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Abstract 

The expansion of Korean culture had a significant impact in many areas, including culture, 

lifestyles, and arts. The influence of Korean culture has been widely discussed in different fields. 

However, the impact of Korean culture on gender identity is limited. The study aims to fulfill three 

primary objectives: firstly, (a) To explore the understanding of hegemonic and soft masculinity. 

(b) To discover the effect of media on gender identity. (c) To find out the extent of the acceptance 

of soft masculinity in the media. This qualitative study utilized in-depth interviews with 10 UTAR 

students aged between 21 and 23. The thematic analysis approach was used to analyze the data. 

Among the 10 students, all of them had a positive attitude toward Korean popular culture, and they 

agreed that the mass media heavily reconstructed their gender identity in terms of their physical 

appearance and internal characteristics. This research study helped understand the media effect of 

Korean pop culture on the gender identity of Malaysian males. 

Keywords: Media effect, Korean pop culture, Gender identity, Soft masculinity, Malaysian Male 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background of study 

 Korean popular culture, also called the Korean Wave, has deeply influenced other countries 

nowadays. The Korean Wave is the fast-spreading trend of contemporary Korean culture 

worldwide (Sin & Omar, 2020) and this is caused by the rapid dissemination of cultural products 

by the media in the global marketplace (Jin, 2018). The Korean Wave or “Hallyu” is the term used 

to describe the global appeal of South Korea’s cultural economy, which exports foods, 

entertainment, music, television dramas, and films (Roll, 2021). Korean films, dramas, and music 

are popular worldwide, and Asia was at the forefront of the Korean wave and where most of its 

cultural success has been achieved (Trolan, 2017). Korean popular culture has a strong influence 

not only on Asians but also on western countries. Korean popular culture has reached audiences 

outside of Asia, including the United States, Europe, the Middle East, and South America (Ju & 

Lee, 2015). In addition, South Korea is one of the few countries with a clear ambition to become 

the world’s leading supplier of popular culture to spread the Korean Wave to the world as it is 

primarily reliant on the rapid growth of social media (Roll, 2021). 

Korean stars are famous in some countries such as China and Southeast Asia. Meanwhile, 

people in those countries tend to imitate the appearance of those Korean stars, leading to a boom 

in plastic surgery (Eun, 2013). According to Phang et al. (2018), Malaysian young adult audiences 

pay attention to the actors and actresses’ physical appearance, storyline, and Korean culture and 

values in a drama. Although the audiences are aware of the actors’ plastic surgeries, they still have 

an open-minded attitude toward the culture. According to Yuen (2020), more men and teens opt 

for plastic operations with the current urge to look like K-pop stars in Malaysia. It stated that 
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Malaysian women still make up the majority of customers in the beauty industry, which was about 

70% to 80%. Still, the demand from men and younger Malaysians is increasing, accounting for 

20% of the entire clientele, up from roughly 10% five years ago which was 2015 (Yuen, 2020). 

Skin tightening, body contouring, hair transplants, anti-aging, and muscle sculpting are all popular 

operations among males. Therefore, when the audiences are overly obsessed with the reconstructed 

image that the actors in the media present, they will be influenced and tend to imitate those actors’ 

identities. 

  Jin (2018) stated that young people who are tech-savvy have transformed how they 

consume popular culture by relying heavily on social media, showing that social media has become 

one of the most significant breakthroughs in popular culture’s distribution and consumption. The 

media has become very common from the past to the present, including print media, broadcast 

media, outdoor media, and social media in spreading the cultural phenomenon (Jin & Yoon, 2014). 

Shah (2020) stated that advertisement channels that for decades referred to traditional media such 

as print, radio, broadcast television, or billboards had been used for advertising purposes as the 

businesses have relied on traditional media for years. For instance, Korean popular culture was 

primarily disseminated through analog media, mainly via analog print and broadcast media as the 

digital revolution was still in its early stages in the early 2000s (Sun & Liew, 2019). 

 Furthermore, social media has become common these days; more and more people are 

exposed to Korean popular culture through social media. Korean popular culture is more 

convenient for international audiences nowadays on various online communication platforms such 

as Social Networking Sites (SNS), blogs, and forums (Kanozia & Ganghariya, 2021). For example, 

a community of young people exhibits their soft masculinity on YouTube as they have been 
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inspired by the Korean Wave and further help them find a sense of belonging (Law, 2021). 

Therefore, the public is susceptible to the influence of Korean pop culture due to the widespread 

use of social media. 

Moreover, customer perception of the advertised product is influenced by the celebrity’s 

physical attractiveness, credibility, and congruence with the reference to the endorsed 

advertisement (Ahmed et al., 2015). As the Korean celebrity endorsement portrays features such 

as their good looks or beauty, physical appearance, and body shape, it can manipulate and change 

the consumer’s attitude and lead to the intention to imitate the endorsing celebrity (Mat et al., 

2019). For example, K-pop male bands are not committed to one version of masculinity expression, 

instead of experimenting with “versatile masculinity,” “transnational masculinity,” “alternative 

masculinity,” and “overlapping masculinity” depending on their musical style, which had 

influenced the public (Song & Velding, 2019). Hence, Korean popular culture could influence the 

public to follow or imitate their culture. 

 The Korean wave has affected not only women but also men. According to Arambam 

(2019), masculinity has always been socially, culturally, and historically constituted. When males 

are supposed to be rational, powerful, and the family’s breadwinner, while women are believed to 

be emotional, dependent, and inferior, binaries are often constructed. However, the Korean Wave 

significantly impacted redefining masculinity across Asia as the dominant form of East Asian 

popular culture (Ainsle, 2017). A specific male consumer category that has contributed to this 

emerging culture is the metrosexuals, young adult guys in metropolitan areas who are concerned 

about their looks and grooming, and they frequently spend the bulk of their leisure time and money 

on high-end fashion and grooming (Sin & Omar, 2020).  
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 In addition, Kkonminam masculinities resemble a Korean version of a metrosexual (Lim, 

2008). Kkonminam, which means “pretty flower boy,” refers to the “soft” image that young men 

in Korean dramas present (Monocello et al., 2017). Kkonminam men in popular dramas and 

romantic comedies are shown as attentive, sympathetic, and willing to communicate their feelings 

if necessary; they are well-groomed and fashionable, sporting the latest man-bag and being 

excessively self-conscious about their looks (Elfving-Hwang, 2011). 

 The Kkonminam men have both masculine and feminine characteristics which can satisfy 

a complex human yearning. They have particular physical features such as being tall, having 

smooth skin, silky hair, and being trendy and romantic (Khai & Wahab, 2017). They claimed to 

be the embodiment of a new Asian ideal of a privileged male. According to Azizah and Dwiyanti 

(2021), soft masculinity refers to how men handle other people more subtly and gently. It also 

refers to masculinity that pays less attention to physical strength and power assigned to male 

characteristics. They have particular mental characteristics such as being more emotional, less 

authoritarian, gentle, concentrating on intelligence, and having mental power.  

 According to Ainsle (2017), Malaysia showed the image of heavy control and exclusivity 

of hegemonic masculinity, which explained why the Korean popular culture and its soft 

masculinity model may be highly problematic in this context. Still, it also appeals to certain 

Malaysian men as an appealing and alternative masculinity model to invest. In Malaysia, 

hegemonic masculinity is further complicated by its entanglement with rigid and restrictive ethnic 

and religious boundaries. However, according to Lim (2013), Malaysians have been exposed to 

Korean pop culture for a long time. It represents an alternative, yet highly popular, kind of 

entertainment, which explains why the culture could slowly integrate into the society and be 
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adapted by a part of young Malaysian males as a kind of alternative identification through social 

media. 

 Hence, with the rapid growth of social media, it has become the most important platform 

for disseminating Korean popular culture. International audiences had become increasingly reliant 

on social media to follow Korean popular culture. Korean popular culture like K-drama, K-pop 

music, K-movies, and K-beauty influences people in other countries and reconstructs masculinity. 

In terms of East Asian masculinity’s impact and reshaping, the growth and export of Korean 

popular culture have been the most influential (Ainsle, 2017). Korean popular culture has a 

tremendous impact in shaping the representation of gender identity. Therefore, this study will look 

into the media effect of Korean popular culture on the gender identity of Malaysians. 

1.2 Problem Statement 

Social media is a tool that may be used to stimulate and affect the attitudes and behaviors 

of individuals and communities in all areas of life. Social media encourages involvement, social 

interaction, and reciprocity. As a result, it facilitates not only information sharing but also social 

networking and interactive engagement (Benetoli et al., 2015). It also contributes to the formation 

of a nation's identity and culture, as well as its overall development (Khai & Wahab, 2017). The 

trend keeps changing all the time, especially the beauty trend. One of the most controversial issues 

is the beauty trend brought up by the Korean wave. For example, the beauty market mainly focused 

on females in the past, but some popular beauty brands also focused on the male market. One of 

the famous cosmetic influencers recognized in China is not a female influencer but a “Xiao Xian 

Rou,” Austin Li Jiaqi, also known as the “Lipstick King.” Also, “Xiao Xian Rou” and flower boys 
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are challenging the traditional gender identity and argued by the public that they are softening 

masculinity (Wen, 2021). 

 According to Ariffin et al. (2018), the media landscape is no longer dominated by 

American TV shows and films, as they have successfully attracted audiences through the Asian 

mediascape (visual, cultural, or imaginary impact). Korean music, dramas, and television shows 

have all contributed to the phenomenon of idolization, particularly among teenagers. Due to their 

weak self-identity, adolescents are more easily influenced by others and participate in idolization 

(Ang & Chan, 2016), and some of them had their identities shaped in part by exposure to popular 

culture (Engle & Kasser, 2005).  

 According to Laffan (2020), the average ages of K-pop fans are 23 years. Adolescents 

could be influenced by a large group of people and tend to follow the culture or norm of the group 

so that they feel that they are also a part of the group. It was also a natural development for 

adolescents to make their favorite celebrities as role models (McCutcheon et al., 2002). For 

example, an adolescent will try to imitate famous music artists’ culture, lifestyle, and fashion as if 

the musician is their ideal figure. When individuals self-categorize into a particular group, they 

will experience positive attachments to the in-group of interest and contribute to intragroup 

morale.  

 Besides, as well as the plastic surgery industry, an increasing number of males involve 

themselves in it to get a better appearance, such as “Gua Zi Lian” (oval face), which is different 

from the traditional look that a male should have. According to Gengmei (2016), the most 

attractive facial features in Chinese male cosmetic surgery were Huo Jianhua's eyes, Hu Ge's nose, 

Yang Yang's face, and Lu Han's lips. They are considered as the most popular “Xiao Xian Rou” 
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in China, that having a strong influence of these soft, androgynous, effeminate male idols on men’s 

perceptions of particular features. 

The current beauty trend has changed time by time, as many factors influence the public’s 

perception of “beauty.” Indeed, media exposure has been found to play a significant impact in a 

variety of topics, including the formation and maintenance of racial/ethnic cognitions (and 

emotions), expectancies about intergroup relations, policy decision-making, and self-and identity 

perceptions (Mastro, 2015). Therefore, the rising Korean wave indeed has the most powerful 

influence on the beauty trend that might be challenging the current aesthetic and gender identity. 

