Studying Asian Americans’ attachment to Asian star athletes in major professional sport leagues: Development of a theoretical framework
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Abstract 

The increasing size of Asian American population and its overall buying power have increasingly garnered the attentions from business corporations and marketers. In 2004, the U.S. Asian American population reached 13.5 million, which made up 4.7% of the total US household population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Comparatively, Asian Americans have the highest education level and median incomes among all other US ethnic groups. Close to 50% of Asian Americans who are 25 years or older have a bachelor’s or advanced degree. Nearly one-half of Asian Americans work in high-paid occupations, such as management, professional, higher education, and business ownership. Asian Americans’ median household income was at $64,200, followed by non-Hispanic white at $52,400, Hispanic at $37,800, and Asian-Americans at $32,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Due to these sociodemographic advantages, Asian Americans have a potent and uptrend buying power accounting for about 5.0% of the national buying power currently, which is a 2.0% gain since 1990. Compared to 1990, the Asian American buying power has increased by 337 % so far; meanwhile, the overall U.S. buying power has only increased by 151%. The Selig Center for Economic Growth at the University of Georgia (2008) estimates the Asian American buying power to be $ 509 billion in 2008 and reach $ 752 billion in 2013. 

Many professional sport organizations have noticed the rapid growth of Asian American market segment, and started to recruit Asian star athletes and promote them for marketing appeal to Asian consumers. These organizations often design marketing campaigns strategically targeting Asian populations (Clarke & Mannion, 2006). Successful examples include Yao-Ming with the Houston Rockets, Yi Jianlian with the New Jersey Nets, Chien-Ming Wang with the New York Yankees, Daisuke Matsuzaka with the Boston Redsox, and Byung-Hyun Kim with Pittsburgh Pirates. The NBA recruited Yao Ming from China, who entered the 2002 NBA draft and was picked overall number one by the Houston Rockets. Following Yao’s path, Yi Jianlian joined the Milwaukee Bucks and later was traded to the New Jersey Nets that has the access to a larger Asian population. Both Houston Rockets and New Jersey Nets launched their Chinese-version website to provide a friendlier multimedia platform toward Chinese-speaking users. The Houston Rockets has broadened its marketing efforts to reach the Asian communities in such ways as broadcasting weekly Mandarin radio show, highway billboards and commercials with Chinese characters, and hiring Mandarin-speaking staff (Clarke & Mannion, 2006; Luo, 2003). Other NBA Teams without Asian players often leverage Yao to attract Asian American consumers by selling ticket packages of Rockets’ and Yao’s visit, offering Asian food services, and broadcasting NBA games bilingually. All of these marketing activities were designed within the beliefs of cultural and ethnic marketing (Clarke & Mannion, 2006). 

In various settings of general business marketing research, numerous studies have examined the formulation and relevance of ethnic identity and acculturation level to marketing success (e.g., Greenland & Brown, 2005; Lee & Yoo, 2004; Phinney, 1992; Roberts, Phinney, Masse, Chen, Roberts, & Romero, 1999; Stephenson, 2000; Tsai, Ying, & Lee, 2000; Zea, Asner-Self, Birman, & Buki, 2003). In recent years, the concepts of ethnic identity and acculturation have also been adopted to study Latino sport consumers (Harrolle & Trail, 2007). However, no study has been found that address the Asian American market segment. Although research findings of previous studies shed light on marketing practices to this ethnic population, uniqueness in Asian American history, cultural, and lifestyle, and other sociodemographic characteristics may limit the applicability of previous research findings derived from other ethnic and cultural contexts. The purpose of this study was to develop a theoretical framework to guide studies on the relationships of Asian Americans’ ethnic identity and level of acculturation toward the dominant culture to the overall consumption of professional sports. 

