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Meanings when consuming sport are socially constructed, culturally patterned, and 

cognitively organized. In order to identify common elements and explore national 

differences in the meanings of sport consumption, this study used the Zaltman Metaphor 

Elicitation Technique (ZMET) to interview fans of professional basketball in the United 

States and China. Sixteen fans of professional basketball from each country were 

interviewed. Six categories of themes emerged from the interview data. They were: 

fanship socialization, fanship in life, the NBA/CBA interpretation, sport definition, 

identity orientation, and experience orientation. A model of fanship meaning and 

structure was then developed to represent fanship across the two national cultures.  



 ix

The model reveals that sport fanship can be conceptualized as mental maps with 

largely universal and interconnected cognitive constructs substantiated with meanings 

woven into fabrics using threads derived from the fans’ social and cultural contexts. 

Because of this social and cultural embeddedness, there is substantial cross-cultural 

variation in the ways that sport is interpreted. In particular, the two national groups have 

developed different definitions of what it means to be a fan. Americans focus on the 

team’s symbolic representation of their home city whereas Chinese see their connection 

with basketball-as-a-sport to be central to their fanship. This is a result of variation in the 

ways that fans were socialized into sport, the social significance of sport, and the fact that 

most Chinese fans follow NBA teams. The differences in fanship definition consequently 

exert cascading effects on the ways fans identify with basketball and experience the 

game.   

Findings of this study piece together different research streams to render a holistic 

conceptualization of fanship across the social, cultural, and psychological spheres. Based 

on the findings, a research program for a Sport Consumption Culture Theory (SCCT) was 

conceptualized. It is proposed that an emphasis on symbolism enabled by sport for 

identity construction and the characteristics of sport as consumption objectives form the 

core of a SCCT research program, and distinguish it from the general consumer research.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
If I choose to burn a piece of cloth, it is of no concern to others. However, if I paint it red, 
white, and blue, pattern it as stars and stripes (i.e., like a USA flag) and then burn it in 
public, it would be offensive to Americans from the US, but it may be of no concern to 
non-Americans. (Kim, 2000, p.269) 
The opening quote demonstrates the pervasive usage of symbols for meaning 

representation in human society. Sport is laden with symbolic meanings (Chalip, 1992). 

Consuming sport inevitably involves meaning representation and interpretation (Derbaix, Decrop 

& Cabossart, 2002; Holt, 1995). The meanings consumers obtain from sport consumption render 

personal relevance and consequently affect their consumption choices (Christensen & Olson, 

2002). Behaviors of consuming sport are motivated at the level of meanings (Holt, 1995). 

Therefore, an understanding of meanings in sport consumption informs both researchers and 

practitioners about the original forces that trigger and perpetuate sport consumption. 

Kim (2000) also demonstrates that symbols can be culture-specific and bear unique 

significance to a group of people. Sport, as cultural performance, is often patterned by culture to 

manifest local values and meanings (Geertz, 1973; Thomas & Dyall, 1999). Geertz’s (1973) 

account of the Balinese cockfight reveals that by interpreting the rituals and rites in a sport 

context the local cultural fabrics through which people make meanings and express their values 

can be appreciated. Consequently, assuming theories of sport consumption are universal may 

blind the researcher from obtaining a rich and diverse understanding of sport consumption, hence, 

building a generalizable theory. Given the importance of meanings in sport consumption and the 

cultural embeddedness of sport symbolism, this study will address both meanings in sport and 

similarities and differences of these meaning representations and interpretations across cultures. 
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In this study, meaning representation of sport fanship is defined as the structure and content of 

consumers’ mental representations (thoughts and feelings) about consuming sport. 

The past 20 years have witnessed a body of burgeoning literature exploring and 

explaining the dynamic relationships between consumption experiences, the marketplace, and 

cultural meanings within the broad sociohistoric frame of globalization and market capitalism 

(Arnould, & Thompson, 2005). In sport, the need to enhance understanding of sport consumers 

at psychological, social, and cultural levels has been emphasized (Yiannakis, 1989). Meanings of 

sport consumption are culturally and socially constructed and psychologically experienced by 

consumers (Derbaix et al., 2002; Geertz, 1973; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Holt, 1995; 

Madrigal, 2006; Thomas & Dyall, 1999).  

Meanings obtained from sport consumption are intricately related to consumers’ 

perception of the self (Ciadini et al., 1976; Derbaix et al., 2002; Hunt, Bristol, & Bashaw, 1999). 

Meanwhile, sport consumption provides consumers with emotive and hedonic experiences that 

are multi-sensory, imaginative, and fun (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Madrigal, 2006). Both 

the self-significance and psychological experiences of sport consumption are socially framed as 

consumers make sense and interpret the sport world through social interactions with fellow 

consumers while the sport consumption object serves as focal resources (Holt, 1995). Further, 

the relationship between culture and consumption are symbiotic. Consumption meanings are 

patterned by culture. Meanwhile, consumption activities enable the manifestation of cultural 

principles and categories (McCracken, 1986, 1988, 2005).  

Consequently, meanings of sport consumption are holistically integrated and span the 

social, cultural, and psychological spheres. To obtain a comprehensive understanding of 

meanings in sport consumption, attention should be accorded to all three aspects. Few 
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researchers have systematically examined meanings and experiences of consuming sport from 

the consumer’s perspective. Existing work in sport consumer behavior often focuses on only one 

or several aspects of meanings or meaning-related constructs, as is the case of many sport 

consumer motivation studies (e.g., Funk, Mahony, & Ridinger, 2002; McDonald, Milne, & Hong, 

2002; Madrigal, 2006; Trail & James, 2001; Wann, 1995) and studies examining relationships 

between sport fan identification and behavioral consequences (Donavan, Janda, & Suh, 2006; 

Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Madrigal, 2000).  