Makeup is no longer a practice of only females, but also for the males, just like those K-pop stars 

did during their stage performance. Males do not necessarily have masculinity like what is 

expected by the public to be categorized as male. Masculinity is not necessarily identified by the 

outlook of the man, but by the actions a man should have, it is nothing more than wearing makeup 

(Tang, 2018). Based on the situation above, it indicates that the gender identity of males is 

reconstructed as people are pursuing a clean and delicate face. Society expected a man to have 

beards and tougher facial features but not as soft as those male celebrities that undergo plastic 

surgery. Therefore, the gender identity has been reconstructed by the influence of the media 

portraying those soft images of Korean male celebrities and served as a preferred template for 

males to follow the trend. It shows the obvious changes in gender identity. 

Apart from that, the purpose of putting on makeup is to show the most beautiful side of an 

individual to the public, regardless of male or female. Therefore, when the audiences are attracted 

to the “flower boy” or “Xiao Xian Rou,” they will tend to imitate them and try to follow the trend 

that they brought up, which is also known as “Hallyu.” The Korean Wave began in 1999, and Asia 
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has experienced a rise in Korean influence in everything from television, dramas, films, music, 

food, and fashion since then (Jonghoe, 2012). Therefore, it has a significant influence on the 

perception of the public toward gender identity. 

 According to the traditional masculinity ideology, manliness is reflected by taking care of 

oneself and being tough, strong, and healthy (Levant & Pollack, 2003). Initially, a man should be 

masculine and have a muscular body to match the public’s expectations. However, the perception 

of the public toward masculinity has changed. The new masculine men are more feminine men 

that you can see in media like Justine Bieber or the Korean boy bands. For now, nerds are becoming 

the new masculine man. They are more prone to appear on TV than macho men anymore (Khalaf 

et al., 2013).  

 In fact, several past studies regarding Korean popular culture had been conducted in the 

field. However, there is still some improvement that could be done depending on the topic, 

especially in the masculinity-oriented countries and Islamic countries. For instance, a qualitative 

study that includes the in-depth interview aims to investigate further the changes in gender identity 

of our target participants. The Korean wave has been entering Asia for a long time, and the Korean 

media effect on public purchase behavior has been widely discussed. However, the Korean media 

effect on gender identity still lacks some research. For example, Western media often stress that 

the muscular mesomorphic body ideal is neither skinny nor fat, but it is extremely muscular (Keum, 

2016). Therefore, when the dominant western media effect that tends to portray the strong 

muscular, and tough body image to the audiences has been combated with the Korean wave, how 

would the gender identity of a male will be affected by the rising of the Korean wave that portrays 

a totally different body image. Moreover, Asian countries that have different ethics and races such 
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as Malaysia were masculinity-oriented and dominated by Islamic. How is the acceptance of the 

Malaysian male on the new gender identity from Korean popular culture? Thus, the study aims to 

discuss the issues above in-depth. 

 In short, K-pop stars experiment with masculinity and beauty, challenging concepts of what 

it means to be a beautiful man’ in a heterosexual or non-heterosexual way. It has opened up 

possibilities for beauty among men across the globe and plays a pivotal role in concentrating 

beauty among men internationally ("Flowerboys and the appeal of 'soft masculinity' in South 

Korea," 2018). With the high accessibility of media, Korean culture could be transited at high 

speed. Therefore, when people accept a new culture that is different from their own culture, it will 

change the cultural identity and the gender identity of an individual. 

1.3 Research Objective 

RO 1. - To explore the understanding of hegemonic and soft masculinity. 

RO 2. - To discover the effect of the media on gender identity.  

RO 3. - To find out the extent of the acceptance of soft masculinity in the media. 

1.4 Research Question 

RQ 1. - How do the public perceived hegemonic and soft masculinity? 

RQ 2. - What is the effect of the media on gender identity? 

RQ 3. - To what extent is the acceptance of soft masculinity in the media? 
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1.5 Research Significance 

In terms of practical implication, this research is beneficial to marketing practitioners, 

retailers, manufacturers, growth industry and business players to modify and refine a new model 

business or marketing strategy in order to meet the preferences of Malaysian adolescents. It is 

because Korean pop culture may continue to influence the public's perception of product and brand 

positioning. Adolescents nowadays tend to follow their favorite celebrities and idols on social 

media. Korean pop culture serves as brand ambassadors, spokesperson, indicator or even 

representative of the product in Malaysia, it will eventually influence the buying behavior or 

preference of the consumer. 

As an effort to transfer the greatest amount of business profit, further study on the influence 

of Korean popular culture in Malaysia must be conducted on a continuous basis. Marketers across 

a range of sectors will need to persevere in order to thrive and contribute to economic growth. As 

part of their survival strategy, products or goods manufacturers must maintain their study to 

understand the consumption decisions of adolescents. It is because adolescents are in the front of 

globalization. To succeed in today's shifting global marketplace, businesses must first have a 

thorough understanding of their position in this respect. Given the significant expansion and 

market opportunity in emerging nations, it is critical to the business to collect information on these 

markets. In the long term, all parties participating in different businesses in the market that target 

adolescents must be prepared to deal with the problems given by a shift in these adolescents' 

preference. It is imperative to marketers to examine and adapt the shifting requirements of modern 

and more affluent Malaysian societies (Ariffin et al. 2012). 
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Therefore, this study can contribute to the marketing practitioners, retailers, manufacturers, 

growth industry and business players to facilitate and cultivate effective new business models and 

business plans with the influence of Korean pop culture toward Malaysians. Additionally, the 

growthing business and industry are also able to identify the preference, purchase behavior, and 

consumption patterns of consumers in Malaysia with our study. 

In theoretical implication, social identity theory (SIT) emphasizes that an individual's 

behavior reflects the wider society units in which they live (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). This theory 

explains that an individual’s internal structures and identity is guided by other larger societal 

structures such as large groups, different cultures, organizations, and personal identification with 

respect to these collective units. The core theory is cultural competence because a collective group 

will mostly influence and might frequently dictate an individuals' beliefs and behaviors (Padilla & 

Perez, 2003). 

According to the previous study by Laffan (2020), this study expands the influence of 

social identity theory on the self-categorization of K-Pop fans, the result of the study showed that 

the theory will generate some psychological outcomes for the K-pop fans such as happiness, self-

esteem, and social connectedness. Social identity theory has been applied in this study to examine 

how the traditional gender identity of Malaysian males has been reconstructed by the larger societal 

structure (Korean pop culture). Because Korean popular culture plays an important role in shaping 

the expression of gender identity. At the same time, gender identification is an essential component 

of a person's self-personality and idea, social identity theory also helps to explore the soft 

masculine consciousness of Islamic countries. Therefore, this theory may further strengthen the 

perception of soft masculinity on the topic and enhance people’s understanding of this theory. 
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In conclusion, this research reveals the media effect of Korean pop culture on the traditional 

gender identity of Malaysian males. The influence of Korean pop culture on traditional gender 

identity, especially in oriented countries and Islamic countries has been limitedly studied. 

Therefore, by reflecting the influence of Korean pop culture on gender identity from an Asian 

perspective, this research can be regarded as an academic contribution in a non-Western context. 

 

1.6 Scope of Study 

Whilst the rise of the Korean wave globally, the influence of Korean popular culture on 

gender identity in masculinity-orientated countries is lacking in-depth study. The aim of this 

research is to explore the potential changes of reconstructed gender identity, also known as “soft 

masculinity” that is challenging the traditional hegemonic masculinity identity.      

The scope of the study is limited to recruiting 10 male participants from UTAR between 

the ages of 21-23 that will be contacted by UTAR email accounts. The participants for the study 

will be filtered based on the result of the Traditional Masculinity Femininity Scale, and the 

recruitment period will be conducted for a maximum of 1 month and will end when 10 participants 

have been reached. An in-depth interview will be carried out with the selected participants to 

investigate any changes in their gender identity. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

Conceptual framework of the research was discussed in Chapter 2. Further, the gender identity as 

well as the soft masculinity in East Asia was discussed, followed by the mass media, the influence 

of social media, the media effect on Korean popular culture, popular culture and body image, 

Korean popular culture in Malaysia context, social media effect of Korean culture on gender 

identity were further discussed in this chapter. 

2.1 Social identity theory 

A social identity theory predicts a particular individual’s knowledge that they belong to a 

social group or category such as racial, ethnic groups, sexual orientation, and gender identities 

(Abrams & Hogg, 2006). A social group is a set of individuals who share a common identity or 

perspective belonging to the same social category. In-group refers to individuals who are similar 

to each other, such as individuals with feminine identities. Meanwhile, individuals who differ from 

the self are labeled as out-group, such as individuals with a masculine identity (Burke & Stets, 

2000).  

The theory includes three core elements: “social categorization”, “social identification”, 

and “social comparison” (Abrams & Hogg, 2006). According to Trepte & Loy (2017), social 

categorization indicates that people are defined and understood not only as individuals but also as 

members that belong to a certain group based on their age, cultural background, and economic 

level. People emphasize the similarities of their in-group members when they are members of that 

group. At the same time, they highlight the distinctions between those in out-groups. This notion 

of accentuation is a fundamental premise of social categorization since it accentuates and 

highlights social categories. 
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After the social categorization and social identification process, it came to the social 

comparison process. According to Abrams & Hogg (1999), comparisons of groups or categories 

that emphasize group distinctiveness in favor of one's ingroup over a relevant outgroup are favored 

in particular. As a result, when a certain group becomes prominent, one's beliefs and behaviors are 

guided by the characteristics associated with that group. As a result, distinctions between out-

groups are accentuated, while differences within in-groups are minimized. This process aids in the 

maintenance of self-concept and esteem, as well as enhancing confidence in existing cognitions. 

Berlinger and Seo (2021) stated that Korean popular culture (K-Pop) is the most significant 

transnational widespread culture phenomenon since hip-hop. It has grown exponentially within 

the past couple of years in the social media outlets such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and 

YouTube. These media platforms are connecting millions of people across the nations. CNN (2019) 

reported that South Korea is currently leading the global beauty industry for men. K-Pop strongly 

influences masculinity as they’ve had to deal with issues at the blurry intersection of race, culture, 

and gender identity (Yang, 2019).  

Besides, the “Hallyu” fandom, or the Korean Waze, could be easily found in Asian 

countries. In the previously mentioned study by Ainsle (2017), the Korean wave argued that soft 

masculinity could encourage such men to critique the reductive and redefined hegemonic 

masculinity to develop a new form of identity within Malaysia and the Asian context.  

The implementation of Korean pop culture has the capability to deconstruct gender identity 

and create new standards, which include the feminine, soft masculine materialistic, and human 

characteristics (Holliday & Elfving-Hwang, 2012). The new beauty ideals and expressions have 

influenced the new model of masculinity called “pan-East Asian soft masculinity.” The term is 
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also described as “male images that are exceptionally feminine to Western eyes” (Jung, 2010). The 

expression of male beauty ideas could be viewed as feminine or the lack of hegemonic masculinity 

in Western and Asian countries (Ainsle, 2017).  

The outcome of the past study by Mckinley et al. (2014) suggests that when it comes to the 

media's involvement in establishing universally held norms and customs, the relationship between 

media exposure and intergroup results is further explored. Both in-group and outgroup members 

must recognize the comparative dimension for intergroup comparisons to work. As a result, the 

media play a role in establishing shared norms and activating the usage of these categories in later 

evaluations by promoting certain representations (which feature particular qualities of groups) 

while disregarding others. Media messages, in particular, have the potential to (1) influence the 

importance or relevance of, and ability to prime, different group memberships; (2) contribute to 

viewers' perceptions of the features/dimensions that characterize different groups; (3) provide 

treatment norms for different groups; (4) define the status and standing of different groups; and, 

finally, (5) normalize these notions by implying that media representations are consensually 

accepted. 