Previous researchers generally considered ethnic identity as the ethnic component of social identity. Based on social identity theory, ethnic identity broadly refers to individuals’ self-identification with, feelings of belongingness to, commitments to, and shared values and attitudes toward a particular ethnic group (Harrolle & Trail, 2007; Phinney, 1990; Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Vedder, 2001). Some researches focused on the active role of individual’s formation of ethnic identity (Hogg, Abrams, & Patel, 1987; Phinney, 1990; Simic, 1987). Others dealt with the cultural aspects of ethnic identity such as language, behavior, and general knowledge about one’s own ethnic group (Phinney, 1990; Rogler, Cooney, & Ortiz, 1980). Phinney (1990) summarized that three major theoretical foundations have often been adopted by researchers to study ethnic identity: (a) social identity theory; (b) identity formation theory; and (d) acculturation. From social identity perspective, researchers consider ethnic identity as one component of the social identity theory (Parham & Helms, 1981; Phinney, 1990, 1992; Tajfel, 1981; Ting-Toomey, 1981). According to this theory, an individual can belong to various social groups at the same time. Memberships in theses social groups can influence the individual’s self-concept both positively and negatively (Harrolle & Trail, 2007; Phinney, 1992; Tajfel, 1981). An individual’s self-concept is derived from one’s knowledge of the social groups, along with value and emotional significance attached to that membership (Tajfel, 1981). Consequently, people would obtain or maintain a positive social identity to increase their self-esteem through various processes, usually including retaining membership with particular social groups, changing some or all perspectives of their membership status within the social groups, or seeking new memberships with other social groups (Harrolle & Trail, 2007; Phinney, 1992; Tajfel, 1981). Similarly, people would strive to achieve ethnic identity by forming a secured feeling and resolving conflicts within their ethnic groups to obtain positive self-esteem and self-evaluation (Harrolle & Trail, 2007; Phinney, 1989; Phinney et al., 2001; Phinney & Kohatsu, 1997). 

The identity formation theory argues that individuals can achieve identity through a process of exploration and experimentation, and the final achieved identity would be a single and unique one that includes all prior significant identifications at the end of adolescence (Erikson, 1968; Phinney, 1990). The process of achieving identity can be categorized into four stages: diffuse, foreclosed status, moratorium, and achieved identity. Diffuse refers that an individual makes neither exploration nor commitment; where as, foreclosed status represents a commitment without exploration, which is usually influenced by parental values. Moratorium describes the process of exploration without making a commitment yet, and achieved identity stands for a commitment made after exploration (Marcia, 1996, 1980; Phinney, 1990). Consistent with the identity formation process, people explore and make commitments to their ethnic groups, and overtime develop their ethnic identity (Phinney, 1990). Following Erikson’s identity formation theory, Phinney (1989) proposed a three-stage ethnic identity development model: unexamined ethnic identity, ethnic identity search; achieved ethnic identity. This type of research focuses on the individual’s active role in ethnic identity development. From acculturation perspective, researchers use acculturation as a framework to study ethnic identity. Previous studies showed that ethnic identity contains several crucial elements that were related to the balance between maintaining an individual’s original ethnic culture and heritage and in the meantime, adapting to the cultural environment of the dominant society. Many studies used ethnic identity and acculturation interchangeably. Nonetheless, acculturation mainly deals with the cultural aspects, such as language, values, prides, food, perceived cultural distance, and knowledge of ethnic groups; thus, the two aspects should remain as two separate concepts (Gomez & Fassinger, 1994; Greenland & Brown, 2005; Phinney, 1990; Stephenson, 2000; Tsai, Ying, & Lee, 2000; Zea, Asner-Self, Birman, & Buki, 2003). When studying the level of acculturation of Asian Americans, the concept of acculturation represents the influence of the dominant society (i.e., American culture) on the Asian populations. 