An associated problem with the lack of comprehensiveness in studying meanings in sport 

consumption is the predilection and prevalence of studies examining sport consumer behavior in 

one set of cultural contexts (i.e., Western cultural contexts). This issue is not new in social 

science and has been made particularly salient in general psychology. As Berry, Poortinga, 

Segall, and Dasen (2002) point out, the discipline of psychology mainly emerged from the 

European-American regions of the world, which can be considered as one culture. It has been 

treated as if universal and applicable in other cultures. The consequence is one widespread, 

indigenous psychology (that of Western society) that has been exported to, and largely accepted 

by other societies (Allwood & Berry, 2006). In sport consumer research, it is typically the case 

that psychological measurements, such as fan motivation scales, have been developed in the 

West and then translated and administered in other cultural settings (e.g., Cohen & Avrahami, 

2005; Kwon & Trail, 2001; Melnick & Wann, 2004; Mahony, Nakazawa, Funk, James, & 

Gladden, 2002). Studies of this type are liable to two fundamental errors observed in general 

psychology: the error of commission and the error of omission (Kim & Berry, 1993).  

Errors of commission might include items that reflect characteristics unique to sport 

consumer behavior in North America, but which are assumed to be universal and imposed on 
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sport consumers in other cultures. This hampers a study’s external validity (Kim & Berry, 1993). 

With errors of omission, sport consumer researchers cannot appreciate phenomena found outside 

of North America and fail to notice important aspects of non-Western cultures. In the case of fan 

motivation scales, the scale exported from the West may fail to include fan motivations unique to 

the local culture. The internal validity of such studies may be suspect as a result (Kim & Berry, 

1993).  

Study Purpose 

This study maps meanings of consuming sport across two national cultures from the 

consumers’ perspective. Following the study design of other cross-national consumer culture 

studies (e.g., Belk, Ger, & Askegaard, 2003; Wallendorf, & Arnould, 1988), the similarities and 

differences of sport consumption meanings independently obtained from the two cultural sites 

are compared to build a more generalizable model of sport consumption.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The goals of this review are threefold. First, I define meanings in sport consumption from 

social, cultural, and psychological perspectives. Grounded in a social constructionist perspective, 

sport consumers’ agency in meaning construction and interpretation has been accentuated across 

the social, cultural, and psychological spheres. This leads to the adoption of the Zaltman 

Metaphor Elicitation Technique (Christensen & Olson, 2002; Zaltman, 1997, 2003a; Zaltman & 

Coulter, 1995) to collect data. Second, I conduct a comprehensive survey of literature that sheds 

light on meanings in sport consumption. Based on Holt’s (1995) typology of sport consumption 

practices, two groups of meanings emerge: experience-oriented meanings and self-identity-

oriented meanings. Finally, I briefly examine the three types of culture-related psychologies, 

which lead to an integrated emic-and-etic comparative paradigm to be applied in this study and 

ultimately to the research questions for this study. 

It should be noted, at the outset, that I use the phrases, sport consumer, sport spectator, 

and sport fan, interchangeably in this review to reflect the usage of these terms in the general 

literature. Although attempts have been made to use psychological and behavioral variables to 

distinguish fans from spectators (Robinson, Trail, Dick, & Gillentine, 2005; Trail, Robinson, 

Dick, & Gillentine, 2003), these two terms are often mixed. In an extensive review of sport 

consumer typologies, Steward, Smith, and Nicholson (2003) assembled a wide array of 

dimensions sport consumer researchers use to define sport fans. Sport fans are differentiated and 

ranked on the basis of attitudes and behaviors that clearly include their behavior as spectators. 

Hence, a spectator may be a sport fan, and a sport fan may attend games as a spectator. Both 

spectators and fans are sport consumers in general. Given the difficulty of conceptually 

differentiating among these three terms, they are used interchangeably here. 
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Defining Meanings in Sport Consumption 

Meaning is a pivotal concept in a variety of intellectual landscapes. It is defined, across 

disciplines (for example, cognitive psychology, cultural anthropology, and psycholinguistics), 

as the “individual signification—or the internal symbolization, representation, and 

conceptualization of the external world” (Gergen, 1994, p. 19). Many critical, yet enigmatic, 

questions about meaning have been put forward over the centuries: for example, how the 

external world comes to have meaning for an individual; how individual meaning comes to be 

expressed in language, and how people apprehend each other’s meanings successfully (Gergen, 

1994). This study attempts to explore meaning representation in sport consumption. Meaning 

generation, communication, and comprehension as psychological processes are not directly 

addressed. It is hoped that by laying the foundation of meaning constructs and structures, 

findings of this study will pave the way for a closer examination of meaning processes in sport 

consumption.  

Grounded in socio-cultural perspectives, I make the assumption that meanings in sport 

consumption are socially and culturally constructed (cf. Berger & Luckmann, 1966; McCracken, 

1986, 1988, 2005; Mead, 1934). Consumers play an active role in constructing or manipulating 

consumption meanings in the social and cultural milieu (Belk, 1987, 1988, 1990; Belk, 

Wallendorf, & Sherry, 1989; Holt, 1995). Meanings derived from consumption activities are 

personally relevant to consumers. They are consequently stored and represented in consumers’ 

memory, and these meaning representations can be mapped in the form of mental models 

(Christensen & Olson, 2002; Zaltman, 1997, 2003; Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). Therefore, 

meanings of sport consumption should be examined from three perspectives: the social 
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construction of meaning, the cultural patterning of meaning, and mental models as meaning 

representation.  

Social construction of meaning. Meaning is defined as “[that] which is intended to be 

or actually is expressed or indicated” in the Oxford English Dictionary (Simpson, & Weiner, 

1989, p. 522). Specific to sport consumption, meanings arise from social interactions among the 

sport fans and the sport consumption objects (Holt, 1995; Hunt et al., 1999). Following Hunt et 

al. (1999), the sport consumption objects refer to any of the following sport-related products: 

sport in general; a specific league, team, player, coach, or manager; or other individuals who 

have strong associations with a team or a sport. In a theory-building study based on two years 

of ethnographic work regarding baseball spectators at Chicago’s Wrigley Field bleachers, Holt 

(1995) demonstrates that meanings in sport consumption can be obtained through consumer 

interactions with the consumption objects and interactions with fellow consumers. When 

interacting with fellow consumers, the sport consumption objects serve as focal resources. For 

instance, when attending a sport event, the event itself may function as props and conduits for 

the spectators to socialize and connect with one another (Green, 2001).  