In short, this study applies social identity theory to soft masculine consciousness as gender 

identity is an essential aspect of one’s self-personality and concept; therefore, the theory could 

further enhance the identifications of soft masculine on this topic. 

2.2 Gender identity 

Gender refers to “male and female social categories within a culture” (Wood & Eagly, 

2015). The fundamental core of gender identity is how we perceive ourselves as men and women 

encompass the connections and interpretations we attach to each other's behaviors, characteristics, 
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and feelings. The perceptual experience of being masculine or feminine is reflected in the self-

structure, and individuals incorporate these cultural meanings into their perceptions, then gender 

becomes part of their identities. Through these gender identities, individuals may think and act 

according to the culture of masculine and feminine (Olesen, 1975).  

The ideas of gender and gender identity are essential as not only does every community 

develop a concept of gender-appropriate characteristics, behaviors, and attributes, but these 

conceptual frameworks also influence society's basic functioning nowadays (Kacen, 2000). These 

traditional concepts and prescribed rules of behavior become the general guiding principles by 

which individuals are regarded as "proper" members of society. As Boehm and Gilmore (1992) 

stated, all societies identify themselves between males and females. All societies provide 

standardized gender-appropriate roles for both men and women, regardless of other normative 

distinctions made. In other words, the society determined the ideas of masculinity and femininity 

impact all our activities; even if an individual does not agree with gender-typed characteristics or 

rejects the traditional gender roles, the individual either he or will still learn the behavior that is 

expected them as a man or woman (Spence & Helmreich, 1978) 

Traditionally, males and females are supposed to be masculine and feminine based on those 

gender cultural expectations. Risman (2004) stated that gender is a social structure that could 

explain the misconceptions about men and women's contributions to society; however, gender 

identity is determined by an individual's self-identification and beliefs about gender expression 

(Borry, 2020). Taking a Social identity theory perspective, it suggests that social identities affect 

an individual’s attitudes and behaviors regarding their in-group and the out-group (Leaper, 2011).  
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According to the Human Rights Campaign, one's gender identity might or might not 

correspond to the socially defined masculine and feminine behaviors and characteristics. For 

instance, an individual who ascribed the same sex and gender identity is called "cisgender," an 

individual who ascribed the different sex and gender identity are called "transgender," while an 

individual who self-identifies as non-binary or gender-neutral is called "agender" (Monro, 2020). 

Thus, gender identity is a self- conceptualization that develops from identifying oneself as a part 

of a particular gender group, as well as all of the values and expectations within that gender group. 

One of the key concepts of social identity theory is identifying with a social group such as one’s 

gender. Therefore, looking at gender identity from a social identity perspective enables a more 

comprehensive approach to understand the gender’s impact (Maldonado et al., 2003). 

Constantinople (1973) critiqued the traditional measure of masculinity and femininity and 

showed the statistical studies indicated the different dimensions instead of a single bipolar 

masculine-feminine dimension. Furthermore, Constantinople stated that the various dimensions of 

masculinity and femininity established the stage for developing a new approach to gender identity 

(Wood & Eagly, 2015). Indeed, the growth of the Korean wave had a significant impact on the 

new forms of masculinity as Jung (2010) refers to this growing and powerful new approach of 

masculinity as “kkonminam” masculinity also known as soft masculinity. 

2.2.1 Soft Masculinity in East Asia 

“Kkonminam” (literally, ‘Korean flower boy’), also known as soft masculinity, represents 

a new and modern feminization of masculinity in East Asia (Kang-Nguyen, 2019). Kkonminam 

men are perceived as caring, sensitive, and willing to express their feelings in popular Korean 

dramas and movies as they are attractive, fashionable, and well-groomed. Also, “kkonminam” men 
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are young, and often not afraid to use any cosmetic or plastic surgery to maintain their attractive 

appearance and show their well-toned muscular bodies (Elfving- Hwang, 2011).  

 According to Lim (2008), “kkonminam” masculinities are directly associated with a 

Korean version of the metrosexual. A point reinforced in TIME magazine, which discussed the 

rise of “aimei nan ren” (love beauty men) in China and Taiwan and “bishōnen” (beautiful young 

men) in Japan are expanding the trend of soft masculinity across East Asia (Holliday & Elfving-

Hwang, 2012). Apart from that, soft masculinity, homosexuality, and homosociality have profound 

historical connections as Hong (2008) suggests that soft masculinity is modeled from prior 

scholarly masculinity contrasted with the traditional measure of masculinity. For instance, all men 

must fulfill two years of military service in Korea, also well-known as militaristic masculinity. 

 In the context of discussing “kkonminam” masculinities as a new identity of masculinity 

as Jung (2010) described the K-pop male idols’ soft masculinity as hybrid and culturally odorless, 

and hence lacking national characteristics which enable their masculinity to freely travel across 

countries as the soft masculinity of K-pop male idols would soon be addressed under the phrase 

of “Global Soft Masculinity” (Lee et al., 2020). The K-Pop Male idol’s presentation of soft 

masculinity can challenge normative perceptions of Asian masculinity in East Asia and Western 

countries (Kimmel, 2005) because they are now widely recognized as attractive, sexy, handsome, 

and masculine (Anderson, 2014).   

On the other hand, there was an increased emphasis placed on beauty and cosmetics for 

males in the early 2000s. It reinforced traditional beliefs about masculinity traits, for instance, a 

well-built male brand ambassador representing men’s makeup products in the advertisement (Lee 

et al., 2020). Furthermore, the concept of men’s grooming and beauty is blurring the boundaries 
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between masculinity and femininity as a man or woman may easily deceive someone by cross-

dressing as the opposite gender (McCracken, 2014).  

The popularity of K-Pop within East Asia has promoted a soft-masculinity reputation 

where a man also can be masculine yet gentle and tender at the same time. This suggests that 

gender performance is mainly dependent on an individual’s physical appearance and also body 

gestures. The change is not only affecting the male performers in the entertainment field but also 

the perception of how males and females perceive soft masculinity (Tan, 2019).  

2.3 Media Effect of Korean Popular Culture 

 The media effect has been a core study in this society since the beginning. A media effect 

is a change in an outcome, such as behavior, attitude, belief, or cognition, within an individual or 

a social entity due to the influence of mass media messages (Potter, 2011). Mass media 

development affects various aspects, such as individuals’ and society’s values, thoughts, and 

actions. It could view the influence and impact of media on a limited scale (individual) and a large 

scale (society), as well as the spread of specific influences sooner or later (Rosengren & Windahl, 

1977). For instance, the Korean wave has developed from a regional phenomenon to a worldwide 

phenomenon (Thussu, 2007). Media is a tool to impact the attitudes and behavior of individuals 

and communities who adopt media content in their daily life. For example, Astro Hitz, a Malaysian 

radio show, had collaborated with the Korean Tourist Organization to launch a new program called 

K-pop Hitz Talent Show in 2011 (Ariffin et al., 2013).  

 The mass media play an essential role as a channel for transmitting information and 

entertainment and as a tool to develop and create society, culture, and personality development, 

regardless of positive or negative. The positive effect of mass media included spreading and 
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instilling moral values to the public and espousing high moral values to influence and change the 

value and behavior of society. Previous research has shown that Korean media content’s non-

threatening, fresh, healthy, and graphically appealing aesthetic appeals to East and Southeast Asian 

audiences more than Western media content (Chua & Iwabuchi, 2008). For example, K-popularity 

drama’s in East and Southeast Asia have been attributed to its cleverly repositioning and 

rebranding of cultures as part of a highly new modern way of life, presenting “Asian-ness” in a 

modern image (Yang, 2012). Nevertheless, the negative effects of media such as television, and 

broadcasts could also shape the negative thinking of society.  

According to Stark and Castells (1997), the media effect is direct and unlimited. It touched 

directly on every aspect of daily life, such as television, social media, and radio. For instance, kids 

often imagine and act like a superstar or idols portrayed in some movies (Brosius & Engel, 1996). 

This phenomenon could be recognized as idolizing. Media influence could bring several effects 

on media users in terms of their behavior, attitude, and values Nowadays, society gathers 

youngsters and children in the virtual world such as gaming, role play that will influence their 

behavior and value from the mass media such as the social media platforms: Instagram, Facebook, 

Twitter. 

Social media has a substantial impact on teenagers in terms of their behavior as the photos 

or videos shared by the public or particular celebrities might consist of some violating content that 

will influence the behavior of children and teenagers (Siddiqui & Singh, 2016). According to Park 

(2011), the public could get the newest information about a celebrity regardless of demographic 

factors on social media.  Therefore, the Korean culture that is brought up mainly by those Korean 

celebrities could spread globally easier. For instance, the attractive images presented by those 



UAMP3023 FINAL YEAR PROJECT 2                                            

ACADEMIC YEAR: 2022 (JANUARY TRIMESTER) 
 

30 
 

Korean celebrities are influencing the audiences to follow their style and trend. Teenagers who 

have weak self-identity will try to imitate the appearance of those Korean celebrities based on their 

beautiful photos shared on social media. In order to look as beautiful as those Korean celebrities, 

they will involve themselves in plastic surgery and blindly follow the cosmetics used by Korean 

celebrities. 

In addition, social media has one of the most pervasive and powerful impacts on how we 

perceive men and women. The pervasiveness of the Internet has begun to alter the landscape of 

today's world. The fluidity of gender can be realized and experienced thanks to the ever-changing 

nature of the internet and the ability to flexibly navigate among online cultures (Bailey & Telford, 

2013). Gender is considered to be a social and cultural construct that embodies the idea of being 

male or female, masculine or feminine, as well as how women and men are expected to think and 

behave in accordance with their shared rules and ideologies (Salzmann & Coates, 1994). However, 

social media is not only for getting information and interacting with people but also can be seen 

as a liberating space for establishing and altering gender identities. For example, a transgender 

person can create a website to discuss or showcase his or her personality, and because the 

boundaries of the Internet arena are digital, determining whether that person's identity is real or 

virtual can be difficult (Mckie, 1997). 

2.4 Popular Culture 

 The set of behaviors, beliefs, and objects that embody a social system’s most widely shared 

meanings is a popular culture that encompasses media items, fashion and trends, amusement and 

leisure, and other things (Kidd, 2017). The beliefs and behaviors widely shared among a population 

and the objects they organize are popular cultures (Ariffin et al., 2013). It includes popular beliefs, 
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customs, and objects rooted in local traditions and popular beliefs, customs, and objects generated 

in political and commercial centers. Popular culture refers to the culture industry that produces 

cultural commodities and experiences and markets to mass audiences (Papke, 2007). Therefore, 

there are a lot of popular cultures from other countries that have brought a lot of influences, such 

as American popular culture and Korean popular culture. 

“American popular culture is the influence of popular culture originated from the United 

States and has a penetrating effect throughout the world” was the conceptual meaning of 

American popular culture given by the researchers (Ariffin et al., 2012). American culture has 

influenced people worldwide, particularly in the Western realm, through various forms of 

adaptation (Rezianurwanto, 2020). Music from America has been widely listened to worldwide, 

and American films and television are widely seen. Western popular culture has dominated the 

world for nearly a century (Putri & Reese, 2018). However, Asia has become an exporter too since 

the late 1990s. South Korea has arisen with its popular culture and economic stability. The United 

States, Mexico, France, Germany, and other western countries have been regarded as new markets 

for Korean pop culture since the mid-2000s (Ju & Lee, 2015). 

