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  Abstract 
This essay examines the development of reality TV shows in China and their impact 
on women. It explores whether the development of Chinese reality TV has had a 
predominantly positive or negative influence on women. Reality TV is one of the 
most popular forms of entertainment in China, and women make up a large propor-
tion of its audience. Using a case study approach, this research examines newly 
launched and popular all-female reality TV shows to explore their influence on fe-
male audiences’ thoughts and behaviours. It also analyses how reality TV in China 
has developed, how programme formats have changed, and how these changes have 
influenced women in different ways. Based on the case studies and previous re-
search, this essay finds that the development of reality TV has had a more positive 
than negative influence on women. These programmes have helped strengthen 
women’s self-awareness, self-confidence, and competitiveness while also contrib-
uting to China’s economic development. This research contributes to a better un-
derstanding of the relationship between reality TV and female audiences, helping 
to challenge traditional perceptions and provide a new perspective on women. 
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1. Introduction 

Previous studies suggest that the development of Chinese reality TV shows has been influenced by imported televi-
sion formats. China adapted this genre by combining foreign production models with local cultural values, gradually 
creating programmes that better reflected domestic audience preferences (Yin, 2019). Over the past decade, reality 
TV has become one of the most influential television genres in China, expanding from talent competitions into a wide 
range of formats, including survival, dating, workplace, and educational programmes (Yin, 2019). 

Although existing studies have examined the localisation and development of Chinese reality TV, relatively little 
attention has been paid to its influence on audiences, particularly women. This essay examines the development of 
Chinese reality TV shows and their impact on female audiences by addressing three research questions: (1) How have 
Chinese reality TV shows developed? (2) How do Chinese reality TV shows influence female audiences? (3) What 
are the positive and negative influences of Chinese reality TV shows on female audiences? These questions were 
selected because the Chinese reality TV market continues to expand while women’s self-awareness has increased in 
recent years. Examining the influence of reality TV shows on female audiences is therefore both relevant and neces-
sary. 

This essay adopts a case study approach to analyse the development of Chinese reality TV shows and explore their 
influence on female audiences. Although reality TV originated in Western countries in the 1950s, China introduced 
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this programme format much later, but it has developed rapidly since its introduction (Tian, 2015). This essay also 
examines whether the positive influence of reality TV on women outweighs its negative influence. 

Research on female audiences and reality TV can be traced back to studies of Western romance novels, which later 
contributed to feminist media studies. However, research on the influence of reality TV on women remains limited 
and has only gradually increased since 2020. As women make up a large proportion of the audience for these pro-
grammes, this topic deserves further discussion, particularly regarding women’s self-awareness, self-confidence, and 
willingness to try new things. 

The remainder of this essay is organised into three sections. It first examines the history and development of Chi-
nese reality TV shows, then discusses the main problems and possible solutions, and finally analyses their influence 
on women. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 The Growth and Influence of Chinese Reality TV Shows 

Before Western variety entertainment was imported to China, the Chinese entertainment industry was relatively un-
derdeveloped. It developed rapidly after Hong Kong’s entertainment industry expanded in the 1980s and was im-
ported to mainland China. At that time, Chinese entertainment programmes were limited in both number and format 
and mainly relied on Japanese and Korean variety shows. Reality TV is a new form of television programme that has 
attracted large audiences and enriched people’s daily lives, both abroad and in China (Tian, 2015). It has had a sig-
nificant influence on women, who make up a large proportion of the audience for these programmes. 

Relevant studies on Chinese reality TV shows are summarised in Table 1. Over time, imported programmes grad-
ually took root in China and established local brands (Yin, 2019). These programmes became popular because of 
their innovative formats, although many were originally imported from abroad. For example, Zhejiang TV imported 
the Korean programme Running Man, which became popular with Chinese audiences. People’s attitudes and behav-
iour may be influenced by how they perceive the effects of reality TV on individuals and society. For example, people 
are more likely to support the regulation of violent media if they believe such programmes affect others (Jonathan & 
Gabriel, 2015). The rapid development of reality TV has also raised public concerns about moral values such as 
human dignity, integrity, honesty, and truth (Jelle, 2016). This suggests that audiences should consider whether these 
programmes promote positive values before watching them. Understanding the development of reality TV in China 
and abroad is also important for identifying the limitations of Chinese reality TV and learning from international 
experience (Yin, 2019). 

Although early reality TV shows were less diverse than those today, they still had a strong influence on audiences, 
especially women. For example, talent shows imported paid voting, which promoted the entertainment economy. 
Many celebrities on these programmes were often regarded as role models who promoted positive values for female 
audiences. Reality TV shows have influenced not only women but also China’s economic development by helping 
to build a cultural industry value chain and promote cultural industries, making an important contribution to the 
country’s entertainment economy and industry (Wei, 2017). 