Holt’s (1995) depiction of meanings arising from sport consumption activities indicates 

that a symbolic interactionist view can appropriately be employed to frame sport consumer 

behavior. Symbolic interactionism is derived primarily from the work of George Herbert Mead 

(1934), who argues that people’s selves are social products. Herbert Blumer (1969) later 

elaborated Mead’s view of the socially constructed self from the perspective of social interaction. 

Blumer states that people act toward things based on the meanings those things have for them, 

and these meanings are derived from social interactions and modified through interpretation. In 

the same vein, symbolic interactionism agrees with the social constructionist approach of 
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understanding social life, which focuses on how reality is constructed by active and creative 

actors through interactions with others (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Hence, meanings in social 

life in general, and sport consumption specifically, are interpreted and even manipulated by 

people. Rather than being passive receivers of meaning, sport consumers are active interpreters 

of meaning.  

Consumers’ capability to build meanings and interpretations has been reported in 

numerous consumer research studies (e.g., Belk, 1987, 1988, 1990; Belk et al., 1989; Derbaix et 

al., 2002; Holt, 1995). Specific to sport consumption, it is found that sport fans make sense of 

their sport consumption objects through accounting, evaluating, and appreciating the games 

(Holt, 1995; Madrigal, 2006). Sport consumers’ proactive role of generating meaning is shown in 

their efforts to personalize and exert influences on the institutionalized elements of sport rituals 

and performance (Derbaix et al., 2002; Holt, 1995).  

Based on this evidence and following the social constructionist view of meaning 

generation, this study views the nature of meaning in sport-related consumption as an 

accomplishment of consumer efforts—sport consumers do not receive but establish, construe, 

and reflect meanings through their sport-related consumption activities. In this sense, meanings 

in sport consumption include all experiences, reflections, and significance consumers obtain and 

generate from their sport-related consumption activities. However, it should also be 

acknowledged that there are no objective meanings out there in the world (Crotty, 2003). In fact, 

meaning is commonly considered to be ephemeral, transient, and fluid in social science. Brissett 

and Edgley (2005) note from a dramaturgic perspective that: 

Meaning is not a bequest from culture, socialization, or institutional arrangements, nor 
the realization of either psychological or biological potential. Rather, meaning is a 
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continually problematic accomplishment of human interaction and it is fraught with 
change, novelty, and ambiguity. (p. 2) 
Despite its ephemeral nature, meaning is extremely important in social life. Humans 

perceive and act toward actions and objects based upon how these actions and objects are 

defined. Mead’s famous example of comparing eyelid movement to winking demonstrates this 

basic principle (Mead, 1934). Similarly, social activities such as consumption or being a sport 

fan are motivated at the level of meanings (Holt, 1993). Therefore, mapping meanings in 

consumption enables an understanding of the basic motivations that activate consuming actions.  

To effectively study sport consumption meanings, it is necessary to resort to culture as a 

key variable that serves as both context and framework for sport consumers’ meaning making. 

As a context, culture shapes the formation of meaning. As a framework, culture glues people 

within it through shared interpretations of symbols or social activities.  

Because meanings are historically and culturally affected, interpretations and cross-

cultural comparisons of meanings of the same phenomena, such as consuming sport, should 

make us aware of the divergent meaning interpretations in different places (Crotty, 2003). 

Comparing the similarities and differences of meanings of consuming sport across cultures, in 

turn, enables us to build a more general model. In this sense, culture serves as the context of 

meaning making. (I will elaborate on the need to compare meanings of sport consumption across 

cultures in the third section of this review). 

Culture also serves as the framework through which people interpret the world. The 

culture’s voices are heard through individual narratives, as Crotty (2003) notes in his observation 

that “when we narrate something, even in telling our very own story, it is the voice of our 

culture—its many voices, in fact—that is heard in what we say” (p. 64). When studying culture 

and consumption, McCracken (1986, 1988, 2005) demonstrates that meanings are culturally 
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defined, constructed, and shared. It is through consumption—one of the most pervasive social 

activities—that the cultural meanings are made visible and perpetuated. Because of the intrinsic 

connection between culture and consumption, it is reasonable to assume that meanings made 

salient in a sport consumption context correspond to the underlying cultural order and are 

relatively stable at a cultural level.  

Cultural patterning of meanings. Culture has been defined in many different ways over 

the years (Krober & Kluckholn, 1952). A classical view of culture defines it as the complex 

whole that includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capacities and 

habits acquired by man as a member of society (Tylor, 1881). This encompassing take of culture 

is later termed as the manmade part of the environment that distinguishes humans from other 

species (Herskovits, 1955). Along the same line, McCracken (1986, 1988) sees culture as both a 

“lens” through which the world is seen and as a “blueprint” that determines how the world has 

been molded by human efforts. The “lens” and “blueprint” metaphors of culture treat culture as a 

source of meaning. Thus, culture is composed of the “ideas and activities with which we 

construe and construct our world” (McCracken, 1988, p. xi).  

Meanings are culturally patterned. They exist in the culturally constituted world and are 

moved to consumers through consumer goods and marketing mechanisms (McCracken, 1986, 

1988). Culture is conceptualized as a set of cultural categories, the basic distinctions that 

segment the world, and cultural principles are viewed as the basic ideas how the culturally 

segmented world is organized. Both cultural categories and principles are invisible. They are 

substantiated through a culture’s material objects (for example, the consumption of goods and 

services). In this sense, the relation between culture and consumption of goods and services is 
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homologous. The tangibility of consumption objects makes cultural categories and principles 

concrete (McCracken, 1986, 1988).  

Similarly, sport as a cultural text (Geertz, 1973) provides meanings for sport consumers. 