Korean popular culture, particularly K-drama and K-pop music, has exploded in popularity 

worldwide in the previous fifteen years. This phenomenon is known as the “Korean Wave” or 

“Hallyu,” a term popularized by Chinese media in 1998 and now widely used around the world 

(Chang & Lee, 2017). Korean cultural items have successfully entered into different countries and 

dominated global pop-culture marketplaces so that the current Korean wave is considered a facet 

of cultural globalization (Anwar & Anwar, 2019). According to Yang (2012), Korean popular 

culture had extended over pan Ethnic-Chinese countries such as China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and 
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Singapore since the mid-1990s, then into Southeast Asian countries such as Malaysia, Thailand, 

Indonesia, Japan, and even outside East Asia. 

         According to Khalid and Wok (2020), the Korean wave had a significant impact on daily 

life, such as language, Korean food, and beauty and fashion. The analysis stated that the 

respondents could understand or speak the Korean language after being exposed to the Korean 

popular culture which made them feel closer to the Korean wave. Moreover, it also stated that the 

respondents were attracted to Korean celebrities and imitated their fashion style and beauty regime 

as the Korean celebrities had a good fashion sense and fresh and rejuvenated skin. However, 

Korean popular culture has affected males, especially in terms of masculinity.  

Male idols of Korea are no longer marketed in a bold and masculine style but instead a soft, 

gentle, and effeminate picture of the flower boy. It appears that the Korean wave has given young 

people a fresh viewpoint on gender (Law, 2021). The prevalence of K-pop is changing masculinity 

which is affecting the male performers in the entertainment industry and young men in the region 

(Tan, 2014). Korean performers who represent soft masculinity have influenced the perceptions of 

their fans about masculinity ideals by promoting the consumerist masculinity model that is linked 

to cosmetic surgery and a glossy fashion style (Maliangkay & Song, 2014). Soft masculinity 

expressed in Korean popular culture is becoming increasingly popular in entertainment and 

everyday life. According to Yang (2013), young Asian men’s bodies have been targets of the 

beauty business since the 1990s. Women are no longer the only targets of the beauty industry, but 

now men are being targeted as well, as the soft masculinity presented in Korean popular culture 

has affected the perception of the public. In Malaysia, Korean popular culture is the dominant form 

of East Asian popular culture, which influenced Malaysians’ masculinity (Ainsle, 2017). 
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2.4.1 Korean popular culture in Malaysia context 

         In many nations around the world, including Malaysia, the popularity of the Korean Wave 

has become a hot topic. According to Chan (2018), South Korea capitalized on this trend and 

effectively exported Korean popular culture to the rest of the world. The Korean wave is growing 

increasingly popular and influential in Malaysian culture. The first Korean Wave product to 

penetrate Malaysia is Korean drama, followed by movies and popular music (Phang et al., 2018). 

Malaysia was primarily exposed to western culture due to its colonial past. Still, in recent years, a 

new phenomenon has emerged with the growing popularity of Korean dramas broadcast on 

Malaysian television networks (Ariffin et al., 2018). 

Some of the Korean dramas included Korean cuisine, which piqued the interest of 

Malaysians in cooking. Korean cuisines and outlets, such as KyoChon 1911, Daorae Garden 

Korean BBQ Restaurant, and many other Korean eateries, are sprouting up throughout Malaysia's 

major cities (Gan, 2019). Besides that, Korean popular culture also affects the beauty of 

Malaysians. K-beauty, a phrase that refers to skincare and cosmetics goods from South Korea, is 

gaining popularity in Malaysia because of the celebrity and K-pop idols' attractiveness (Gan, 2019). 

         According to Sin and Omar (2020), the Korean Wave has spread Korean grooming and 

fashion cultures throughout East Asia. It stated that the traditional masculinity norm in Malaysian 

society has been challenged and has undergone considerable changes as a growing number of 

Malaysian males are paying more attention to their looks and grooming, including skincare, 

haircare, and general cleanliness. Soft masculinity can be found in cultural products from all 

around East Asia, but the emergence and export of Korean pop culture have probably had the most 

significant impact on the reshaping of East Asian masculinity (Ainsle, 2017). 
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 The dissemination of visual media of Korean cultural products and grooming culture has 

impacted Malaysian males to be more open to Korean grooming items and subsequently embrace 

the grooming behaviors of Koreans (Sin & Omar, 2020). According to Ainsle (2017), soft 

masculinity in Korean popular culture becomes an ideal model of masculinity for Malaysians as 

the soft masculinity found in Hallyu adheres to ideals of personal expression and freedom instead 

of the restrictive kinds of masculinity people connect with contemporary Malaysia. 

2.5 Social Media Effect of Korean Culture on Gender Identity 

In the new era of advanced technology, people are relying more on social media. In earlier 

times, television was one of the channels of entertainment and information. Nowadays, people are 

getting used to other communication channels such as smartphones, the Internet, and social media. 

Thus, the media influence will be strong on those that are overly relying on social media. The 

media content exposed in those media has become an essential source in constructing the audiences’ 

perceptions. Mainstream media is not only limited to the four walls of the news; it also entertains, 

educates, informs, and endorses generational, and cultural transition (Johnson & Perlmutter, 2013). 

The fixed male and female image portrayed by the media has formed a stereotype in people's 

perception. For example, men are often assumed to be hegemonic masculinity, the embodiment of 

traditional and stereotypical masculine norms and values (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). The 

American media are portraying the masculinity of men and the femininity of women all the time. 

In the traditional mindset of the public, a male should have a muscular body and should not put up 

the makeup as it is a practice for only females. 

However, the rise of Korean culture has implemented a new concept of gender identity and 

tends to reconstruct the gender identity in Malaysia. In fact, soft masculinity could be found in 
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cultural products from all around East Asia. The growth and export of Korean pop culture 

undoubtedly followed similar Japanese products in the late 1990s, which had the most impact on 

reshaping East Asian masculinity. For instance, the image of “kkonminam” was also popular in 

the Korean entertainment industry in the late 1990s. The pretty boy with smooth skin, silky hair, 

and a feminine demeanor has been portrayed in television commercials, dramas, and billboard 

advertisements (Jung, 2010). The “Hallyu '' has a significant influence in Malaysia in terms of 

Korean drama and Korean music. The easy accessibility of media allowed the audiences to reach 

the content easily, and the audiences in Malaysia favored it. For instance, local programming has 

begun to implement changes by incorporating Korean dramas and Korean music due to the 

popularity and demand (Ariffin et al., 2013). 

Thus, “Flower man” is one of the concepts of man to look like fairies or elves, and are 

soft, sweet, and sensitive are represented by the male protagonists in a K-drama. In fact, the soft 

masculinity images in female codes are often shown by most K-pop bands. For instance, they 

include patterns of pink blooms and extravagant ornamentation with lace embroidery on them, to 

enhance their status as the ideal flower men (Joo & Epstein, 2012). “Wen” and “Wu” is included 

in the gender identity that is represented by Confucianism culture. According to Confucius, 

external appearances are not related to virtue (Hong, 2008). Thus, although the image and soft 

masculinity that is presented by Korean culture are challenging the traditional male gender identity, 

it is still able to influence globally, especially in Asia, and slowly integrate into the society.  

Besides, if the audiences from different cultures spend a significant amount of time 

voluntarily consuming these entertainment items, their identities and values will be shaped as a 

result (McKee et al., 2014). The ideas of pretty boys portrayed in Korean dramas openly embrace 
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both masculine and feminine features as they were often described as tall, possessing a slim 

feminine face, fashionable and romantic. Therefore, the phenomenon of the changing identity of a 

male is perceived as a form of “new masculinity.” Korean dramas are defined as female-coded 

texts as the fan base is primarily female (Miyose & Engstrom, 2015). However, social media has 

made them visible to atypical fans or male fans. Thus, consuming female-coded texts can provide 

a means to address men’s frustrations with the limits of hegemonic masculinity and carve a new 

form of masculine-based identity (Click et al., 2015). For instance, the male actors and male idols 

that portray are mostly full makeup with slim feminine faces, which promotes the new form of 

masculine-based identity, also known as “soft-masculinity.” Some male influencers from TikTok 

are also teaching the male audiences how to put up makeup that is suitable for males and look 

ideally like how the male actors are in the movie. 

However, it does not have a direct relationship between soft masculinity and feminization. 

The phenomenon has developed not because males were getting feminized but as the result of 

deconstructing both male and female identity and reconstructing a new gender identity. Thus, the 

identities of “flower boy” are able to satisfy both male and female qualities, which means that a 

male could be gentle but also manly. For instance, with the rise of social media, live commercials 

have allowed users to sell their products online. Usually, the targeted audiences of domestic 

products will be females. However, one of the famous cosmetic influencers recognized in China 

is not a female influencer but a “xiao xian rou,” Austin Li Jiaqi, also known as the “Lipstick King” 

(Wen, 2021). 

In short, based on the current media that portrays the new masculinity, it showed a new 

version of masculinity identities. It refers to an image-conscious man who spends a significant 
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amount of time and money on looks and lifestyle (Miyose & Engstrom, 2015). Nowadays, males 

are also putting on makeup and paying more attention to their daily outlook. Males do not 

necessarily have a masculine body portrayed by the American media but could also have a soft 

masculinity image like the Korean culture. The beauty trend is changing, as well as the gender 

identity to look perfect in society. Although gender identity is different from the traditional identity 

practiced by the public, Korean culture is still growing rapidly and is famous in Malaysia. 

Malaysians have accepted the Korean wave for many years because the message contents are 

related to their daily lives (Khalid & Wok, 2020). The perception of the public toward male 

masculinity identity has also changed accordingly. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter provided the methodology used in the research, a qualitative research method that 

employed the present study was in-depth interviews. The research design and the sample used in 

the research was discussed, followed by the interview questions presented. After the explanation 

of data collection was provided, the thematic analysis was discussed as the data analysis method. 

3.1 Research Design 

The method chosen to conduct this research was a qualitative research method. The 

qualitative research methodology was adapted in this research in order to investigate the media 

effect of Korean pop culture on the gender identity. According to Ariffin et al. (2018), he pointed 

out that the qualitative research method aimed to investigate human phenomena and study the 

unknown interpretation as well as the meanings that need to be explored. Besides, using the 

qualitative research method gives opportunities to gain insights into targeted organizations or 

specific events and not only make superficial descriptions by using large population samples 

(Bengtsson, 2016). The qualitative research method provided a simple structure, sequence, and 

observable patterns, which could be found in a group of participants. It also helped researchers 

understand how participants get meaning from their surroundings and how their meaning will 

influence their behavior (Bengtsson, 2016). 

        Furthermore, the qualitative method further enforced the reason why this method could 

help the researcher to know why and how does Korean pop culture the public perceived hegemonic 

and soft masculinity, what is the effect of the media on gender identity, and to what extent is the 

acceptance of soft masculinity in the media. Qualitative research could explain the "why" questions 
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to get to know the problem or the "how" questions to describe the process or behavior (Hennink et 

al., 2012). 

By using qualitative research methods, it was able to collect the opinions and responses on 

the media effects of Korean pop culture on gender identity. Therefore, a qualitative method was 

able to investigate this research more in-depth and it was appropriate for the data collection. In 

addition, it could effectively and clearly describe and analyze the media effect of Korean pop 

culture on gender identity through in-depth interviews. 

3.2 Sampling Design 

The sampling procedure employed two sampling methods which were the purposive 

sampling method and the snowball sampling method. First, a purposive sample had been adopted 

to explore the media effect of Korean pop culture on the gender identity of Malaysian Male. 