These programmes may also serve as an emotional outlet for audiences. As Xu (2019) quotes from Amusing Our-
selves to Death, “All public discourse is increasingly taking the form of entertainment...”. Reality TV developed 
rapidly in China because of its popularity. As the Chinese entertainment industry adapted to this new programme 
format and media producers continued to innovate, Chinese reality TV shows continued to develop. 

Nowadays, Chinese reality TV shows have become increasingly original, and their formats have expanded into 
more diverse genres. These include talent shows, which select contestants through competitions and audience voting; 
workplace shows, which present working life; and parent-child shows, which focus on family life. As more reality 
TV programmes have emerged, they may have increasingly influenced women, particularly by promoting self-aware-
ness and challenging traditional stereotypes. 

Chinese reality TV shows have made significant progress in originality, programme themes, target audiences, and 
the values they convey, making them increasingly popular with Chinese audiences. Nowadays, the internet has be-
come an essential part of daily life (Yin, 2019). Reality TV has become more popular because its content is more 
engaging and increasingly incorporates Chinese culture and celebrities. These programmes may also have a greater 
influence on female audiences. Some women purchase products endorsed by celebrities, travel to cities associated 
with them, or visit places they have visited, contributing to economic development and tourism. In addition, 
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inspirational reality TV shows aimed at women may further promote female self-awareness. 

Table 1. The literature review of reality TV show studies 

Study Topics Contents 

Yin, 2019 Localization of Reality 
TV shows in China 

The problem of reality TV shows in China, the history of its 
development and introduction. 

Xu, 2019 The development of real-
ity TV shows in China Why reality TV shows are influential. 

Jonathan & Gabriel, 2015 
The impact of reality TV 
shows and the media on 

people 
Society’s judgement of reality TV shows and the media. 

Jelle, 2016 
The dark side of reality 

TV shows for people and 
reason 

People’s concerns about the basic content of reality TV shows. 

Wei, 2017 Researching the state of 
reality TV shows The economic impact of reality TV shows. 

Tian,2015 
The development trend of 

reality TV shows in 
China 

The appeal of reality TV shows to people. 

2.2 The Impact of Reality TV Shows on Chinese Female Audiences 

In the past, the cultural context was dominated by the worship of “youthfulness” and “girlishness”, while “ageing” 
was largely absent. Middle-aged women became marginalised in the media environment and were forced into silence 
(Wang & Chen, 2021). However, as society has progressed, more variety shows focusing on women have emerged. 

First, these programmes can help challenge age discrimination against women. Elder Sister Riding the Wind and 
Waves, which invited 30 women over the age of 30 to form a new group through competition, encouraged both 
society and women to recognise that women should not be limited by age. Women do not have to give up dancing or 
stay at home to look after children and can still perform on stage, even in their fifties. Secondly, these programmes 
can help challenge stereotypes about women. For a long time, society believed that women were weak and that men 
could do things women could not. However, as more reality TV shows have focused on female strength, public 
recognition of women’s abilities has gradually increased. Thirdly, these programmes may broaden female career 
paths and increase awareness of the pressures women face in the workplace. As women become more independent, 
more pursue a freer and more equal life, relying on themselves rather than others. Relevant studies are summarised 
in Table 2. 

The achievements of women in different workplaces suggest that they are gradually breaking away from the tra-
ditional stereotype of staying at home and raising children (Li, 2020, p. 1). 

In addition, these programmes may encourage women to consider how to balance work and family. Elder Sister 
Riding the Wind and Waves departs from the conventional power hierarchy commonly found in talent shows by 
reducing the dominance of judges and giving contestants greater opportunities to express themselves. As a result, the 
programme highlights different viewpoints and values among the participants (Wei, 2021). This encourages discus-
sion and may encourage female viewers to express themselves more confidently and become more independent. 
Lastly, workplace dramas and reality TV shows can also help women develop a stronger sense of competition. 

With the rapid advancement of media technology, people’s understanding of the world has become increasingly 
shaped by mediated experiences rather than direct observation or first-hand experience. Consequently, the media 
plays a central role in shaping perceptions of reality (Liu, 2020). According to Cui (2001), women may treat the 
imagined as reality. Although most reality TV shows have a positive influence on women, it remains important to 
choose programmes carefully. While many Chinese reality TV shows promote positive values, some may still convey 
misleading messages. Female audiences may be more easily influenced by media content and should therefore adopt 
a more critical approach to the programmes they watch. 