These meanings do not directly enter the individual’s mind without cultural framing and social 

representation (Eliasoph & Lichterman, 2003). They are expressed through collective 

representations in the forms of symbols, rituals, and rites. Further, these representations are 

polysemic, so they can take on different meanings in different contexts for different people 

(Chalip, 1992; Sahlins, 1981; Swidler, 2001). Chalip (1992) demonstrates the polysemic 

structure of meaning representation in sport. Taking the Olympic Games as an example, he 

identified three forms through which meanings in sport are represented: multiple narratives, 

embedded genres, and layered symbols. Narratives are stories the sport media develop around 

sports and athletes that connote or amplify cultural concerns. Genres are spectacles, festivals, 

rituals, and games the organizers put around the sport event. And symbols refer to the Games’ 

semiotic system evolving over the years around the Olympic Movement including music, flags, 

sacred plants, wreath laying, and statue dedications.  

Meanings about a sport event organized around these three forms of cultural 

representation appeal to a wide range of audiences, engender consumer interest, and invoke 

affective consumption experiences (Chalip, 1992). All these forms are essentially 

representations of meanings in the sport and cultural contexts that enable multiple 

interpretations and thereby make sport, with its cultural embeddedness, a rich source of 

meaning generation. In fact, an observable relationship between Olympic viewers’ interests in 

these three forms of sport meaning representations and their patterns of consuming Olympic 

Games has been empirically observed (Chalip, Green, & Vander Velden, 2000).  
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The polysemic nature of meaning representation suggests that people not only rely on 

cultural symbols to make sense of their experience, they also interpret the symbols they use 

(Kane, 1997). While Chalip’s (1992) conceptualization of sport as a cultural site for representing 

polysemous meanings is achieved mainly from a marketer’s perspective, these meanings are 

actively interpreted and proactively constructed by sport consumers (Derbaix et al., 2002; Holt, 

1995). A set of consumption rituals and practices is associated with consumers’ meaning making 

and interpretation (Holt, 1995; McCracken, 1986, 1988). Holt (1995) developed four categories 

of consumption practices to describe how consumers symbolically consume sport: consuming as 

experience, consuming as integration, consuming as play, and consuming as classification. 

Through a series of symbolic consumption practices within these four categories, consumers are 

able to make sense of the sport consumption world, acquire symbolic properties from the sport 

consumption objects, and construct and produce personalized meanings in the institutionalized 

sport world.  

To summarize, meanings are culturally constructed, hence culturally patterned, and move 

from the culturally constituted world to the consumer via consumption activities (McCracken, 

1986, 1988). In sport consumption, organized sport events generate and represent cultural 

meanings through multiple narratives, embedded genres, and layered symbols (Chalip, 1992; 

Chalip et al., 2000). These meanings are actively interpreted and acquired by sport consumers 

(Holt, 1995). Adopting a social constructionist view, consumer agency in interpreting and 

producing consumption meanings should be emphasized. While meanings are organized through 

some grand cultural schematics, they are ultimately experienced and perpetuated through 

consumers. Thus, meanings of consuming sport should be holistically examined from 

consumers’ perspective. These meanings are absorbed and organized in consumers’ memories 
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and represented in the form of mental models (Christensen & Olson, 2002; Zaltman, 1997, 2003; 

Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). Thus, one way to capture meanings of sport consumption is to map 

consumers’ mental models.  

Mental models as meaning representation. Mental models capture meanings that 

reveal the personal relevance a consumption object holds for the consumer. The importance of 

understanding the perceived relevance of consumption activities from the consumer’s 

perspective has been emphasized in the marketing literature (Christensen & Olson, 2002). The 

personal relevance in consumption is essentially meanings consumers obtain from their 

consumption activities. These meanings are stored in consumer’s memory in the form of mental 

models1 (Christensen & Olson, 2002; Zaltman, 1997, 2003a; Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). 

Mental models are meaning representations that include beliefs, attitudes, emotions, 

symbols, actions, goals, personal values, images, memories of past consumption activities, 

consumption visions of anticipated experiences, and representations of sensory experience 

(Christensen & Olson, 2002). Such a view of mental models fits both the current cognitive 

neuroscience that thoughts are image-based (Damasio, 1994; Pinker, 1994; 1997; Zaltman, 1997, 

2003) and the social psychological view that thoughts and feelings are co-mingled (De Sousa, 

1987; Harris, 1993; Kahneman, 1994; LeDoux, 1996). By extension, meanings of sport 

consumption when represented in the forms of mental models have both cognitive and affective 

components. And they are interrelated and integrated. As such, a differentiation between these 

                                                 
1 Two usages of “mental model” exist in the literature: one refers to the cluster of interconnected 
neurons that are fundamental to cognitive processing (Zaltman, 1997); and the other refers to the 
meaning representation of a given object (Christensen & Olson, 2002; Zaltman, 1997). The latter 
is used in this study.  
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two is not necessary. Consequently, the affective and cognitive components of meaning 

representations in sport consumption will be addressed jointly in this review.  

For a better understanding of the mental model, its anatomy should be examined. A 

mental model includes both structure and content (Christensen & Olson, 2002). Content refers to 

the actual ideas or concepts represented by the mental model. Structure refers to how the 

meaning is organized in memory. The content and structure are closely connected. Consumption 

meanings are found in the linkages between the content nodes within the mental structure. Any 

particular node has little meaning in and of itself. Rather, each concept defines its meaning 

through its linkage with other concepts, thereby forming a structure (Christensen & Olson, 2002). 

Hence, both meaning content and meaning structure should be examined to understand meanings 

of consuming sport.  

Most consumer researchers in the camp of the decision-making model emphasize the 

meaning structure of the mental models, for example, a hierarchical organization or an 

associative network over its contents (Olson & Reynolds, 1983). Despite the repeated calls for 

investigating the content of consumers’ mental models (Bohman & Lindfors, 1998; Pieters, 

Baumgartner, & Allen, 1995; Walker, Celsi, & Olson, 1987), little research has been devoted to 

identifying what these meanings are in the general consumer literature. On the contrary, meaning 

contents in consuming sport have gathered substantial attention in sport consumer research. 