According to Rai and Thapa (2017), the purposive sampling method was a non-probability sample 

in which the researcher decided which individuals to include in the sample based on a variety of 

criteria which included being able to answer the research question in the study, expertise in the 

research issue, ability and willingness to participate in the research. In other words, the researchers 

needed to use their own judgment in selecting respondents and choose only those who best fit the 

purpose of the survey. In simple terms, the researcher determines what needs to be discussed and 

then proceeds to find people who could and were willing to provide the information as an outcome 

of their experience or knowledge (Bernard, 2018). 

        In our research, we focused on discussing the individual perception of the media effect of 

Korean pop culture on gender identity. This topic was classified as an anthropological context 
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because it discussed how social culture affected humanity’s gender identity. The essential to 

choose the purposive sampling method in this research as it had the reputation to be cost-effective 

and time-effective among the other sampling methods that could obtain a representative sample 

(Campbell et al., 2020). This method was applicable to us because we could obtain the data from 

a small sample size and get a wide range and depth perspective from the samples that represented 

the entire population. We directly selected the representative from the population and chose the 

one who fulfilled our research objective. 

        The other reason for using this sampling technique was because it could effectively explore 

the anthropological situation, and such intuitive methods may sometimes lead to more meaningful 

discoveries (Sauders et al., 2012). The research questions were fully based on a person's perception 

of gender identity and answers were derived from a personal point of view. According to Sauders 

et al. (2012), if the number of primary data sources (the samples) that could contribute to research 

is limited, purposive sampling might be the only suitable method. Therefore, this sampling method 

was suitable for our research because we needed to collect the perspective of certain individuals 

to explore the significant impact of the media effect of Korean pop culture toward gender identity. 

         Besides, a snowball sampling method was also carried out in this research in order to 

explore the media effect of Korean pop culture toward the gender identity of Malaysian Male. The 

Snowball sampling method was also a non-probability sampling approach used in sociology and 

statistics research (Sanap, 2017). It involves existing research participants recruiting future 

participants from their acquaintances (Sanap, 2017). As a result, the sample group looks to develop 

like a snowball. As the sample size increased, sufficient data was acquired for research purposes. 
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Moreover, this sampling approach was often utilized in hidden populations that are difficult for 

researchers to approach (Handcock & Gile, 2011).  

Owing to our target sample, we must fulfill the characteristics which are soft masculinity 

or have obeyed the Korean culture, so we found that it is difficult to approach this group of 

individuals. Nevertheless, snowball sampling is a method of non-probability sampling. When it is 

difficult to find samples with the required characteristics, this method is used (Naderifar et al., 

2017). In this method, one of the interviewees provides the researcher with the name of at least 

one additional potential interviewee, and so on, with the sample expanding like a snowball if more 

than one referral is given per interviewee (Kirchherr & Charles, 2018) and sampling will continue 

until the data is saturated. To address this, we decided to employ snowball sampling to approach 

more samples in order to conduct our interviews in this study.  Thus, in this research, we selected 

a few of the participants through the first method then they were asked to propose more participants 

who had comparable qualities and were acquainted with them, such as friends, relatives, siblings, 

or acquaintances in UTAR. 

 3.2.1 Sampling Size 

        The targeted population of this study was University students. The reason for choosing UTAR 

students as a sample was because university students were more frequently forming their identities 

through exposure to global culture communication through media (Ju & Lee, 2015). Meanwhile, 

their traditional identities will easily be influenced by the global identities due to their weak self-

identity. 
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        As this research used thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), this research categorized 

the sampling method using data collection and the size of the project. These projects were 

categorized as 'small', 'medium', or 'large'. Our research was labeled as a small project and 

according to the thematic analysis sampling method, for a small project, 6 to 10 participants were 

recommended. Therefore 10 UTAR students were the ideal amount for us to organize, structure 

and schedule interview sessions for them. Furthermore, it provided us with enough time to directly 

and partially transcribe and capture the important information. 

  This research study targeted 10 UTAR male students who scored between 1 to 3 in soft 

masculinity. The participants were filtered based on the Traditional Masculinity- Femininity (TMF) 

scale, designed to assess central facets of self-ascribed masculinity-femininity to validate the 

measurement. The TMF indicated gender and sexual orientation, which aimed to assess 

masculinity-femininity rather than infer it from the degree of affirmation of specific traits and 

behavior (Kachel et al., 2016). Thus, the TMF scale functioned as an instrument for measuring 

gender-role self-concept and was used before in-depth interviews were conducted. Hence, we used 

the TMF scale to measure the aspects of the soft masculinity scale instead of recruiting our 

interviewees baes on an individual's outlook, physical appearance, and behavior. After filtering 

out the participants based on the TMF scale, they will be carried forward to an in-depth interview 

to carry out the findings and results in this study. 

Construct validity is tested in the table described below to test the validity of our interviewees. 
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 TABLE 1 | Item Characteristics of the TMF  

1. I consider myself as … 

2. Ideally, I would like to be… 

3. Traditionally, my interests would be considered as… 

4. Traditionally, my attitudes and beliefs would be considered as… 

5. Traditionally, my behavior would be considered as… 

6. Traditionally, my outer appearance would be considered as… 

Scales ranged from 1— “not at all masculine” to 7— “very masculine.” 

The item characteristic of the TMF has a high level of validity. Each item is to be independently 

rated in terms of masculinity. A 7-point-scale is used to identify the participant's high level of 

masculine; while a 1-point-scale is used to identify the low level of masculine. The results will be 

divided into three groups as soft masculine (scores 1-3), moderate masculine (scores 3-5), and 

typical masculine (scores 5-7) in order to check for dimensionality. 

3.3 Data Collection 

         The method that we used to collect the data was through in-depth interviews. An in-depth 

interview was considered as a data collection in a qualitative method. In-depth interviews mostly 
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required long-duration and face-to-face communication in order to achieve the desired goals 

(Showkat & Parveen, 2017). Therefore, in-depth interviews were used to gain a deeper 

understanding of how media affect Korean pop culture toward the gender identity of Malaysian 

males in our study. 

        The type of question conducted in our study was semi-structured with open-ended 

questions. Semi-structured allowed the interviewer to expand the range of the pre-set questions 

into new and deep developments in the cause of the interview (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). Open-

ended questions were designed to let the respondents have more freedom in expressing their views 

and opinions towards a certain topic (Spinelli et al., 2017). Thus, in this study, we had collected 

the data through in-depth interviews with semi-structured open-ended questions. All the conducted 

interviews were recorded as the aim of the transcript. 

        The main tool for the data collection was mainly conducted over the Microsoft Teams with 

the participants, while the audio had been recorded for the data analysis of the research. The 

researchers made an appointment with all the participants before the interview. The second phase 

of data collection was through UTAR email. It is used as a medium to reach the interviewees, 

meanwhile, as a follow-up method for the researcher to clarify any questions with the participants. 

Interviewees that were chosen in this research u/serc/02/2022 had been informed by the 

research team that ethical principles were to be imposed before conducting their interview (Gill et 

al., 2008). This action was performed due to the fact that there was a strong stigma associated with 

the non-normative forms of masculinity in Malaysia. It was more acceptable to allow the 

interviewees to get the information by themselves and explain their feelings with the benefit of 

keeping anonymity in check. 
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Apart from that, interview questions were posed based on the general research questions 

and being asked to each of the participants using an interview protocol to ensure validity. 

(Appendix A) 

3.4 Data analysis 

         The method that we analyzed the data was through thematic analysis (TA). Thematic 

analysis (TA) is able to resolve various types of research questions which include aspects like an 

individual’s practices, perspectives, views, and perceptions (Braun & Clarke 2006). The reason 

for using this method was because all the research questions that we designed needed to be 

answered based on people’s experiences and discussed their views and opinions on the media 

influences of Korean pop culture on the gender identity of Malaysian males. 

        Braun and Clarke (2006) stated that thematic analysis was used to identify themes that 

include important or interesting patterns that were collected from a study and to fully utilize the 

result obtained and address a research question or illustrate a problem. According to Maguire and 

Delahunt (2017), there are 5 phase frameworks for conducting the thematic analysis. 

        In phrase one, become familiar with the data. The researchers needed to note down the 

initial analysis of the respondent’s opinions and perceptions and observed the data in detail in order 

to have potential ways to explore further. In phase two, generate the initial code. In this phase, 

researchers were required to systematically code the data. Coding allowed us to reduce large 

amounts of data into small chunks and helped to capture potential data characteristics that were 

related to research questions and needed to compare as well as discuss each code before moving 

to the next transcript (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). 
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In phase three, search for themes. Researchers needed to examine and combine the related 

code into a theme. For example, in our research, we collected several codes about the perception 

of the media effect of Korean pop culture toward the gender identity of Malaysian males. Then, 

clearly fit together the code into a theme. After this process, researchers were able to organize a 

broader and more descriptive theme (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Review theme which is phrase 

four. Researchers needed to review or modify the theme and to make sure the valid themes are 

compelling and coherent with the coded data and able to work in the entire data set (Maguire & 

Delahunt, 2017). The last phrase defined the themes. In the last stage, researchers needed to make 

sure all the themes and sub-theme were related or relevant to the main topic of the research, and 

finally our analysis of the data had been written (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). 

To assure the reliability and validity of the current research, we adopted a combination of 

Creswell and Miller procedures and Maxwell’s check-list of validity (Bashir et al., 2008). Firstly, 

we recorded the interviewees’ perceptions with the aim of clarifying the validity of the findings. 

Besides, we presented the data analysis and findings to the participants in a feedback session and 

asked them to comment on the themes and interpretations that had developed throughout the study. 

Overall, they agreed that the themes established appropriately reflected their perspectives of the 

research study.  
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings 

This chapter presented the research findings of the data collected from the in-depth interviews. 

The findings were presented in relation to the research objectives stated in the study. The method 

used to analyze the data is already discussed in the methodology chapter. 

4.1 Demographics of the Interviewees 

Table 4.1. Demographic Information of interviewees 

Name Age Course Years of study 

1. Foong 22 Psychology Y3S3 

2. Ong 22 Psychology Y3S3 

3. Wong 21 Public Relations Y2S3 

4. Lim 23 Public Relations Y3S3 

5. Chew 22 Public Relations Y3S3 

6. Wan 22 Public Relations Y3S3 

7. Tai 22 Public Relations Y3S3 

8. Foo 22 Psychology Y3S3 

9. Ho 22 Public Relations Y3S3 

10. Leong 23 Public Relations Y3S2 

 

Table 4.1 provides data on the categories of informants interviewed according to name, age, course 

and years of study. A total of 10 male UTAR students participated in the interviews. They were 

between 21 to 23 years old, and currently studying for a Bachelor of Communication (Hons) in 

Public Relations and Bachelor of Social Science (Hons) Psychology. 

https://study.utar.edu.my/psychology.php
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4.2 Research Findings  

RQ 1. - How do the public perceived hegemonic and soft masculinity?  

4.2.1 Perceived Hegemonic Masculinity and Soft Masculinity 

Gender identity in society means how we are expected to act as male or female. This could be 

supported by the view of the majority of informants. Informant 1 thinks that hegemonic 

masculinity is a practice that legitimizes the dominant position of a man and explains how and 

why the man maintains this dominant social role to women or some other gender identities. This 

statement is also supported by other informants, and they also agree that hegemonic masculinity 

is more an attitude or behavior that is attempting to legitimize male dominance position in any 

community, society, and working environment. Below is the following supported transcript: 

“… As for males, usually they'll have to be working, they serve as a more dominant 

role in charge of more house chores, fixing things, the pipes, the lights, fixing 

machines and also they will have to be the breadwinner of the family.”  

