, having a name, and representation on the cover were also
examined by Pearson Chi-Square tests. The analyses regarding indicators of prominence
(representation in pages and pictures, role of the characters, having a name, being presented on
the cover) were then conducted separately per gender of character. For physical feature
representation, descriptive statistics on four physical feature illustrations, including eyes, skin
tone, hair color and hair style, were reported among East Asian characters. Further, Pearson
Chi-Square tests were conducted to examine potential differences in terms of physical feature
illustrations between East Asian male and female characters.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

The study sample consisted of seventy-five books published between 2007 and 2018.
Most books were published by Mingtian (n = 9), Jieli (n = 8), or Beijing associated publishers
inc (n = 6). There were 2177 human characters in the books, of which ethnic appearance of 305
characters could not be coded. Therefore, 1872 characters were eventually included in the
analyses of the sample books. Descriptive statistics of general information about the sample
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books are shown in Table 1. In addition, 14 characters had East Asian names but non-East Asian
appearances, of whom 13 characters had an East Asian name with a White ethnic appearance,
and one had an East Asian name with a dark skin color. These 14 inconsistent characters were
first excluded (n = 1858) and then included (n = 1872) in the analyses at the character level, to
examine potential differences. All results were the same except ethnic representation in
protagonists at the character level. Results without the 14 inconsistent characters were reported.

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics at the Book Level (N = 75)

Min Max M SD
Year of publication 2007 2018 2014.73 241
Number of characters 1 261 29.03 50.66
Number of East Asian 0 106 9.93 20.81
characters
Number of White characters 0 205 12.29 34.28
Number of other characters 0 79 2.55 9.70
Number of pictures 9 179 30.57 26.81
Number of pages 12 191 36.80 25.36

Authors and lllustrators

Of the 75 books included in the research, most books (n = 68) were written by one
author, while six books were written by two authors. One book was a wordless book, and thus
no author was coded. Specifically, the books were written by 75 different authors, of whom 61%
were East Asian and 39% were White. After exclusion of six gender-unknown authors, 45% of
the authors were female. For 32 books, the authors also illustrated the books. Most books (n =
71) were illustrated by one illustrator while four books were illustrated by two. The pattern was
similar for ethnicity of the illustrators (n = 72): 58% were East Asian, 39% were White and 3%
had a different ethnic background (Arab and Latin American). After exclusion of four gender-
unknown illustrators, 41% of the illustrators were female.

Results of Pearson Chi square tests to examine the association between ethnicity of the
author and the illustrator and books containing only White characters, only East Asian
characters or both White and East Asian characters are presented in Table 2. There was a
significant association between ethnicity of the characters in books and ethnicity of the author
[ (2, N=72)=7.50, p=0.023] and illustrator [y? (2, N =73) =11.72, p = 0.003]. As may be
expected, the books containing only East Asian characters were more often written by East
Asian authors (z = 2.08, p =.037) and illustrators (z = 2.69, p = .007), the books containing only
White characters were more often written by non-East Asian authors (z = 2.64, p = .008) and
illustrators (z = 3.26, p = .001), and books containing both White and East Asian characters
showed no significant difference between ethnicity of the author and illustrator.
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Table 2 Books with White and East Asian characters in Relation to Author and Illustrator
Ethnicity (N = 73)

Books with Books with Books with Y df p

only White only East White and
characters Asian East Asian
(N=32) Characters Characters
(N =21) (N =20)
Ethnicity author 2 7.50 2 .023
East Asian 14 (31%) 17 (38%) 14 (31%)
Non-East Asian 17 (63%) 4 (15%) 6 (22%)
Ethnicity illustrator 11.71 2 .003
East Asian 13 (27%) 18 (41%) 14 (32%)
Non-East Asian 19 (68%) 3 (11%) 6 (21%)

Note. After excluding the 14 name-and-ethnic-appearance inconsistent characters, a book
with only one name-and-ethnic-appearance inconsistent character was not included in this
analysis due to no characters left. A book with only characters perceived as neither East Asian
nor White was not included.

@ There is one book with no author.