Extensive lists of motives have been identified to explain why sport consumers follow sport 

teams and attend sport games (for example, Funk et al., 2002; McDonald, Milne, & Hong, 2002; 

Madrigal, 2006; Trail & James, 2001; Wann, 1995). Nonetheless, how these contents are 

connected to give structure to mental models in sport consumption has not been examined.  
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Regardless of the emphasis on meaning content in sport consumer research or on 

meaning structure in consumer decision-making studies, such an imbalance hinders our 

understanding of mental models and hence meanings of consumption that give personal 

relevance to the consumers. As Christensen and Olson (2002) put it, 

Fundamentally, one cannot dissociate structure from content. The structure of such 
networks of representations is revealed only through the content and the linkages 
identified between concepts. Conversely, one cannot understand the content of mental 
models without measuring the connections between concepts (thus revealing structure). 
Strictly speaking, content cannot be untangled from structure, and vice versa—each is 
revealed in terms of the other. (p. 478) 

 
To summarize, in order to understand meanings of sport consumption from the 

perspective of sport consumers, we need to map sport consumers’ mental models including both 

the meaning content and meaning structure. In light of the social construction of consumption 

meanings in sport, the researcher should allow consumers’ voices to be heard when mapping 

meaning content and structure. Given the cultural patterning of meaning construction in 

consumption, mental models of meanings in sport consumption developed at the cultural level 

and compared across cultural sites would enable researchers to observe the culturally grounded 

elements of meaning content and structure. To achieve these purposes, this study uses the 

Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET) to map sport consumers’ mental models in two 

national cultural sites and compare the obtained sport consumer mental models across cultures. 

ZMET uses respondent-chosen pictures to enable a focused investigation of consumers’ thoughts 

and feelings. Literature supporting the ZMET’s suitability for studying meanings in sport 

consumption will be reviewed here, and its methodology will be presented in the method section.  

ZMET is designed to help surface mental models that drive consumers’ thinking and 

behavior (Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). Earlier research has shown that ZMET can be effectively 
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applied to obtain consumers’ mental images in a great variety of consumption settings, including 

experiences of mountain biking (Christensen & Olson, 2002), wearing a certain type of clothing 

(Zaltman & Coulter, 1995), and consumer perceptions of advertising (Coulter, Zaltman, & 

Coulter, 2001). It has also been successfully used to elicit and compare thoughts and feelings 

associated with using consumer services in two national cultures (Sugai, 2005). These previous 

uses indicate that ZMET is suitable for studying consumption experiences and also can be 

applied in cross-cultural comparative studies.  

Further, ZMET’s ability to surface elusive or even unconscious thoughts also makes it 

especially useful for this study. Meanings in consuming sport are often symbolic and emotive 

(Chalip, 1992; Derbaix et al., 2002; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Holt, 1995), and thus, 

difficult for the consumers to articulate. A key feature of ZMET is its capability to elicit 

consumers’ unconscious and conscious thoughts and feelings through their own metaphoric 

narratives so as to surface their mental models about consumption products and experiences 

(Zaltman, 1997, 2003; Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). ZMET is considered to be a powerful tool for 

mapping consumers’ minds because it is tailored to obtain hidden cognitive and emotive 

elements by applying the fundamental principles of human communication and thought 

formation (Zaltman, 1997, 2003; Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). By using ZMET to map mental 

models—both meaning content and meaning structure—in sport consumption, it is expected that 

a comprehensive and in-depth view of affective and cognitive constructs that give rise to 

meanings in sport consumption can be obtained and compared across cultures.  

To illustrate ZMET’s utility, it is helpful to take a close look at a mental model obtained 

through ZMET in a sport context. With the purpose of introducing ZMET as a marketing 

research tool, Christensen and Olson (2002) mapped the mental model of mountain bikers. The 
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resulting mental model identified four major themes: (1) riding for challenge, thrill, and a sense 

of accomplishment, (2) sharing experiences and connecting with a group, (3) seeking 

transformational experiences, and (4) escaping to nature. The main themes were then connected 

to subconstructs to form structures that give meanings to these themes. For instance, the 

participants obtained a sense of accomplishment (theme 1) because they ride technical terrains, 

participate in races, and try to go fast. All these activities entail challenges. The experiences of 

mountain biking in conquering these challenges, in turn, give the participants a sense of 

accomplishment. The major themes may then contribute to a person’s perception of the self. 

With a sense of accomplishment, the participants reported that they were able to live a full life, 

enhance self-esteem, gain confidence, feel satisfied, and accomplish other things. Further, these 

key themes are also interrelated. For instance, one way for a participant to obtain a 

transformational experience is to escape to the nature.  

The mental model of mountain biking in Christensen and Olson’s (2002) study clearly 

illustrates that constructs obtain meanings through connections with other constructs. While 

constructs in a mental model can be at different abstract levels, together they reveal the personal 

relevance of a consumption experience. It should be noted that the purpose of Christensen and 

Olson’s (2002) study was to demonstrate ZMET as a useful research tool. Consequently, their 

mental model of mountain biking was neither built upon previous empirical work nor informed 

by theory. Yet, literature from the field can often stimulate theoretical sensitivity by providing 

concepts and relationships that are checked out against the actual data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

To make meaningful interpretations of the data and facilitate theory building, it is necessary to 

examine and integrate the current sport consumer literature that sheds light on meanings in sport 

consumption.  
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Meaning Content in Sport Consumption 

The meaning content of consuming sport has not yet been holistically examined, and the 

meaning structure has never been mapped. Holt (1995) developed a comprehensive typology of 

consumption practices describing how sport consumers act when they consume sport. 

Grounding his theory development in formal sociology (Sewell, 1992) and thus endorsing a 

process theory of the consumer, which views consumption in terms of consumer actions, Holt 

was mainly interested in capturing the formal elements of sport consumption. Nonetheless, the 

fact that these formal elements (for example, the consumption practices) give rise to meanings 

in sport consumption makes Holt’s typology a useful framework for organizing relevant 

literature addressing meanings consumers obtain through sport consumption.  

