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Abstract: With the development of information technology, the role of the first lady has become 

a popular topic attracting increasing attention around the world. In China, the ‘Liyuan style’ 

in the new media era has played an important role in the group of female university students. In 

this study, 200 female university students completed a questionnaire which assessed influences 

from “Liyuan Style”. The results indicated in the new media era female university students like 

Peng much more than other former first ladies, and they believe Peng has brought different 

kinds of positive effects on them. However the effect from new media and traditional media is 

totally different. These findings provide implications for future research on decoding the media 

image of the first lady in China. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

While Mao once said that women hold up half of the sky, in truth women wield relatively little 

power in China. There are no women among the recent elected members of the Politburo 

Standing Committee. Traditionally, first ladies rarely entered the spotlight and fell under a 

cloak of secrecy.  

However, the situation seems to be completely changed since 2013. After Xi Jinping was 

elected chairman of China, Peng Liyuan began to come into our sight as the first lady, with 

perfect image, which has attracted general attention from abroad and within China. Her fashion 

choices demonstrate one form of China’s growing soft power-the power of its creative 

community and its culture. For Westerners accustomed to visible spouses of leaders, it is 

difficult to appreciate the significance of a Chinese First Lady whose advocacy and charisma 

bolster China’s image. The promotion of her power in “Liyuan style” is a novelty in China. 

Peng’s much-vaunted charisma seems to boost expectations of China’s transformation. We 

cannot deny that the “Liyuan style” is sweeping the world. She played a leading role in 
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deploying “her power” in different groups. As we know, female university students have little 

attention for any political figures or first ladies in China before. However, they have received 

much influence from Peng. After Peng has become the first lady of China, she is already 

becoming a new idol for most of female university students. Additionally, the Liyuan Style has 

played a much more important role on Chinese female university students in the new media 

era. 

 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

2.1 The definition of “Liyuan style” 

 

“Liyuan style” has been a popular phrase after Peng finished her first trip to Russia. More 

interesting, some media even called Peng “Chinese Michelle”, which affirmatively has 

contained a positive connotation. “Liyuan Style” can be simply described into three aspects. 

Politically, she is the most conspicuous first lady in China since 1949. She has the political 

wisdom and privileged connection to be quite qualified as the first lady. The media attention 

and the public attention about the new first lady in China are higher than ever before. 

According to Wang, the Southern Metropolis Daily has reported Peng over 40 times from 

January to September, 2013. In addition, the New York Times, Times China Press, the United 

Morning Post, the Financial Times, the Atlantic and many other important international 

newspapers have also reported Peng many times during the same period. Incredibly, almost all 

of the presses gave lots of praise to the first lady of China. Her self-confidence and active 

communication reflect China’s growing pride and confidence. It is no exaggeration to say that 

Peng shows a promotion of soft power in China, which also shows the improving power of 

female politics in China. 

Economically, she is pride of wearing the clothing and using the cell phone which are made 

in China. Her fashion sense has been highlighted by the media as well. As soon as her pictures 

are published, sales of her clothing and accessories skyrocket, selling out and inspiring knock 

offs. She turned the world into Chinese designer Ma Ke and the label Li Wai by her perfect 

outfit. Each of her clothing has received unexpected praises from domestic and foreign media. 

In other words, we can say she is a fan of domestic production.  

Culturally, Peng is absolutely the supporter of Chinese culture. The first lady can be seen as 

the cultural ambassador to overcome the barriers of cultural communication to different 

nations. By “cultural contents”, Peng spared no effort to advocate Chinese traditional and 

modern culture. For example, the US first lady Michelle Obama visited China on 20th March, 

2014. During her visit to a Chinese traditional calligraphy class at the Beijing Normal School, 

Peng showed Michelle Obama how to hold the writing brush and wrote a piece of calligraphy 

and presented it to Obama as a gift. The piece reads “houde zaiwu”, which means that great 

virtue carries all things. And just like that, Peng also focused on the educational culture and arts 

culture in China.  
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“Liyuan style”, with no exact definition, can be generally interpreted as the political soft 

power, strong push for domestic economy and improvement of Chinese culture which are 

embodied by Peng’s outlook, language and activities.  

 

2.2 The development of media  

 

Foreign media always feel confused why the “Liyuan style” could be so successful in China. 