Characters

Of the 1858 characters with a clear ethnic appearance, 50% were White, 40% were East
Asian, and 10% were of other ethnicities. Patterns for protagonists (45% White, 42% East Asian,
and 13% other ethnicities) and secondary characters (53% White, 32% East Asian, and 15%
other ethnicities) showed that White characters were consistently the largest category, followed
by East Asian characters. There was an exception for background characters (47% White, 47%
East Asian, and 6% other ethnicities), as White and East Asian background characters were
similarly represented. With inclusion of the 14 characters with inconsistent ethnic names and
ethnic appearances, the patterns for all characters, secondary characters and background
characters were the same. However, we identified more East Asian protagonists (47%) than
White protagonists (42%) and other protagonists (11%) in children’s books.

Comparison between age groups and gender of White and East Asian appearance
characters were also analyzed (see Table 3). There was a significant association between ethnic
appearance of the characters and gender [* (2, N = 1668) = 9.63, p = 0.008]. For both East Asia
and White characters, males were more likely to be represented than females. More specifically,
male characters were represented more among East Asian characters than among White
characters (z = 2.83, p = .004), while female characters were represented more among White
characters than among East Asian characters (z = 2.46, p = .013). There were no significant
associations between ethnic appearance of the characters and age groups.

Prominence
The associations between ethnic appearance and prominence factors were investigated.

Different from the ethnic distribution of characters, the relative representation in pages
(representation on number of pages relative to total number of pages in the book) was higher
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for East Asian characters (Mdn = 0.03) than for White characters (Mdn = 0.02, U = 243943.00,
p <.001). Similarly, a significantly higher relative representation in pictures was found for East
Asian characters (Mdn = 0.04) than for White characters (Mdn = 0.01, U = 231442.50, p < .001).
In addition, there were significant associations between ethnic appearance of the character and
role, having a name, and cover representation (see Table 3). Comparing the character role, both
East Asian and White characters were equally likely to be the protagonist, while East Asian
characters were significantly less represented as secondary characters (z = -5.19, p <.001), and
more as background characters (z =-4.91, p <.001).

Table 3 Characteristics of East Asian and White Characters

East Asian White Y daf p
(N =745) (N =923)

Gender 9.63 2 .008
Male 462 (62%) 509 (55%)
Female 277 (37%) 398 (43%)
Unclear 6 (1%) 16 (2%)

Age group 6.32 4 177
Child 226 (30%) 276 (30%)
Teenager 23 (3%) 44 (5%)
Adult 468 (63%) 577 (63%)
Elderly 27 (4%) 22 (2%)
Unclear 1 (0%) 4 (0%)

Role 27.05 2 .000
Protagonist 33 (4%) 36 (4%)
Secondary 255 (34%) 432 (47%)
Background 457 (61%) 455 (49%)

Name 2243 1 .000
Yes 33 (4%) 99 (11%)

Rep cover 3.87 1 .049
Yes 61 (8%) 53 (6%)

Note. Rep = representation.

The associations between ethnic appearance of the character and the indicators of
prominence were then separately analyzed for male and female characters. Among the 1858
sample characters, it was shown that a significantly higher relative representation in pages was
found for both East Asian males (Mdn = 0.03, U = 85220.00, p < .001) and East Asian females
(Mdn =0.03, U =38096.00, p <.001). Likewise, a significantly higher relative representation
in pictures was also found for both East Asian males (Mdn = 0.04, U = 75818.50, p <.001) and
East Asian females (Mdn = 0.04, U = 38883.50, p <.001). In addition, there was no significant
association between ethnic appearance and character roles for females, but there was for males
[%* (2, N =971) = 43.60, p <.001]. Specifically, White male characters (50%) were represented
as secondary characters more often than East Asian male characters [30%, 2 (1, N = 971) =
23.90, p < .001], whereas East Asian male characters (66%) were represented as background
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characters more often than White male characters [45%, %> (1, N = 971) = 42.60, p < .001].
Further, East Asian males (4%) were less likely to have names than White male characters [12%,
v (1, N =971) = 24.23, p = < .001], but there was no significant association between ethnic
appearance and having a name for female characters. Conversely, East Asian female characters
(10%) were more likely to appear on the cover than White female characters [4%, > (1, N =
675) = 8.943, p = 0.003], whereas there was no significant association between ethnic
appearance and cover appearance for males.