According to Holt (1995), meanings can be obtained through consumption practices 

along the dimensions of structure and purpose. Structure defines the characteristics of the 

consumption practices. The consumption practices can either be consumer interactions with the 

consumption object or interactions with fellow sport consumers. Purpose addresses whether the 

consumption practices are ends in themselves or means to other purposes. Purpose can be 

autotelic or instrumental.  

Shifting to the perspective of consumption meaning generation, the structure dimension 

indicates that meaning arises in two ways: (1) when consumers engage consumption objects, and 

(2) when consumers interact with other people with the consumption objects serving as focal 

resources. These engagements often occur simultaneously or continuously (Chun, Gentry, & 

McGinnis, 2004; Derbaix et al., 2002; Fairley, 2003; Gibson, Willming, & Holdnak, 2002; Holt, 

1995) and so do the meanings that emanate from the sport consumption practices. The purpose 
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dimension alludes to two types of meanings that consumers can obtain from consumption. When 

the purpose of the consumption practices is autotelic, consumption meanings are mainly hedonic, 

experiential, and emotive (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). When the purpose is instrumental, 

meanings are used to position the self in the social world (Holt, 1995). That is, the meanings are 

instrumental to the extent that they are used to construct the self-concept (Belk, 1987, 1988, 

1990).  

The relevant literature in general consumer research and sport consumer behavior 

indicates that, for analytic purposes, meanings in sport consumption can be grouped along Holt’s 

(1995) purpose dimension. I call meanings originating from autotelic sport consumption 

practices the experience-oriented sport consumption meanings and meanings generating from the 

instrumental practices the self-identity-oriented meanings. In Holt’s typology, consuming-as-

experience and consuming-as-play correspond to the experience-orientation of sport 

consumption, whereas consuming-as-integration and consuming-as-classification correspond to 

the self-identity orientation. In the following pages, sport consumption meanings with an 

experience orientation and with a self-identity orientation are addressed. 

The experience orientation of sport consumption meanings. Sport consumption can 

be categorized as one type of leisure activity. Hence, it has the experiential aspect inherent in 

leisure activities (Madrigal, 2006). In the general consumer literature, the emotional, hedonic, 

and aesthetic nature of consumption has been systematically conceptualized (Holbrook & 

Hirschman, 1982). Holbrook and Hirschman suggest that the experiential aspect of consumption 

is most salient with certain product and service categories such as entertainment, arts, and leisure, 

the consumption of which is associated with a distinctive set of properties different from the 

traditional information processing model. This type of consumption emphasizes the emotional 
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states arising during the consumption, the intangible benefits, the multisensory experiences, and 

hedonic feelings. Sport consumption clearly belongs to the experiential consumption categories 

identified by Holbrook and Hirschman.  

When studying how sport consumers consume, Holt (1995) identified three consumption 

practices (accounting, evaluating, and appreciating) under the category of consuming-as-

experience. These practices lead to consumers’ subjective and emotional reactions. Spectators 

make efforts to understand the baseball world through accounting and evaluating. A wide range 

of emotions such as surprise, joy, irony, humor, disappointment, or awe are induced when 

consumers appreciate sport. These emotions are intensified and even sanctified through 

communing and socializing consumption practices under the category of consuming-as-play 

(Holt, 1995).  

The emotional outcomes sport consumers obtain from consuming-as-experience are 

resonant in the sport consumer behavior literature. In a review article, Sloan (1989) summaries 

four categories of theories that help explain the attraction of sport: (1) catharsis theories reflect 

the belief that viewing sport helps sport consumers to vent emotions; (2) entertainment theories 

suggest that sport provides diversions and pleasure; (3) stress and stimulation theories predict 

that viewing sport meets sport consumers’ needs for arousing and stimulating experiences; (4) 

achievement-seeking theories indicate that sport consumers seek vicarious achievement from the 

achievements of athletes. These four theories Sloan identified essentially suggest that sport 

enables consumers to experience a variety of emotional states. Consumers’ tendencies to seek 

these emotions have been supported in more recent literature (e.g., McDaniel, 2003; Madrigal, 

2006).  
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McDaniel (2003) and Mustonen, Arms, and Russell (1996) empirically examined sport 

consumers’ sensation seeking when viewing or attending sport games and identified specific 

relationships between consumers’ desire for sensation (or exciting and thrilling consumption 

experiences) and their specific consumption choices and behavioral outcomes. That consumers 

are motivated to experience the aesthetic, dramatic, escape, entertainment, and excitement 

values of sport consumption has been reported via several sport consumption motivation scales 

(for example, Funk et al., 2002; Madrigal, 2006; McDonald et al., 2002; Trail & James, 2001; 

Wann, 1995).  

While consuming-as-experience reveals the emotional outcomes in sport consumption, 

consuming-as-play emphasizes the social interaction that gives further momentum for consumers 

to make and construct meanings through sport (Holt, 1995). Other work also provides evidence 

for this view. Derbaix et al. (2002) reported that socialization and communion practices similar 

to those that Holt observed result in collective joy and ecstasy among soccer fans. By equipping 

themselves with team merchandise and making use of the symbolic properties of these goods, 

soccer fans are able to enhance the experience of celebrating their fan identities (Derbaix et al., 

2002). That fans derive meanings from interpersonal action bonded by a sport team can also be 

glimpsed in Fairley’s (2003) narrative of a group of sport fans traveling to attend team games. 

For the fans in Fairley’s study, the group travel experiences have been treated as the focal source 

of meaning generation. Thus, the consumption object—the actual game—albeit being the initial 

trigger of the travel, becomes secondary.  

The current literature reveals an array of emotional outcomes that consumers experience 

from consuming-as-experience and consuming-as-play. Yet, their mere presence should not 

obscure the issues inherent in these studies. The first issue relates to lack of breadth and depth of 
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the emotional states. As Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) suggest, experiential consumption 

involves fantasies, feelings, and fun, which are multi-facet, fluid, and hedonic. These nuances of 

imagination and emotion are not adequately captured. The second issue relates to meaning 

structure. As Christensen and Olson (2002) note, content and structure combine to produce 

meaning, and meaning content cannot be understood without mapping the meaning structure. 