Research on women’s media image developed later in China than in Western countries. However, since the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, increasing attention has been paid to media studies and the media’s role in shaping 
women’s image (Liu, 2020). As reality TV became more diverse and entertaining, audiences were no longer satisfied 
with earlier programme formats. Developments in information technology, culture, and popular trends promoted the 
rapid growth of reality TV shows. In recent years, talent shows have developed rapidly, creating economic benefits 



Kexin Xue 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.07.009 798 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

through the fan economy, influencing patriotic feelings, and promoting values such as hard work, optimism, and 
perseverance. These programmes have also influenced the wider social environment. Female audiences may be more 
likely to identify with the values and role models presented in these programmes. Many female audiences are also 
influenced by their idols and seek to learn from them in daily life. Therefore, reality TV shows may have a significant 
influence on women. 

The emergence of reality TV shows has brought new vitality to the television market and become a popular topic 
of public discussion (Yin, 2019). Their rapid growth has reflected social issues that still need to be addressed. With 
the rapid development of media technology, people increasingly rely on the media rather than direct experience to 
understand the world. However, the media does not simply reflect reality but presents a selectively constructed ver-
sion by deciding what to include, emphasise, or exclude. Reality TV shows also convey particular values and ideas 
that may influence audiences’ understanding of reality (Liu, 2020). Therefore, it is important to approach these pro-
grammes critically. 

Table 2. The literature review of the impact of reality TV shows on female 

Study Topics Contents 

Liu, 2020 The impact of the media on women How reality TV shows have influenced women since 
their import to China. 

Wei, 2021 The Impact of Women’s reality TV 
shows 

Specifically referring to a reality TV shows aimed at 
women, it gives an example of how this variety show 

breaks social stereotypes. 

Wang & Chen, 2021 
Deconstruction and Construction of Re-
ality Shows from the Perspective of the 

Public 
Social stereotype of women. 

Cui, 2001 What television programmes mean to 
women Presenting women’s capacity for empathy. 

Li, 2020 The impact of the fusion media era on 
the communication of women’s values As society develops women change. 

3. Discussion 

3.1 The Importation of Reality TV Shows in China 

The origins of reality TV can be traced back earlier abroad than in China, where production systems are more mature 
and theoretical research is more extensive. In Understanding Television, British scholar David McQueen argued that 
“our real lives and virtual television shows are disconnected from each other, while the emergence of reality TV 
shows links the two, and reality TV shows are the real embodiment of life through television programmes” (Wei, 
2017). 

Compared with the rapid development of reality TV, research in China remains relatively limited and mainly fo-
cuses on defining the concept of reality TV. As society has developed and public perceptions have changed, more 
reality TV programmes have emerged. Singing and talent shows are no longer the dominant genres, while everyday 
reality TV programmes have become increasingly popular because they reflect people’s lives and meet their emo-
tional needs (Wei, 2017). They may have had a significant influence on both audiences and society, especially female 
audiences. Female audiences may also be influenced by these programmes, both psychologically and financially, and 
this influence has become increasingly apparent as the programmes have developed. 

3.2 The problems and solutions of reality TV shows in China 

Initially, some domestic reality TV shows combined innovation with their programme characteristics and achieved 
good broadcasting results, while others copied foreign programmes or used sensational publicity to attract attention 
(Wei, 2021). In recent years, reality TV shows in China have entered a period of transformation and rapid develop-
ment. However, this growth has also created challenges for their future development (Wei, 2017). 

One of the problems is cultural differences. Some programmes are based on global formats, which may originate 
in the West and differ from Chinese culture. Furthermore, audience preferences may also vary. Therefore, these 
differences need to be carefully considered during production. Media producers must understand their target audience 
if they want to develop successful programmes. As Wei (2017) points out, although some programmes may 
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temporarily attract audiences by using human weakness or personal privacy as selling points, they cannot achieve 
long-term success in the Chinese cultural context. Hence, producers need to create content that is more in tune with 
Chinese culture and customs. With the rapid development of the internet, producers are better able to meet the needs 
of their audiences. For example, producers can utilise online platforms such as Weibo to gather feedback from audi-
ences of different ages, professions and social backgrounds. This feedback helps to build local brands, and every 
piece of advice has the potential to spark innovation in programmes (Xu, 2019). Consequently, the internet has cre-
ated more opportunities for innovation in Chinese reality TV programmes. 

3.3 A Different Perspective on the Change in Chinese Reality TV Shows 

In the past, most programmes were imported from other countries and only slightly adapted after being imported into 
China. Today, the planning system for reality TV shows in China has become more mature, and their visual presen-
tation has improved greatly. 

From the audience’s perspective, society has entered the age of information and new media, where traditional 
reality TV formats can no longer satisfy audience expectations. Audiences now pay greater attention to innovative 
content. In the past, many programmes repeatedly used similar activities and games, causing audience fatigue and 
reducing viewers’ interest. Consequently, Chinese reality TV has gradually shifted towards slow-paced programmes 
focusing on everyday life. From a social perspective, modern life has become increasingly stressful, and many people 
prefer slow-paced or food-related reality TV shows for relaxation. Compared with traditional formats, these pro-
grammes may be better suited to the needs of today’s audiences. They may also promote local agricultural products, 
helping farmers increase their income and supporting local economic development. 