[Informant 1] 

“… Hegemonic masculinity or the traditional gender identity is about the man 

having a dominant social role over the woman.”  

[Informant 3] 

“… It's more like a practice or attitude or behavior that is trying to legitimize the 

male dominance position in any society or any working environment.”  

[Informant 6] 
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“… They are in a dominant social status and maybe they are aggressive and higher 

authorities than others.”  

[Informant 7] 

 

“… Hegemonic masculinity is a practice that legitimizes men's dominant position 

in society and justifies the subordination of the common male population.”  

[Informant 8] 

 

“… Hegemonic masculinity is something like the male always holds the dominant 

positions and also they will control all the important decisions as well like, 

regardless whether in-home or like in the workplace like for example like a father 

in a family, they're always at the top of the hierarchy.”  

[Informant 9] 

 

On the other hand, four interviewees believed that soft masculinity identity tends to express 

themselves more freely and not hesitate to show their weaknesses in public. Soft masculinity 

identity is more tender or softer in terms of the characters and values. So, the man is no longer 

expected to be the strong image only. This is clearly stated in the following transcript: 

‘‘...Soft masculinity has begun to blur the line of what is masculinity and feminine. 

Allowing gender to express themselves more freely, I think they just do what they 

want to do like act what they want to act…’’ 

[Informant 4] 

 

‘‘...For the characteristics like maybe inner characteristics, they are more 

emotional and then also will be more gentle to others I think…’’ 



UAMP3023 FINAL YEAR PROJECT 2                                            

ACADEMIC YEAR: 2022 (JANUARY TRIMESTER) 
 

50 
 

[Informant 5] 

 

“…Soft masculinity that is preferred to be more presentable in front of  

everyone. They will be very aware of how they behave and also how they present 

themselves in front of everyone.” 

[Informant 6] 

 

‘‘...They are allowed to express their emotions openly to the public and also can 

tell the words their weaknesses…’’ 

[Informant 7] 

 

4.2.2 New trends by the Korean celebrities 

Soft masculinity is the new trend that allows men to express themselves more freely in the public 

coming from Korean pop culture in terms of physical appearance and internal characteristics. All 

of the interviewees provided opinions on the soft masculinity by the Korean celebrities through 

the Internet website, social media applications such as Instagram, YouTube, Netflix, etc. Due to 

the high acceptance of the particular trend on social media, the beliefs and behavior of the 

informant are being affected. They perceive that these trends have a great effect on reconstructing 

gender identity. 

  “…Their appearance, they are stylish themselves, those who put makeup on  

themselves, those coding and those delicate faces they convey to the audience  

will inevitably influence those people, especially youngsters who perceive these 

kinds of things to always watch this kind of movie, K-drama.” 
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[Informant 4] 

“…Since you are small because after you give birth, nobody is teaching you to have 

your own skincare routine and also makeup. They will follow those Korean male 

celebrities and follow their steps, making up, dyeing your hair, or maybe eyebrows.” 

[Informant 6] 

 

 

“…When they want to like make-up themselves, then they will just realize that, oh, 

I remember that I saw a makeup style that is really trendy right now, like the Korean 

celebrities, how they’re makeup themselves. I suddenly realized this way, how to 

make up for themselves or then I will start to like to follow their makeup like that.” 

[Informant 9] 

 

RQ 2. - What is the effect of the media on gender identity? 

4.3 Korean pop culture arises soft masculinity  

Korean pop culture plays a dominant role and arouses soft masculinity in East Asian popular 

culture. This could be supported by the view of informant 3 and informant 4. They agreed that soft 

masculinity is a consequence and began in the Korean wave or Korean country because it plays a 

dominant role in Asian culture. 

“…I think mostly agrees, because most of this soft masculinity began in the Korean 

country or even Japan, Japan. So, I think… ya… there is a form as a consequence 

of Korean.” 

[Informant 3] 
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“…I agreed that this kind of appearance is the consequence of the Korean wave 

because they play the dominant role in Asians…” 

[Informant 4] 

4.3.1 Korean media lead to soft masculinity 

Korean media like K-drama, K-pop, K-movie, and others will influence gender identity and lead 

to soft masculinity. Because the Korean media portrays more soft masculinity to the audience. The 

appearance of the celebrity in Korean media is more soft and beautiful. Therefore, the daily 

exposure of the Korean media will eventually reshape the cognition of gender identity and lead to 

soft masculinity. 

“…this kind of identity can be conveyed through Kpop music, those MVs, those K-

dramas because they always present that male in a more female-friendly model to 

the audience…” 

[Informant 4] 

 

“...K-Dramas will like portraits more about this soft masculinity because like all of 

the actors, they are like white, and then they are skinny, and then they are tall…”  

[Informant 5] 

 

“...One of the movies or dramas I watched last time was ``The Descendants of the 

sun. It's featuring the boy, the male that has to the army that they are having a 

muscular body shape. But then when you look at their appearance like their face, 

they are very tidy and look like they have short hair and also good makeup…”  
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[Informant 6] 

 

On the other hand, Korean media have a strong influence on the audience by accessing the daily 

lives of their idols or celebrities. Individuals will imitate their idol or celebrity that they admire 

such as imitating their dressing style or trying to behave and act in the same way as their idol.  

“…all these influencers and also K-Drama, they are like idols and also like the 

celebrities that appear on the screen. So the way they act and also the 

characteristics they are shown on the screen as is confirmed will be imitated by the 

audiences.” 

[Informant 5] 

 

“Korean drama as people are watching the drama, so people would tend to try to 

imitate their Korean celebrities because they like it and they prefer the style of their 

celebrities….” 

[Informant 6] 

 

“I think it is because of the K-culture, as said because once you follow all those K-

dramas or K or K-pop songs, or the artists, and then because you really admire 

them, right? So you will start to want to follow their trends like you try to imitate 

them as much as possible…” 

[Informant 9] 
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4.4 The rise of flower boy presented by mainstream Korean pop culture 

The term Flower boy has been around for a long time in Korean pop culture. The majority of the 

informant stated that a flower boy is used to describe a pretty boy that has their own way of dressing 

up and is good looking especially in the Korean industry. Informant 3 specifically stated flower 

boy is a term that originated from Korea and Japan, and the first time he came across the concept 

of flower boy was through Korean and Japanese drama. 

 

“...When I was young, I saw these terms through watching K-dramas or Japanese 

dramas. So, they will act as flower boys. So, the flower boy is the term describing 

a boy with a nice look or in other words can be said the boy with a beautiful outlook 

or appearance.” 

[Informant 3] 

“I think it is used to describe a young boy or an attractive male. Their appearance 

is slim and like with some effeminate features rather than those traditional tough 

or muscular man identities.” 

[Informant 4] 

 

“...If not mistake in Chinese like something like 花美男 (flower boy/beautiful boy). 

So do hear before and then I think this term is like you used to describe a young 

man or teenagers ah teenagers like us. Yeah, with a good-looking appearance.” 

[Informant 5] 
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“I think the flower boys are defined male genders who look good or beautiful or 

more gentle and softer and also maybe pay more attention to their looks.” 

[Informant 7] 

 

Moreover, flower boy actually mostly refers to those Korean male celebrities from Korean dramas 

or K-pop groups. They have their own fashion style and formed a role model for flower boys. Even 

the ambassador of cosmetics is also served by Korean male celebrities. One of the informants 

stated: 

“...K-pop is actually a standard for us, Asian Southeast Asian to refer to as you 

usually look to them for on how we wear and how we look has all the aesthetic 

sense. It's becoming like a standard for us and definitely, they have brought very 

much impact and influence.” 

[Informant 1] 

 

“...they have already followed K-culture for such a long time. So definitely they will 

like to keep following all those latest styles like makeup, dress up from the K-idols 

and artists and that's why some of the minorities inside the male group will keep 

following the K-artists and K idols.” 

[Informant 9] 

 

4.4.1 Socially differentiating soft masculinity  

Flower boy could be considered a new gender identity compared to the traditional gender identity 

which is a hegemonic gender identity. Flower boys usually will be categorized as soft masculinity 
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by society as the practices between these two gender identities are totally different. This could be 

supported by the view of informant 3, informant 5, and informant 6. 

 

 “...I think the flower boy is categorized as soft masculinity. Ya, so because I think 

this flower boy most likely likes a soft masculinity which is the same concept which 

is a man, a normal man with a beautiful or nice physical appearance.” 

[Informant 3] 

 

“...I will categorize flower boy into this soft masculinity, because uhh…for all the 

characters and then like what just now I mentioned they're all like fulfilled the 

measurement the requirement of this soft masculinity.” 

[Informant 5] 

 

“...The flower boy is actually related with the soft masculinity, which is, uh… flower 

boy tends to have a more like I mentioned just now uh… childish look and also 

younger look uh… in contrast to those traditional male identities like having strong 

and also muscular bodies.” 

[Informant 6] 

In addition, other 8 interviewees agreed that compared to the traditional male, flower boys will 

tend to have a soft body image, instead of those traditional tough or muscular man identities. 

Nowadays, the mainstream body image of a male is no longer to be muscular or tough, but also to 

have a soft appearance. 

 “...Their appearance is slim and like with some effeminate features rather than 

those traditional tough or muscular man identities.” 
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[Informant 4] 

 

“...For me, a flower boy is meant by a man having a soft appearance, smooth skin, 

decent manners, and very fashionable, fashionable makeup and clothes.” 

 [Informant 8] 

Besides that, the biggest difference between soft masculinity and hegemonic masculinity is the 

body image presented by them. Due to the influence of Korean media, male celebrities tend to 

portray a new fashion style or trend that is usually categorized as soft masculinity, such as putting 

on make-up and fashionable outlook.  

“...I think flower boys, generally people use the word to describe boys who wear 

makeup, or who have a really great sense of fashion.” 

[Informant 1] 

 

“...I think this flower boy most likely likes a soft masculinity which is the same 

concept which is a man, a normal man with a beautiful or nice physical 

appearance.” 

[Informant 3] 

 

“...I think the flower boys are defined male genders who look good or beautiful or 

more gentle, softer and also maybe pay more attention to their looks.” 

[Informant 7] 
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4.4.2 Changes in public preferences 

A trend could be formed when it is a preference for the majority of people. The popularity of 

Korean dramas and Korean male celebrities is high around the world. Therefore, the audiences are 

accepting the features that are portrayed by those Korean male celebrities and even try to follow 

the trend. In addition, the media is having a long-lasting effect on the audiences that are leading 

their actions. This could be supported by the view of informants 8 and 9. 

“…So I think the popularity of K-drama, I think it is quite popular as well in western 

countries. I can see that most of the people in social media also got like a boss, I 

mean bossing the image of the K drama, Wow, “Oppa” something like that.” 

[Informant 8] 

 

“...Ok, normally for soft masculinity, because they have already followed the K-

culture for such a long time. So definitely they will like to keep following all those 

latest styles like makeup, dress up from the K-idols and artists.” 

[Informant 9] 

RQ 3. - To what extent is the acceptance of soft masculinity in the media? 