Nonetheless, the connections among the emotional states in sport consumption and how the 

constructs serve as context for one another have been so far neglected. The existence of these 

issues in sport consumer research can be glimpsed in studies of sport fan motivation.  

All these studies, without exception, use a survey method that asks consumers to rate 

their emotional states (e.g., Funk et al., 2002; McDonald et al., 2002; Trail & James, 2001; Wann, 

1995). Usually, a list of motives is compiled based on the literature, and participants are then 

asked to rate them. Yet, it is doubtful whether the items in the motivation scales are 

representative of the range and shades of the emotions that sport consumption has offered, 

especially the fun and affection arising from consuming-as-play that involve social interactions 

among consumers (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Holt, 2005). In other words, motive items 

included in a survey do not capture the distinctive fanship experiences embedded in the social 

dynamics of consumer interactions. Further, the meaning of each motive, when singled out as a 

survey item, may not be clear. Being fun can mean different things to different people and to the 

same people in different situations.  

Similarly, an attempt has been made to quantify the affective states of sport consumption 

experiences by extracting the dimensions underlying them (Madrigal, 2006). But the quality of 

these dimensions is less than satisfactory. Based on the literature, Madrigal (2006) used an 

autotelism dimension (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Holt, 1995) and an appreciation dimension (Holt, 
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1995) to measure consumers’ experiences of viewing sporting event performances. Madrigal 

claimed that these two dimensions were based on Holt’s (1995) typology of consumption 

practices. However, it is not a faithful application of Holt’s work. In Holt’s study, appreciation is 

identified as a specific consumption practice along the autotelism dimension. Hence, the two 

dimensions Madrigal identified are located at different abstract levels and are conceptually 

overlapping. To be fair, the names of dimensions can be arbitrary and the soundness of 

Madrigal’s scale has been statistically demonstrated across multiple samples and sports. Yet, 

because his items are all derived from the literature, the relationship among the dimensions 

cannot be ascertained. In other words, while the literature is heuristically useful to identify 

meaning content of sport consumption, it does not provide the empirical grounds to form 

meaning structures.  

Taken together, literature relevant to consuming-as-experience and consuming-as-play 

demonstrates that sport consumption can lead to intrinsically-motivated consumption meanings 

that are personally relevant and memorable to the consumers. These meanings are multifaceted 

and multisensory arising from the interplay of consumer engagements with consumption objects 

and other people (Holt, 1995). In order to understand these experience-oriented meanings in 

sport consumption, both the meaning content and meaning structure must be obtained and 

mapped. Doing so allows the constructs to be interpreted in the contexts of their associations 

with one another.  

The self-identity orientation of sport consumption meanings. In Holt’s (1995) 

consumption typology, consumption practices under the category of consuming-as-integration 

and consuming-as-classification indicate that consumers make meanings through consumption 

activities to construct their sport fan identity. Consuming-as-integration describes the ways 

 

23



consumers acquire meanings through manipulating and interacting with the consumption 

objects (Belk, 1987, 1988, 1990; Belk et al., 1989). Holt (1995) describes three practices 

through which baseball spectators make symbolic use of the consumption objects.  

Assimilating involves thinking like, feeling like, acting like, and looking like a baseball 

world participant. Producing takes place when spectators establish often tenuous relationships 

with the official producers such as the players, coaches, and media so as to forge perceptions 

that they are significantly involved in the production of professional baseball. Finally, 

personalizing occurs when spectators add idiosyncratic elements to their typical team 

paraphernalia, thus, leaving personal marks on the institutionally established baseball world. All 

these practices are, in essence, consumer efforts to enhance the perception of their membership 

in the baseball world, thus, the identity of being a baseball fan.  

Whereas consuming-as-integration describes consumers’ meaning attainment through 

consumption objects, consuming-as-classification delineates consumers’ efforts to 

simultaneously affiliate and distinguish their membership in the baseball world—that is, their 

identity as baseball fans in relation to other spectators. When affiliating, consumers leverage 

their experiences obtained through other consumption practices to assert or maintain their 

common identifications with others. When differentiating themselves from other consumers, 

they may claim a superior relationship to the object that is consumed. They do so through 

storytelling, asserting taste, conventions, and documenting (Holt, 1993).  

Both consuming-as-integration and consuming-as-classification can be appropriately 

summarized as methods spectators use to establish their membership in the baseball world (Holt, 

1993, 1995). These practices are, in essence, self-identity projects through which narratives of 

fan identity are constructed (Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Belk, 1987, 1988, 1990). In sport 
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consumer research, work has been done on sport fan identity and identification (e.g., Donavan 

et al., 2006; Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Heere & James, 2007a, 2007 b; Madrigal, 2000; 

Shamir, 1992). Two identity theories, social identity theory, and identity theory, inform the fan 

identity and identification research, and thus are examined first.  

Social identity theory addresses identity and identification from a social psychology point 

of view (Hogg, 2003; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), whereas identity theory addresses these concepts 

from a micro-sociological point of view (Stryker, 1968, 1980; Stryker & Burke 2000). Social 

identity is defined as “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain social groups 

together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group membership” (Tajfel, 

1981, p. 292). According to social identity theory, people classify themselves as members to a 

multitude of social categories and the perception of the self is developed in the intergroup 

contexts.  

Sport-related consumption activities provide people opportunities for social affiliation 

with other people and for enacting their group memberships symbolically related to sport. The 

focal interest of the current fan identity research revolves around the behavioral consequences 

resulting from sport fans’ identification with group memberships that sport represents (e.g., 

Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Madrigal, 2000). It has been reported that sport fans’ associations 

with a university and the school’s football team (such as a student, alumni, employee of the 

university, football season ticket holders, or member of the university booster organization) 

directly affect their identification with the team (Donavan et al., 2006; Gwinner & Swanson, 

2003). The identification with the team (that is, perceived membership or ownership of the team) 

consequently affects the likelihood that sport fans consume the team’s merchandise (i.e., symbol 

collecting), giving team merchandise as gifts to others (i.e., symbol passing) and purchasing 
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team sponsors’ products (Donavan et al., 2006; Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Madrigal, 2000). 