Acculturation becomes an important factor in the social science owing to the fast changing demographics. The growing numbers of immigrant population, international labor, and international students provide people of different ethic backgrounds with the opportunities to interact and appreciate diversified cultures. Stephenson (2000) stated that “acculturation is a complex, multidimensional process of learning that occurs when individuals and groups come into continuous contact with different societies” (p. 77). The main idea of acculturation discusses the change in behaviors when two distinct cultures are contacting each other. These culture-related behavioral changes include superficial level changes such as diet and knowledge of traditions and history, intermediated level changes such as language usage, interaction preferences, and entertainment preferences, and significant level changes such as beliefs, values, and norms (Berry, Trimble, & Olmedo, 1986; Greenland & Brown, 2005; Marin, 1992; Phinney, 1990). Apparently, an individual’s willingness to interact with and adopt the mainstream culture could affect his/her level of acculturation. Due to sociodemgraphic and socio-psychological influences, it is reasonable to expect that some individual differences within each ethnic group may exist (Berry, 1980; Stephenson, 2000; Tsai et al., 2000). 

Trail, Anderson, and Fink (2000) stated that “being a sport fan can provide positive consequences through the evolution of sentiments of belonging or attachment” (p. 165). Individual attachment does not only mean the feeling of belonging to the team, as it may encompass other type of attachments such as players, coaches, and community (Robinson & Trail, 2005; Trail, Anderson, & Fink, 2000). In numerous studies, points of attachment have been found to be significantly predictive of various forms of sport consumptions such as game attendance, televised events, and licensed products (Funk & James, 2006; Funk, Mahony, & Ridinger, 2002; Funk, Ridinger, & Moorman; 2003; Mahony, Nakazawa, Funk, James, & Gladden, 2002; Robinson & Trail, 2005). Recently, Harrolle and Trail (2007) found that Latino consumers’ acculturation level affected their attachment to Hispanic players in Major League Baseball. . 

As a result of a comprehensive review of literature on the theories and research findings related to ethnic identity, level of acculturation, athletic attachment, and their relationships with sport consumptions, a theoretical framework was developed in this study to future research investigations into Asian Americans’ attachment to Asian star athletes in major professional sport leagues, where ethnic identity would positively and level of acculturation would negatively influence attachment to Asian star athletes, and in turn influence the overall consumption of sport products. The developed theoretical framework is further illustrated in the simplified graph below. It is anticipated that adopting this framework in marketing studies would help professional sport organizations understand the importance and relevance of ethnic identity and acculturation level of Asian American consumers in their market environment, and how to incorporate these elements into their marketing strategies in terms of product, place, price, promotion, and public relations. 

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



Reference

Berry, J. W. (1980). Acculturation as varieties of adaptation. In A. Padilla (Ed.), Acculturation: Theory, models and new findings (pp. 9-25). Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 

Berry, J., Trimble, J., & Olmedo, E. (1986). Assessment of acculturation. In W. Lonner & J. Berry (Ed.), Field methods in cross-cultural research (pp. 291-324). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Clarke, I., & Mannion, R. (2006). Marketing sport to Asian-American consumers. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 15(1), 20-28.

Erikson, E. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. New York: Norton.

Funk, D. C., & James, J. D. (2006). Consumer loyalty: The meaning of attachment in the development of sport team allegiance. Journal of Sport Management, 20, 189-217.

Funk, D. C., Mahony, D. F., & Ridinger, L. L. (2002). Characterizing consumer motivation as individual difference factors: Augmenting the sport interest inventory (SII) to explain level of spectator support. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 11(1), 33-43.

Funk, D. C., Ridinger, L. L., & Moorman, A. M. (2003). Understanding consumer support: Extending the sport interest inventory (SII) to examine individual differences among women’s professional sport consumers. Sport Management Review, 6, 1-32.

Gomez, M. J., & Fassinger, R. E. (1994). An initial model of Latina Achievement: Acculturation, biculturalism, and achieving styles. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 41(2), 205-215.

Greenland, K., & Brown, R. (2005). Acculturation and contact in Japanese students in the United Kingdom. The Journal of Social Psychology, 145(4), 373-389.

Harrolle, M. G., & Trail, G. T. (2007). Ethnic identification, acculturation and sports identification of Latinos in the United States. International Journal of Sports Marketing & Sponsorship, 8(3), 234-253.