4.5 Common and general  

Korean pop culture has been widely spread among Malaysians and most of them have sought this 

culture as a common culture. As Korean pop culture has a huge impact on Malaysians, they 

accepted the culture and also tend to have a similar identity with the culture. This could be 

supported by the view of informant 5. Informant 5 stated that the acceptance among the Malaysian 

male is common and general and most of his friends also have an identity like soft masculinity. 
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“…I think that the acceptance for this soft masculinity in K-pop among Malaysian 

male is really common and general, which I think that most of the most of them will 

accept because as an example most of my friends are also more like a soft 

masculinity identity.”  

[Informant 5] 

“...soft masculinity is just a normal thing for them in Malaysia.” 

[Informant 7] 

Moreover, the younger generation tends to be more open-minded and they seek the culture as a 

general trend only. They can accept and learn the new culture as well as the new gender identity 

compared to the past few years. Therefore, they will follow the newest culture just like they follow 

a general trend. This could be supported by the view of informant 3 and informant 8. 

“…You can see the young Malays or even Chinese, India, they will be more open-

minded. It's not like the past 20 years or 30 years that they have the concept of not 

being open-minded, but now they will be more like a trend, so they must and they 

will accept this soft masculinity in their gender identity.”  

[Informant 3] 

“...So I think the soft masculinity right now is quite high, I think most of the men 

they’re more like in the Korean culture. Not to say they like it, they are more willing 

to learn the other country's culture. That’s why we can see that more and more 

people are very, very stylish and they are adhering to the Korean style, something 
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like that. So I think it's more on people nowadays. they’re more willing to learn, 

and accept others. so they're not hard to accept.” 

[Informant 8] 

Apart from that, some Malaysians will have a more open-minded attitude because of the 

emergence of online platforms. As the common use of the online platforms, they will get 

influenced by the content itself and have the ability to consider other perspectives. Thus, they will 

get used to the culture or trend that shows on the platforms and take it as a common thing. This 

could be supported by the view of informant 7. The informant stated that they will be more open-

minded due to the development of social media as well as the Internet. 

“…I think acceptance among them would be higher as they are more open-minded 

due to social media and the Internet. But with the development of viral-like I said 

just now, they will see that soft masculinity is just a normal thing for them in 

Malaysia.”  

[Informant 7] 

4.5.1 New culture to learn 

Most people are willing to try and learn about different cultures from other countries which might 

lead to the high acceptance of soft masculinity in Malaysia. They are willing to try the style of the 

Korean and accept the new culture of Korea. This could be supported by the view of informant 8. 

Informant 8 stated that people nowadays are more willing to learn and accept others such as their 

style. 

“…I think most of the men they’re more like in Korean culture. Not to say they like 

it, they are more willing to learn the other country's culture. That’s why we can see 



UAMP3023 FINAL YEAR PROJECT 2                                            

ACADEMIC YEAR: 2022 (JANUARY TRIMESTER) 
 

61 
 

that more and more people are very, very stylish and they are adhering to the 

Korean style, something like that. So I think it's more on people nowadays. They’re 

more willing to learn, and accept others. so they're not hard to accept.”  

[Informant 8] 

Besides that, Malaysia has different races, which are Malay, Chinese, and Indian which Malaysians 

will tend to accept the new culture. It was because Malaysia itself has a different culture and the 

Malaysians had accepted the different cultures and got used to the cultures. When it comes to other 

countries’ cultures, Malaysians are willing to learn a new culture and get used to it. 

“…It would definitely be a great thing for us because Malaysia itself is promoting 

various cultures. Promoting three different races, which are Malay, Chinese, and 

India in Malaysia. So definitely it would be great if we could accept every single 

different thing in our country, our Malaysia.”  

[Informant 6] 

4.5.2 Different from the past 

For the older generations, they will have more traditional thinking, so they will find it hard to 

accept this kind of culture which is soft masculinity. As the culture is beyond what they know, 

they think it is hard to accept the changes in terms of soft masculinity. They need to have some 

time to accept the changes and adapt to it slowly. This could be supported by the view of 

informants 2 and 7. 

“…The elders or like the older generation, they might not be adapted, they might 

not accept it, but they're slowly adapting to it and they’re slowly ok with it.”  
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[Informant 2] 

“…I think for the older generation; it is definitely hard to accept.”  

[Informant 7] 

However, not only the older generation, will have some typical and traditional thinking toward 

this kind of gender identity. As some of the people could not accept the changes in terms of soft 

masculinity so there will be some sound like prejudices and discrimination toward soft masculinity 

people. They will judge the outlook or the hairstyle of this kind of person. This could be supported 

by the view of informants 1 and 4.  

“…I think to a certain extent, of course, I still sound prejudiced and discriminated 

against like “my boys these days’ wear makeup, and the hair like that” like very 

self-conscious.”  

[Informant 1] 

“...I think as we know Malaysia is an Islamic country, and they have stricter 

requirements in the gender identity of women and men, so I think the acceptance of 

this kind of soft masculinity, the identity of Kpop, among Malaysia committees is 

not really high but they still got a bunch of people and there will like a bunch of 

Malay people, they have chased this kind of Kpop culture, and they are very 

preferred in this kind of soft masculinity identity of Kpop idols.” 

[Informant 4] 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

In this chapter the conclusions derived from the findings of this study on the media effect of Korean 

popular culture on gender identity were described. The conclusions were based on the purpose, 

research questions, and results of the study. The implications of these findings and limitations 

followed by the future study will also be explained.  

 

5.1 Understanding of hegemonic and soft masculinity 

 According to Scharrer & Blackburn (2017), the ideas about hegemonic masculinity that 

viewers see on television impact how they expect and understand behavior in real life. For example, 

the audiences watching police and detective shows affect attitudes toward toughness, physical 

violence, and restricting emotionality as endorsed characteristics of traditional masculinity. The 

televisual portrayals of masculinity can impact viewers’ perceptions about what constitutes proper 

masculine behavior; therefore, when the soft masculinity that originated in Korea has merged 

worldwide and challenged the dominant concept of masculinity.  

The portrayal of hegemonic masculinity somehow acts like guidance or teaching that tells 

how a male should behave to be perceived as male by society. Based on the answers given by the 

informants, their understanding of hegemonic masculinity is mostly that males should have 

muscular bodies, stay strong and tough to others, hold dominant roles against females, give 

commands, and lastly, should not show out their emotions. Western countries portray those 

features of males that have a dominant role in constructing masculinity. For example, Western 

media often portrays males’ muscular bodies and rugged images which refer to a practice of 

hegemonic masculinity that a male should have a strong and tough image (Keum, 2016). Therefore, 

it formed a set of practices for males to follow and included an expectation of masculinity.  
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However, with the rising of “Hallyu,” a new form of masculinity has emerged. In contrast 

with Western masculinity, soft masculinity or so-called “flower boys” had influenced the concept 

of masculinity. Muscular body, strong and tough image in terms of physical appearance or internal 

characteristics are no longer portrayed by Korean media. For example, those Korean male 

celebrities and Kpop idols will wear makeup to make them more presentable, take care of their 

outlook, and be soft and gentle to others. According to the answers given by the informants, their 

understanding of soft masculinity is mainly about a male that carefully takes care of their physical 

appearance to look presentable whenever and wherever they are, tall and skinny, neat, and friendly 

and gentle to others.  

Thus, the portrayal of masculinity between Western and Korean media is different. It could 

conclude that the new gender identity, so-called soft masculinity, portrays additional images of 

masculinity that are different from hegemonic masculinity. It reconstructed gender identity and 

formed a new form of masculinity. Based on the interview, the interviewees agreed that soft 

masculinity does not change the gender identity but reconstructs a new gender identity by 

combining both male and female features.  

 

5.2 Korean Media Effect on Gender Identity 

 As a result of conducting this research, we conclude that Korean popular culture, or so-

called “Hallyu,” significantly impacts the reconstruction of gender identity among Malaysian 

males. Based on our in-depth interview, those interviewees tested as low masculinity on our TMF 

test; the most repeated answer about the factor that may lead to soft masculinity among Malaysian 

males was the influence of Korean drama, K-pop idols, and Korean male’s celebrities. It is 

undeniable that Korean popular culture has a say in the fashion trend, makeup trends, and 
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aesthetics for males in current society. For instance, the soft image portrayed by the Korean male 

celebrities in Korean dramas, such as being gentle, romantic, and caring to others, makeup style 

for males, and cosmetic endorsements, are the popular fashion trend worldwide. 

 In Malaysia, hegemonic masculinity has been perceived as the society’s expectation for 

how a man should behave to be fixed. For example, some examples given by most of the 

interviewees are that men should have the dominant role in the society, issue the command in the 

workplace and family, be strong and tough to the others, not show their emotions, and also focus 

more on their internal strength but not their external appearance. However, due to the influence of 

social media that transmit popular culture, such as Korean and Japanese popular culture, that is 

counter to the culture of Malaysia, the society’s expectations and gender identity have been 

reconstructed as they are promoting the soft masculinity that is presented by those male celebrities 

that have a faint image in terms of their internal characteristics and external appearance. 

 Therefore, the first popular Korean drama that portrayed and introduced the image of a 

flower boy was Moon Embracing the Sun (Jung, 2010). This revealed that these Korean men were 

feminized through the close-up shots of their smooth skin and silky hair and the use of bright and 

colorful costumes of the Korean male celebrities (Khai & Wahab, 2017). The soft masculinity 

shown in the Korean drama is famous because it has masculine and feminine characteristics; a 

flower boy could satisfy a complex human desire (Jung, 2010). Therefore, when the acceptance of 

outside influence is high, the influence power of the new culture will easily be merged and adapted 

by the public. They will tend to follow the latest trend and imitate their style to look presentable 

and up to date when appearing in the public area like what was mentioned by most of our 

interviewees. Based on hegemonic masculinity practices, a male should not emphasize their 

external appearance but their internal strength. Thus, when they are passionate about following the 



UAMP3023 FINAL YEAR PROJECT 2                                            

ACADEMIC YEAR: 2022 (JANUARY TRIMESTER) 
 

66 
 

fashion trends from Korea, such as the dress-up style and makeup style, it shows the reconstruction 

of gender identity. For example, makeup is no longer a practice that prejudices females; males 

could also use makeup to boost their external appearance like those Korean male celebrities. 

Gender identity guides how a man should act to be categorized as male. Still, the male gender 

identity is reconstructed because of the impact of Korean culture in terms of their practices that 

are contrary to the traditional gender identity, which is called hegemonic masculinity.  

 Furthermore, male idols in Korea are no longer marketed boldly and masculinity. Instead, 

the entertainment industry prefers to portray a flower boy’s soft, gentle, and effeminate appearance. 

They represent certain physical appearances, such as tall, smooth skin, silky hair, and fashionable 

and romantic (Strategic Information and Research Development Center, 2015). The Korean wave 

has given young people a different viewpoint on gender. Soft masculinity and flower boys are no 

longer just a marketing strategy. They offered a new way for young people to affirm themselves 

while also assisting them in developing their identity and confidence. Many young men aspire to 

learn and imitate the styles of Korean pop celebrities, but they are not the only ones that show soft 

masculinity. As most of our interviewees mentioned, they agreed that they would also follow the 

trend of the Korean male celebrities and imitate their style as the aesthetics and preferences of the 

public no longer remained on traditional masculinity like Western culture. 