Physical Features

The 14 characters with inconsistencies between their ethnic names and ethnic
appearances were excluded from analyses regarding physical features. To summarize, for all
the physical features that can be observed, 84% of the East Asian characters (n = 579) had
epicanthal folds. East Asian characters (n = 694) had 26% light, 52% mid-tone, 16% somewhat
dark, and 5% very dark skin tone. Moreover, 79% of the East Asian characters (n = 619) had
black hair and 95% of the East Asian characters (n = 587) had straight hair.

Results of Pearson Chi square tests to examine the association between physical features
in East Asian characters and character gender are presented in Table 4. As can be seen, eyes
with epicanthal folds were shown significantly more in East Asian female characters than in
East Asian male characters [y? (1, N = 573) =6.72, p = 0.010]. In contrast, straight hair was
shown more in East Asian male characters than East Asian female characters [y? (1, N = 583)
=13.77, p <.001]. There was no significant difference in female and male skin tone distribution,
although the comparison showed a trend towards significance [? (3, N =689) = 7.39, p = 0.060].
East Asian female characters were somewhat more likely to be illustrated with a light skin tone
but less likely with a very dark skin tone than East Asian male characters. Finally, no significant
association was found between hair color and character gender.

Table 4 Physical Features in East Asian Male and Female Characters

East Asian Male East Asian X df p
characters (%) Female characters
(%)
Eyes with epicanthal folds 6.72 1 .010
Yes 80 89
Skin tone 7.39 3 .060
Light 24 29
Mid-tone 52 52
Somewhat dark 17 16
Very dark 7 3
Black hair 0.16 1 .692
Yes 80 79
Straight hair 13.77 1 .000
Yes 98 92
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Discussion

The present study aimed to shed light on the ethnic representation of authors, illustrators,
and characters of books for young children in China that (1) won awards, or (2) were in the
annual sales ranks of one of the most popular online book stores in China from 2011 to 2018.
Results demonstrated that the authors and the illustrators are predominantly East Asians, while
more White rather than East Asian characters were found in the Chinese books for young
children. More male than female characters, especially among East Asians, were depicted in
the books. For some indicators East Asian characters were more prominent, especially females,
whereas for the other indicators White characters were more prominent, especially males.
Gender differences in physical feature illustrations in East Asian characters were found in terms
of eye shape and hair style.

The results of the present study indicated a predominance (just over half) of East Asian
authors and illustrators, suggesting many opportunities for role models for Chinese young
children (Hughes-Hassell et al., 2009). However, when considering that almost the entire
Chinese population is East Asian (>99.4%; NBS, 2020a), this finding actually reflects an
underrepresentation of East Asian authors and illustrators as compared to the population. In
Canada, the Netherlands, and the United States, a higher degree of dominance (White authors
and illustrators over 80%) was found in popular books for young children (e.g., de Bruijn et al.,
2020; Dionne, 2014; Koss, 2015). Therefore, it is safe to conclude that the degree of dominance
of East Asian authors and illustrators in popular children’s books in China is smaller than that
of White authors and illustrators in children’s books in North Atlantic countries.

In addition, the largest ethnic category of the characters was White, followed by East
Asian. This result suggests that Chinese children are less likely to see East Asian characters
(who are more likely to look similar to them) than White characters. This might lead Chinese
children to have fewer opportunities to identify with a character and to be less connected to the
character’s experience and emotions (Slater & Rouner, 2002; Witmer & Singer, 1998), and thus
contributing to potential lower reading motivation (Hughes-Hassell et al,. 2009). In addition,
the higher representation of White characters than East Asian characters in Chinese children’s
books is in line with earlier studies on the popularity of for example Caucasian and Eurasian
models and celebrities in Asia (Goon & Craven, 2003; Stohry et al., 2021), and adds to this
body of research by showing this pattern in children’s literature.