Some people believe that reality TV shows have little room for further development. However, this essay argues 
that they still have great potential for future growth. As society continues to develop and new topics emerge, these 
programmes can respond by incorporating popular issues into programme planning, such as debate-based reality TV 
shows. In this way, they can continue to develop while meeting the changing needs of audiences. 

3.4 How Are Reality TV Shows Changing Female Audiences 

Women make up a large proportion of the audience for reality TV shows, and their influence on women has increased 
significantly. For example, age anxiety has become a major concern for many contemporary women. Robert Pogue 
Harrison argues in Why We Worship Youth that “one’s experience of age is... relative to race, class, gender, culture, 
country, and education” (Wei, 2021). Therefore, the age of thirty should not define a woman but represent a stage of 
life, with every age having its own unique appeal. 

With the launch of a new talent show by Hunan TV, women in China may have become less anxious about age. 
The programme aims to break the limitations of traditional talent shows while encouraging female audiences to build 
self-confidence, recognise their own value, and avoid being constrained by age (Wei, 2021). Reality TV has also 
helped challenge traditional stereotypes. Traditionally, women have often been placed in a subordinate position to 
men and regarded as vulnerable (Wei, 2021). However, the emergence of different programme formats has enabled 
audiences to see that women are capable of doing things once considered masculine. Many programmes also promote 
female empowerment. 

Reality TV may also enhance women’s sense of self-experience. Self-experience is the emotional component of 
self-consciousness and reflects individuals’ attitudes towards themselves, including self-esteem, self-love, self-con-
fidence, and feelings of inferiority. By watching these programmes, women can observe how people of similar ages 
deal with problems and respond to challenges, which may help them recognise the importance of self-esteem. Self-
confidence refers to inner self-affirmation and belief in one’s own ability. These programmes often invite people 
from different professions to participate, and guests share their experiences and offer encouragement, which may 
strengthen female audiences’ self-confidence. For example, in recent years, various platforms have launched female 
talent shows. Contestants from different companies, as well as ordinary participants, convey determination and per-
sonal values to audiences, encouraging female audiences to learn from them. Reality TV may also shape perceptions 
of social relationships in the real world while supporting women’s pursuit of equal relationships and an equal voice 
with men. In this way, it may contribute to a culture of equality and influence social behaviour and moral standards. 
Its influence may extend across different areas of society and resonate with audiences, even when these messages are 
received passively. 

Reality TV shows can also have negative effects on women. For example, they may encourage unhealthy con-
sumption. Many programmes now include advertisements and use celebrity influence to promote products. This may 
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lead some female audiences to buy celebrity-endorsed products they do not need, resulting in unnecessary spending. 
This is an issue that still needs to be addressed. However, compared with their positive influence, these negative 
effects remain relatively limited. 

4. Conclusion 
Based on the analysis of previous research, this essay concludes that the development of Chinese reality TV shows 
has been driven by changing social trends, audience feedback, and market demand, suggesting considerable growth 
potential for the Chinese reality TV market. By responding to public criticism, adapting to social change, and adjust-
ing programme content to meet national policy requirements, these programmes have continued to evolve. As audi-
ence preferences have changed, they have become more targeted at different audience groups, generating a more 
positive social influence. Audience feedback also provides an important basis for identifying existing problems and 
improving programme quality. Overall, Chinese reality TV shows increasingly reflect contemporary social trends 
and Chinese cultural values. 

This essay also concludes that women remain one of the primary audiences for reality TV shows and are more 
likely to be influenced by the values, messages, and role models presented in these programmes. As reality TV has 
become more diverse and increasingly promotes positive values, it has contributed to positive changes for women 
and society. Programmes centred on women’s experiences have challenged traditional stereotypes related to gender, 
age, and the workplace. By engaging with these programmes, women are encouraged to strengthen their self-aware-
ness, confidence, and independence, while positive role models encourage them to challenge traditional gender ex-
pectations and demonstrate that women are equally capable of achieving success. 

In summary, Chinese reality TV shows continue to evolve in response to changing audience needs. As technology 
and society continue to develop, these programmes are expected to become increasingly innovative and diverse. 
Reality TV has become an important part of everyday media consumption, making its influence worthy of continued 
academic attention. Examining the development of Chinese reality TV shows and their impact on female audiences 
contributes to a better understanding of media development and changing gender perceptions in contemporary China. 
Overall, this essay concludes that Chinese reality TV has had a predominantly positive influence on female audiences. 
Future research should continue to examine how reality TV evolves alongside social change and how its influence 
on female audiences develops over time. 
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