In short, the Korean wave has had a long-lasting impact on Asian countries as it has existed 

since the late 1990s and early 2000s and takes the place of the dominance of western culture 

(Elaskary, 2018). For example, marketing cosmetic products to the female segment, but it is not 

surprising to see some male celebrities appearing in the advertising of cosmetic products. The 

effects of having male celebrities endorse those cosmetic products could encourage male audiences 

to purchase those cosmetic products and start to practice the makeup style of those Korean male 
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celebrities. They are now tending to expand the market by targeting the male segment (Ferry & 

Astuti, 2021). Those male celebrities in Korean dramas and Kpop idols were portraying soft 

masculinity that contrasts with the practices of traditional masculinity. Still, it has merged 

smoothly all around the world. Therefore, the acceptance of the Korean wave among Malaysian 

males was high, which led to the rising popularity of flower boys when they tend to follow the 

trend. Although the Korean media effect was not the only factor that we are focusing on in our 

research, it is the most important factor mentioned by almost all of the interviewees. 

 

5.2.1 Social Expectation and Family Background Effect 

 Nevertheless, the family background was still an essential factor. Despite this fact, the 

Korean wave still greatly influences culture and norms. Those interviewees mentioned that the 

concept of hegemonic masculinity is mostly about men taking up the responsibility to find income 

for their families and focusing more on their internal strength. Socially expected, men should have 

dominant status over women and always be the side that gives a command and be tough and strong 

anytime. However, rather than building specific forms of masculinity, masculinity involves 

dynamic activities in regular contact (Bartholomaeus & Tarrant, 2016). A child was born as a plain 

paper; they will learn and form their own identities by their parents, but primarily create by 

themselves during their daily life. Therefore, as mentioned above, family background is also a 

factor that influences gender identity. For example, suppose a boy grew up with only his sisters 

and is the only male among the siblings. In that case, the interaction between him and his siblings 

will indirectly affect his gender identity. He interacts with them most of the time. The boy will 

tend to imitate their behavior, how they act and speak, and how they dress up.  
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Men of various generations share values, and their shared experiences impact their 

knowledge and practice of masculinities over the same period and social context (Anderson, 2017). 

People were more likely to be open-minded and accept the new culture to form new practices in a 

family. On the nurture side of children’s upbringing, some parents may emphasize their children’s 

behaviors or identities, but some may be much more open and have no fixed practices for their 

children. For example, according to informants, when the family members adapt to Korean culture, 

they tend to have Korean cuisines, listen to k-pop songs, and watch Korean dramas. If the older 

generation adapts to Korean culture and accepts the changes from Korean culture, they will 

probably pass on the culture to the next generation.  

The expectation of our current society is changing and trying to promote gender equality. 

As people are more open-minded, there is no longer a fixed mind-set on how men should behave 

to be categorized as male. Our interview could prove that even flower boys are not classified as 

female by society. All of the informants mentioned that flower boys could not be categorized as 

hegemonic masculinity, as they are not fulfilling the practices of traditional gender identity. 

However, they agreed that they are forming a new gender identity, so-called soft masculinity, that 

society accepts. For instance, people will not categorize those Korean male celebrities that put on 

makeup and show their romantic and gentle side in those Korean dramas and flower boys from 

Korean idols as female. They were not changing the traditional gender identity but reshaping the 

gender identity to a combination of male and female traits. Thus, based on the interview, the terms 

“well-groomed,” “stylish,” and “wearing makeup” to describe a man are a good sign and 

compliments to them. By practicing gender equality in current society, males could also take care 

of their outlook to boost their confidence and look presentable in the public area. It gives a sense 

of respect to others when a person looks tidy.  
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5.3 Acceptance of The New Gender Identity In Malaysia 

 After discussing how Korean popular culture reconstructed gender identity and how open-

minded our society is, we could conclude that the acceptance of the new gender identity in 

Malaysia is high. Based on the answers given by our informants, they prefer to have a well-

groomed and stylish appearance like those Korean male celebrities rather than having beards and 

wearing casual clothes, especially when they appear in the public area. They will follow the dress-

up style or even the makeup style of those Korean male celebrities to make them more presentable 

and match the public’s preferences nowadays. As the population of our targeted sampling is UTAR 

students, the high acceptance of the new gender identity in university could be proven by our 

interviewees. The dress-up styles of most of the UTAR students when they appear on campus are 

from Korean trends.  

 Moreover, most of the informants stated that their friends surrounding them are fans of 

particular Korean male celebrities, K-pop idols, and Korean dramas. Thus, it showed that the 

acceptance of soft masculinity in Malaysia is considered high, as people only follow the trend they 

prefer or accept. It also indicates why Korean popular culture transmitted by the media could be 

merged smoothly and reconstruct the gender identity in Malaysia, a country-oriented toward 

masculinity and Islam, as the acceptance of the new gender identity is high. Nowadays, people are 

open-minded to accept the recent changes that external culture brings. However, it was against 

hegemonic masculinity practices, and people are given the right for them to be who they are, which 

was also mentioned by most of the interviewees.  

 In short, based on social identity theory (SIT) proved how social categorization, social 

identification, and social comparison formed new norms or customs in reconstructing gender 
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identity. The rise of “Hallyu” introduced a new gender identity: soft masculinity, which came with 

different practices for a male that was different from hegemonic masculinity. However, Korean 

popular culture still emerged smoothly in Malaysia, as there is a particular undiscovered group of 

people that belong to the concept of soft masculinity from Korean which refers to social 

categorization stating that people are defined and understood not only as individuals but also as 

members that belong to a particular group. The group of people that follow the practices of soft 

masculinity is getting bigger as social identification states that people will self-identify themselves 

to include themselves in a group that is most suitable for them. Lastly, for social comparison, as a 

result, when a particular group becomes prominent, one’s beliefs and behaviors are guided by the 

characteristics associated with that group. Thus, it indicates why the acceptance of soft masculinity 

in Malaysia is high.  

 

5.4 Implications 

5.4.1 Theoretical Implications 

This research's conceptual framework could be considered a framework extension that 

contributes to the research of related fields. The study applied social identity theory (SIT) to 

explore how Korean pop culture has reconstructed the gender identity of Malaysian men. The 

popular culture in Korea greatly influences how people portray their gender identification. Thus, 

social identity theory (SIT) is essential for a person's self-identity and concept (Laffan, 2020). 

Based on the research findings, interviewees' perceptions of soft masculinity have been 

significantly influenced by Korean culture, personal identification, public preferences, social 

changes, and social interactions. Hence, the results partially aligned with social identity theory 

(SIT). Social identity theory also assists in researching soft masculine consciousness in Asian 
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countries, and it can increase people's perceptions of soft masculinity and improve their knowledge 

aligned with the approach. As such, applying social identity theory in this study could contribute 

to future discoveries on the influence of K-pop on gender identity research.  

In conclusion, the present study results could also provide information and knowledge to 

future scholars who would like to conduct research in the field of soft masculinity on the influences 

of Korean pop culture. The present results allow future scholars to explore the extended 

perspective on social identity theory (SIT) if further studies are conducted.  

 

5.4.2 Practical Implications 

These findings may contribute to marketing practitioners, retailers, manufacturers, growth 

industry, and business players because the study provided some indication that Korean pop culture 

significantly influences the perception, attitude, and purchase behavior of adolescents in Malaysia. 

In recent years, Korean pop culture has grown in popularity among Malaysian consumers, 

particularly the younger generation. Therefore, it may help and provide research to the new 

entrants to understand the consumer preference, provide potential business opportunities, and add 

value to the existing business. For example, through our study, retailers or business players can 

develop a strategy or design tactics to encourage leadership and imitation, knowledge and 

consumerism, and choose the suitable authenticating brand or spokesperson for their product or 

service to optimize promotional efforts. Our study shows that a well-promoted method of 

understanding consumer purchasing behavior will efficiently enhance the opportunity of the 

business. e.g., “these celebrities will hold this product and then say some propaganda, the caption. 

And then they will also like uhh…use this or this skincare product on their face and then show up 
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like a wow. We’ve used this skincare product, and then your skin can be as shiny and then as white 

as these celebrities.” 

As a result, our study provides practical guidance for various industries and businesses in 

strategic planning and decision-making processes. Understanding the impact of the preference of 

adolescence is essential for a company to survive. Our research adequately analyzes or predicts 

adolescents' behaviors used, perceptions, and attitude in the presence of Korean pop culture 

influences in Malaysia. Hence, the current study has served as an effective means for the 

marketplace and business in Malaysia. 

 

5.5 Limitation  

There are some limitations in this study throughout our research that could be addressed in 

future research. Firstly, the research design limitation due to our sample focused on the UTAR 

male students in Malaysia, and most of the students at UTAR are Chinese students. Consequently, 

the race of all our interviewees was Chinese, which does not reflect the general population 

perception because we lacked the perception of the different races of students, such as Malay and 

Indian, in this research study. In a multi-ethnic country, sharing the perception of each ethnic group 

engages with one another, intending to develop a better understanding of one another's culture and 

values (Husin et al., 2020) can help us develop our research further.  

On the other hand, our study was limited because we adopted a snowball sampling 

technique to find the target sample, so we decided to choose FAS students as a data collection. 

The candidates nominated were from FAS, such as Public Relations and Psychology students.  

Besides, the interview protocol was a limitation for our study because a few questions used 

the terminology words of the study in the interview question. Thus, some interviewees found it 
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hard to understand specific terms such as hegemonic masculinity, flower boy, etc. Hence, there 

was a limitation while this study discusses the topic of study, which is the Media effect of Korean 

pop culture on the gender identity of Malaysian University males.  

5.6 Future Study 

Future studies should focus on other races to complete the data population. Malaysia’s 

multiracial population consists primarily of three ethnic groups: Malay, Chinese, and Indian 

ethnicities, with unique cultural roots (Kaboudarahangi et al., 2013). To have complete data on 

Malaysian males, the perception of three races is essential. Therefore, further studies could include 

other races, such as Malay and Indian, to collect complete data and better understand other races 

regarding the gender identity of Malaysian males with the media effect of Korean pop culture. 

Besides that, future studies should focus on Malaysian males with different faculties and 

various social levels. As the sampling of this research was UTAR male students from FAS, future 

studies can include students from other faculty to have complete data. Moreover, university 

students are the minority of society while working adults are the majority of the community. More 

demographic differences could help us better understand the extent and depth of Korean pop 

culture’s influence on the gender identity of Malaysian males. Therefore, further research on the 

perception of working adults toward the effect of Korean pop culture also can be carried out. 

Apart from that, the interview protocol of future studies should use simple words instead 

of using terminology words to make it easier for the interviewee to understand the question. The 

interviewee will have more ideas while answering if the questions are easy to understand. 

Therefore, future researchers should further explore the interviewee’s perspective and develop the 

interview protocol with easily understood words. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

1. Can you tell me about your understanding of hegemonic masculinity/traditional gender 

identity? 

2. What do you think about the “soft-masculinity” identity towards a male? (Compared to 

traditional)  

3. What are the possible factors that lead to soft masculinity?  

4. To what extent do you agree that soft masculinity is formed as a consequence of Korean? 

(if mentioned)  

5. Have you heard about the term "flower boy"? 

6. In your opinion, how would you categorize “flower boy” in terms of gender identity? 

7. What do you think about the popularity of K-dramas and Korean male celebrities? 

8. Can you tell me more about the terms “well-groomed”, “stylish”, “wearing makeup” 

to describe a man? 

9. Do you think it's acceptable for men to spend time on their outlook and makeup? 

10. Can you accept the changes on the new gender identity? 

11. How (the factor mentioned by the interviewee) is reshaping the gender identity compared 

to the traditional gender identity/ hegemonic masculinity? 

12. How is the acceptance of soft masculinity in K-pop among Malaysian males? 

 