An overrepresentation of White authors, illustrators, and characters in Chinese
children’s books reflects the White preference on China’s book market. This is due to decisions
by the publication import entities who take the market demand into account. Chinese parents
show a strong demand for imported books due to a lack of satisfactory contemporary children’s
books written by Chinese authors and illustrators (e.g., stories about ancient China are distant
from the life of contemporary Chinese children, old-fashioned painting styles; Yang, 2012).
The censorship of the press by the administrative department for publication in China seldom
applies to the books for young children because the criteria used for censoring mainly aim to
exclude, for example, books against China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity (Regulations
on the administration of publication, 2001, cl 45-46). This means that children’s books are very
likely to be approved for import. Therefore, the children’s books market in China gradually
shows a high proportion of imported books resulting in Chinese children’s being continuously
exposed to White (Western) contexts, cultures, and norms, including White-normative
messages about physical appearance from picture books.
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It is also interesting to note that ethnicity of the author was related to ethnicity of the
characters: the books with characters all from one specific ethnic group were written by authors
and illustrators of that same ethnic group. There is evidence that insiders depict their cultural
traditions and its people the most authentically and qualitatively in literature (Bista, 2012).Thus,
Chinese children are likely to be exposed to authentic characters and stories about the East
Asian (especially in the books containing only East Asian characters) and the White group
(especially in the books containing only White characters).

At the character level, gender and age of the characters were analyzed in this study as
two other salient factors in terms of identification for children (Chen et al., 2016). In general,
consistent with findings in other countries (de Bruijn et al., 2020; Hamilton et al., 2006), males
were overrepresented among both White and East Asian characters. Furthermore, a significant
association between gender and ethnicity was found, indicating a bigger gender representation
gap for East Asian characters. This result suggests that girls may have more difficulty
identifying with characters, especially with East Asian characters, based on the similarity
identification hypothesis (Cohen, 2001). No significant intersection between gender and
ethnicity was found in previous studies of Western books for young children (e.g., de Bruijn et
al., 2020; Eisenberg, 2002). A possible explanation for a higher dominant level of East Asian
male characters might be the patriarchal demographics in contemporary China, with its skewed
gender ratio favoring males because of the preference for boys in traditional Chinese culture,
especially under the one-child policy between the 1980s to the year 2015. In fact, the gender
gap in the children books in the present study (166 male to 100 female characters) was bigger
than those of the newborn baby and total population statistics (approximately 120 newborn boys
to 100 girls; 105 males to 100 females in total population; Abrahamson, 2016; Greenhalgh,
2013; NBS, 2020b). Given that children’s books are an important source of new concepts and
morals for young children, equal representation of male and female characters is important.

In addition, indicators of prominence of characters were examined because they can
provide more information about the degree in which the audience gets acquainted with a
character. The present study indicated that East Asian characters were represented on a
relatively higher number of pages and pictures than White characters. This may be explained
by the types of books in which the two groups of characters are represented. The books by East
Asian authors and illustrators (generally with East Asian characters) had a lower number of
characters on average so that one character would make up a higher proportion of characters.
Moreover, East Asian characters, especially females, were more often on the cover than White
characters. Because only eight more East Asian than White characters were shown on the cover
in all sampled books, it is difficult to draw strong conclusions from this finding. Future research
is needed to replicate this result in larger samples to see a clearer pattern.

Lower character prominence in terms of roles and names was found for East Asian
characters. There may be multiple explanations for this finding. Firstly, the cultural trait of
collectivism, i.e., to work as a group rather than the emphasis on individual worth and initiative
that is typical for East Asian culture, may be reflected in more group than individually
prominent representation of East Asian characters (Lui & Rollock, 2018). The representation
of non-prominent East Asian characters in books written by White authors and illustrators may
reflect diversity efforts, that is, tokenism, which may activate negative stereotypes associated
with the tokenized identity (Paul et al., 2020). We also found that character prominence in terms
of roles and names was higher for East Asian females than males. This result seems
contradictory to the underrepresentation of females in children’s books, but is likely due to the
fact that books for children under six years old often include family or (pre-)school settings
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with adult female characters that typically fulfill prominent roles in these contexts (e.g., mothers,
teachers, child care professionals). It appears that the high prominence of women in young
children’s lives in real life is mirrored in these children’s books.