Hogg, M., Abrams, D., & Patel, Y. (1987). Ethnic identity, self-esteem, and occupational aspirations of Indian and Anglo-Saxon British adolescents. Genetic, Social, and General Psychology Monographs, 113, 487-508.

Lee, R. M., & Yoo, H. C. (2004). Structure and measurement of ethnic identity for Asian American college students. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 5(2), 263-269.

Luo, M. (2003, February 4). Rockets’ Ming carries Asians in America to new heights. Associated Press. 

Mahony, D. F., Nakazawa, M., Funk, D. C., James, J. D., & Gladden, J. M. (2002). Motivational factors influencing the behaviour of J. League spectators. Sport Management Review, 5, 1-24. 

Marcia, J. (1966). Development and validation of ego-identity status. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 3, 551-558.

Marcia, J. (1980). Identity in adolescence. In J. Adelson (Eds.), Handbook of adolescent psychology (pp. 159-187). New York: Wiley.

Marin, G. (1992). Issues in the measurement of acculturation among Hispanics. In K. F. Geisinger (Ed.), Psychological testing of Hispanics (pp. 235-251). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

Parham, T., & Helms, J. (1981). The influence of Black student’s racial identity attitudes on preferences for counselor’s race. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 28, 250-257.

Phinney, J. S. (1989). Stage of ethnic identity development in minority group adolescents. Journal of Early Adolescence, 9, 34-49.

Phinney, J. S. (1990). Ethnic identity in adolescents and adults: review of research, Psychological Bulletin, 108(3), 499-514.

Phinney, J. S. (1992). The multigroup ethnic identity measure: A new scale for use with diverse groups. Journal of Adolescent Research, 7(2), 156-176.

Phinney, J. S., Horenczyk, G., Liebkind, K., & Vedder, P. (2001). Ethnic identity, immigration, and well-being: an interactional perspective, Journal of Social Issues, 57(3), 493-510.

Phinney, J., & Kohatsu, E. (1997). Ethnic and racial identity development and mental health. In J. Schulenberg, J. Maggs, & K. Hurrelmann (Eds.), Health risks and development transitions in adolescence (pp. 420-442). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Roberts, R. E., Phinney, J. S., Masse, L. C., Chen, Y. R., Roberts, C. R., & Romero, A. (1999). The structure of ethnic identity of young adolescents from diverse ethnocultural groups. Journal of Early Adolescence, 19(3), 301-322.

Robinson, M., & Trail, G. T. (2005). Relationships among spectator gender, motives and points of attachment in selected intercollegiate sports. Journal of Sport Management, 19, 58-80.

Rogler, L. H., Cooney, R. S., & Ortiz, V. (1980) Intergenerational change in ethnic identity in the Puerto Rican family. International Migration Review, 14(2), 193-214

Simic, A. (1987). Ethnicity as a career for the elderly: The Serbian-American case. Journal of Applied Gerontology, 6, 113-126.

Stephenson, M. (2000). Development and validation of the Stephenson multigroup acculturation scale (SMAS), Psychological Assessment, 12(1), 77-88.

Tajfel, H. (1981). Human groups and social categories: Study in social psychology. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 

Ting-Toomey, S. (1981). Ethnic identity and close friendship in Chinese-American college students. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 5, 383–406.

Trail, G., Anderson, D. F., & Fink, J. (2000). A theoretical model of sport spectator consumption behavior. International Journal of Sport Management, 1(3), 154-180.

Tsai, J. L., Ying, Y. & Lee, P.A. (2000). The meaning of “being Chinese” and “being American”: variation among Chinese American young adults. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 31, 302-332.

U.S. Census Bureau. (2007). The American Community – Asian: 2004, American Community Survey Reports. U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Commerce, Washington, DC, February 2007.

Zea, M. C., Anser-Self, K. K., Birman, D., & Buki, L. P. (2003). The abbreviated multidimensional acculturation scale: empirical validation with two Latino/Latina samples. Culture Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 9(2), 107-126.

Asian Ethnic


Identity





Acculturation


Level





Attachment to


Asian Athletes





Professional


Sport Consumption