One of the most essential reasons must be the development of media. 

Although the role is as old as the presidency itself, there are no explicitly stated guidelines 

for the first lady. There is no official set of standards for the first lady to follow. According to 

the agenda-setting function, it describes the ability of the news media to influence the salience 

of topics on the public agenda [1]. The media allot considerable attention to the first lady, from 

her volunteerism to her fashion choices. The media held first ladies, even potential ones, to 

high standards and these representations are especially significant in defining their role [2]. 

As to the first lady in China, there are many information channels, both the traditional media 

and the new media, to provide much more information related with the first lady to the public. 

Naturally, the attention for the first lady is higher than even before, and also the possibility of 

popularity is higher than the former first ladies in China. According to the current situation in 

China, the SNS (social network service) is also becoming a fan of Peng. For example, there is a 

special Microblog created by female university students called “Yuanyuan fans club”, which 

provides lots of information about Peng every day. The club was established when Peng 

became the first lady of China in March of 2013. The number of the fans in this club has 

reached above 6 millions, which keeps increasing every day. With such a powerful platform, it 

seems natural for Peng to become more and more popular. 

Female university students in China could be seen as young, vibrant, large groups, who have 

unique tastes. They are keeping an open mind, but sensitive, to novelty. However, we have to 

admit that a large number of university girls are intoxicated with foreign culture and products, 

and envy for foreign lives [3]. However, “the Liyuan Style” has truly made some differences on 

their taste. These differences can be seen as a proper promotion in shaping the values, 

consumption views, and daily deeds of female university students. But what exact kinds of 

effects they have received from the “Liyuan style” in the new media era is still a question to be 

probed. 

 

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

This paper is going to discuss the following questions: 

Q1: What are the attitudes of female university students towards Peng? Is it different from 

those towards other former first ladies in China? 

The Q1 is going to make sure the attitudes of female university students towards Peng. Also 

it is necessary to figure out the differences between Peng and other former first ladies in China.  
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Q2: What kinds of influences do they receive from the “Liyuan style”? 

Q3: Do the different information channels affect different influences on female university 

students? 

The Q3 is the most important question in this paper, which can show the differences of “the 

Liyuan Style” between the traditional media and new media. 

 

4. RESEARCH METHODS 

 

Three universities from Beijing, Wuhan and Guangzhou were selected for this investigation. 

Beijing, Wuhan and Guangzhou are cites which have the most university students in China. 

Also, geographically, Beijing is located in the north of China; Wuhan is in the middle of China, 

and Guangzhou is in the south of China. The students from these three cities are hoped to 

provide a general description of the whole university students in China. 

The questionnaires were sent out 210 and recycled 200 from 1st April to 30th April, 2016, and 

the effectiveness is 95.2%. Therefore, this study is based on the data from these 200 female 

university students in China. And all of the data is analyzed by using SPSS 18.0, and paired 

simple test, cross-tabulation and the frequencies analysis is used to probe these questions. 

 

5. RESULTS 

 

The coding of the options was started from “very concern about” to “do not concern about” 

(1—5). According to <table1>, the difference of attitude of Chinese female university students 

on Peng and former first ladies is significant (t= [df=199] =21.218, P=0.000). In another word, 

the Chinese female university students are much more concerned about Peng than other first 

ladies in China. 

 

Table 1 Chinese female University students’ attitude on Peng and former first ladies 

 

Factor First Lady N Mean SD t p 

Gender traits 
Former first lady 200 3.715 0.817

21.218 .000 
Peng Liyuan 200 2.035 0.772

 

Based on questionnaire, we have divided the effects of the “Liyuan Style” as follows. 

According to <table 2>, 51% girls try to become a temperament successful lady just like Peng; 

26.5% of girls are willing to pay attention to traditional culture of China; 17% of girls feel that 

their national self-confidences have been strengthened. 3% of girls are willing to devote 

themselves to charity. 
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Table 2 the frequencies analysis of the kinds of influences from the “Liyuan Style” 

 

Influence Percent 

willing to pay attention to traditional culture of China 53 (26.5%) 

strengthen national self-confidence 34 (17.0%) 

Devoted oneself to charity 6 (3.0%) 

try to become a temperament successful lady 102(51.0%) 

something else 5(2.5%) 

Total 200(100%) 

 

Basing on the different kinds of influences from the “Liyuan Style”, we try to figure out 

whether there are differences of influences between traditional media and new media. 