Physical features among East Asian characters were analyzed because the illustration
of characters could transmit preferences for specific physical features to young children. The
present study showed a higher percentage of light and a lower percentage of dark skin tone for
illustrated East Asian characters than for the actual East Asian population (a small percentage
of people have light skin color, the majority has intermediate or somewhat dark skin color; Liu
et al., 2007). This result may bring potential skin color biases, supported by colorism, between
persons of the same ethnicity in which someone with a lighter complexion is considered more
beautiful and seen as having a higher social and economic status than someone with dark skin
tone (Sconiers, 2018; Yu, 2021). Chinese children may therefore develop (or strengthen) a
white or light skin tone preference, and those who have a dark skin tone themselves may have
a higher risk of negative self-evaluation in terms of appearance (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999;
Rice et al., 2016). The result showed a trend towards significance towards more light skin tone
and less dark skin tone for female characters, which is consistent with observations that
colorism is gendered, and especially prominent in the lives of females (Alexander & Carter,
2022; Hill, 2002; Wilder & Cain, 2011). Previous studies indeed indicated that East Asian
people have a preference for White or lighter skin color, and Chinese males had a stronger
preference for lighter skin color Chinese women (Krishen et al., 2014).

In addition, the frequencies of eyes illustrated with epicanthal folds in the books for
young children were at the top of the range in the East Asian population (50-90%; Lee et al.,
2000), and more often seen in East Asian female than male characters. There was no evidence
of a preference for (East Asian) characters without epicanthal folds in the books, suggesting
that they do not contribute to such preference in children, especially for the beauty ideals for
East Asian females. Similarly, ethnically typical straight hair was most common in illustrated
East Asian characters, higher than the highest percentage in Chinese population statistics (64-
91%; Tan et al., 2013), although more often illustrated among males than females. Further, the
majority of characters had black hair (no national comparison statistic available). This result
suggests no promotion of preference for hair types uncommon to East Asian people. In short,
the physical features presented in the books as compared to population statistics show that light
skin color is overrepresented, and other typical features are in the high ranges of representation.

Several limitations of the present study should be discussed. Firstly, 21 of the 75 sample
books were part of a series, and only the first book in the list of each series was selected, as
some of the series consisted of a large number of books (up to 100). Although ethnic
representation in each book in a specific series is generally similar considering the consistent
social contexts in stories, children might be exposed to characters with specific ethnic
backgrounds more often if they have multiple books of the same series and spend more time
reading books in a series than those who are not part of one. Given that the ethnic representation
gap is bigger in books from series, with a lower percentage of East Asian characters, children
may in fact be exposed to even fewer East Asian characters than reported in this study. Secondly,
the results on skin tones should be interpreted cautiously, because bias in color categorization,
for example, the influence of the colors surrounding a human character in a picture, is almost
impossible to be avoided by a human coder. Digital methods for face recognition and skin tone
categorization have been considered to mitigate this problem. However, rotated faces cannot
yet be successfully recognized by the computers (Jha et al., 2018), limiting the usefulness of
this method. Further research with more objective color categorization following the
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development of digital methods for face recognition and skin tone categorization is needed.
Lastly, it is important to note that the internet and social media were not studied in the present
study although they may also play a large role in globalization and the preference for White
people and culture in China. However, young children under 6 years old generally have very
limited access to the internet. Researchers could include multiple types of media, for example,
social media and books for formal schooling, in future studies aimed at older children.

Conclusion

The present study pioneers the investigation of ethnic representation issues in East Asia
by examining books for young children (6 years old and under) in China, by examining both
the ethnic representation statistics and indicators of prominence of characters, and by examining
the frequency of physical features illustrated in East Asian characters. The results reveal an
overrepresentation of White authors, illustrators, and characters as compared to population
statistics, as well as a light skin color preference for East Asian characters in illustrations in
books for young children in China. White prevalence and White preference in Chinese
children’s books are driven by the promotion of publication import entities under a demand for
imported books among Chinese parents, and are not hindered by the censorship of the press.
These mechanisms may reflect a form of postcolonial globalization influencing children’s
literature in China, i.e., overrepresentation of White culture and underrepresentation of ethnic
culture in books with the educational function in China at younger level. The results can help
us understand the potential early childhood origins of the preference for White people and
culture in China.
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