According to the <table 3>, we can see that the effect from new media and traditional media is 

different ((x2 [df=4] = 86.316, p=.000).). To be more specific, there still showed a different 

tendency that girls getting the information about Peng from the new media are more likely to 

become a temperament successful lady like Peng, while girls getting the information from 

traditional media are more likely to pay attention to traditional culture. 

 

Table 3 The influences from “Liyuan Style” in different kind of media 

 

 

Pay attention 

to traditional 

culture 

Strengthen national 

self-confidence 

Devoted 

oneself to 

charity 

Become a 

successful 

lady 

Something 

else 

New 

media 

13 

(24.5%) 

15 

(44.1%) 

3 

(50.0%) 

90 

(88.2%) 

3 

(60.0%) 

Traditional 

media 

40 

(75.5%) 

19 

(55.9%) 

3 

(50.0%) 

12 

(11.8%) 

2 

(40.0%) 

 

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

According to the results, we may see an obvious difference in the attitudes of female university 

students towards Peng and other former first ladies in China. They like Peng much more than 

other first ladies. This phenomenon is related with many kinds of reasons. As we mentioned 

before Peng is so popular in China right now. Besides these, it is worth to consider about the 

development of female status in China. 

Also, we may see that the new media is good at shaping the image of the first lady, while the 

traditional media does well in promoting cultural communication. Among the 200 female 

university students, more than 60% students got the information from the new media. We have 

to admit that new media has been the most popular information channel for female university 

students in China. 
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There are a large number of news in the internet reporting Peng whenever she attended some 

activities, including the domestic websites and foreign websites, national websites and local 

websites. The news from different kinds of websites are total different, even focus on the same 

event. For example, according the “People’s cn” (29th, March 2014), the news reported the 

detailed content of Obama Michael’s schedule and purposes of visiting activities. Although 

political purpose is not her visiting goal, the news seems political. While, the “nfmedia.com” 

on the same day focused on the fashion choice, and made a comparison between Peng’s 

clothing and Michael’s clothing. It is known that most of the female university students are less 

care about the politics, oppositely, they care much about the fashion. Most of female students 

are following the news of Peng, but in fact they are following the fashion news of Peng. 

Besides, some websites like “nfmedia.com” are intended to put big photographs of Peng in 

order to well illustrate the perfect image of her, which made much easier to affect the female 

students’ thoughts. In one word, the different forms of presentation through new media era 

have enlarged the influence of the first lady, and the image of the first lady has also been much 

more important than ever before because of the new media teleology.  

The word of “the first lady” originally appeared in the United State during the middle of the 

19th century, which was proposed by James Buchanan [4]. After that, “the first lady” was 

confirmed as the wife of the president (chairman), even though there were no exactly rules to 

regulate their power [5]. However, nowadays the first lady is a crucial role for a country. As the 

first lady in China, Peng is facing some challenges to make the “Liyuan style” much more 

successfully. 

Firstly, China needs to make a more distinct system to clear the rights and obligations of the 

first lady. With such long history of the first lady, lacking of valid regulation is still a great 

barrier for her work. Secondly, a professional media team must be established to assist the first 

lady’s work. Many scholars of China have proposed that it is necessary to set up a first lady 

office in Zhongnanhai leadership compound. Like many other foreign countries, a dedicated 

office and a professional media team will be a big push to promote the effects of the first lady 

[6]. 

The investigation also has some limitations. These kinds of influences are divided basing on 

the previous interviews with some female university students, which seem a little sufficient. It 

will be better if the kinds of influences could be much more specific. Also the information 

channels of getting the related news about Peng are concentrated in the Internet, which can 

affect the comparison analysis with other information channels. 

High popularity has made Peng the brightest rising star in China now. The “Liyuan Style” 

has brought many positive influences for the female university students in China. How to make 

“Liyuan style” more successfully will still be an important issue which needs much more 

comprehensive considerations. Also, we know that mass media have played an important role 

in shaping Peng’s image which provided some implications for future research on decoding her 

media image. 
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