Along the same vein, Heere and James (2007a) proposed that perception of multiple group 

memberships symbolized by sport teams (e.g., the university, the city, and the state) affects 

identity as fans. The stronger the person’s identification with these external constituents, the 

more likely they are to be loyal fans to the team.  

While social identity theory conceptualizes social interaction in terms of group 

membership, the identity theory (a.k.a. role theory) uses the concept of identity salience to gauge 

the importance of the range of social roles a person possesses. These roles are all enmeshed with 

a person’s social relationships. A person is socially committed to a role or an activity to the 

extent that extensive and intensive social relationships are built upon that role or activity (Callero, 

1985; Shamir, 1992). Building on identity theory, Shamir (1992) was able to demonstrate that 

people use a leisure identity to define their self identity when engaging in leisure activities. More 

recent research extends this concept to sport-related identities formed in the context of sport 

participation (Xing, Chalip, & Green, 2007) and sport volunteering (Costa, Chalip, Green, & 

Simes, 2006). These studies found that the role identities of the sport participants and volunteers 

are associated with a set of distinctive behavioral and psychological outcomes.  

While social identity theory and identity theory employ different conceptualizations 

about the socially constructed self, they both use social relationships to define the self. These 

social relationships are conceptualized in the context of group membership in social identity 

theory (Hogg, 2003; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and social embeddedness in identity theory (Stryker, 

1968, 1980; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Consistent with social identity theory and identity theory, 

sport spectating and fanship can be conceptualized as consumption activities in the context of 
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social interactions (Derbaix et al., 2002; Holt, 1995) that give rise to the perceived group 

memberships and social roles of being a sport fan.  

The sense of group membership is substantiated through the consumption practices that 

make use of the sport’s symbolic representations (Chalip, 1992; Derbaix et al., 2002). The social 

role of being a sport fan is embedded in the relationships developed through sport consumption 

(Shamir, 1992). Therefore, meanings emanating from sport consumption activities are relevant to 

one’s identity (i.e., group memberships and social roles) as a fan. These meanings are then more 

or less integrated with a person’s self-concept (Hunt et al., 1999). The relationship between fan 

identification and the self-concept is also shown in sport fan’s identification with a sport team 

whereby the fan’s connection with team is considered to be a part or an extension of self (e.g., 

Donavan et al., 2006; Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Wann, 2006;) 

Empirical work has demonstrated the behavioral and psychological consequences of 

sport fan identification in consumption (e.g., Donavan et al., 2006; Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; 

Madrigal, 2000). It has also been conceptualized that sport team identification brings positive 

social psychological benefits to the person (Wann, 2006). Nonetheless, our knowledge about the 

actual meanings of fan identification to a person’s self identity is relatively limited. These self-

identity oriented meanings are critical because they directly relate to a person’s self concept, and 

serve as the motivational forces that perpetuate sport consumption. The most relevant work so 

far is Cialdini et al.’s (1976) theorization of sport fans’ BIRGing (Basking in Reflected Glory) 

behavior and its ensuing effects on self-esteem. In order to gain a better understanding, I now 

turn to the literature addressing relationships among BIRGing, self-esteem, fan identity and 

identification. 
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The terms sport fan identity and identification have been extensively and sometimes 

indiscriminately used in the literature. In this study, I rely on Scott, Corman, and Cheney’s 

(1998) terminology regarding these two terms. Hence, identity refers the norms and ideas about 

group membership or social roles that define who we are, how we are to act, and what is 

important to us. Identification refers to the process of emerging identity. Based on these two 

definitions, I make the presupposition that while the characteristics of the sport consumption 

object may indirectly affect fan identity and identification, they mainly serve as resources for 

social interactions that engender identity and identification. Hence, I assume that aspects of the 

sport products, or points of attachment that affect sport fans’ connection with the team (Robinson, 

& Trail, 2005), do not directly affect fan identity and identification.  

Self-esteem has been conceptualized as a natural outcome of perceived identity in both 

social identity theory and identity theory. Social identity theory specifies that people behave with 

reference to their group membership so as to enhance the evaluation of the in-group relative to 

the out-group and thereby to enhance their own self-evaluation (Hogg, 2003). Similarly, recent 

identity theorists argue that “the verification of an identity produces feelings of competency and 

worth, thereby increasing self-esteem” (Cast & Burke, 2002, p. 1043).  

In sport consumption, Cialdini et al. (1976) observed that college students were more 

likely to wear school colors after a victory by the school’s football team. The students were also 

more likely to refer to the team as “we” following a victory. Cialdini et al. subsequently termed 

the phenomenon of consumers exhibiting association with a winning team as basking-in-

reflected-glory (i.e., BIRGing). Late work found that when the team lost a game, fans were more 

likely to refer to the team as “they,” thus distancing themselves from the team (Snyder, 

Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). This phenomenon of consumers severing association with a losing 
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team was termed, “cutting-off-reflected-failure” (i.e., CORFing) (Snyder et al., 1986). Both 

BIRGing and CORFing are self-esteem management mechanisms sport fans employ to improve 

the way they are viewed by others by displaying their affiliation with a winning team and 

downplaying that association in order to protect their self-esteem when the team loses. 

Both BIRGing and enhanced self-esteem have been empirically examined in the context 

of fan identification. When measuring antecedents that lead to fans’ satisfaction with the 

attended game, Madrigal (1995) reported that a positive relationship existed between sport fans’ 

identification with the team and the likelihood of BIRGing, which, in turn, led to satisfaction. 

That is, the stronger sport consumers identify with a sport team (i.e., identifying themselves as 

fans of the team), the more likely they will exhibit associations with the team (BIRGing) after 

viewing a game. Self-esteem was not directly measured. Nonetheless, Madrigal conceptualized 

BIRGing as an affective state rather than a single behavior. Thus, BIRGing measured in that 

context could be as much an antecedent as a consequence of the enhanced self-esteem. In a 

similar vein, the relationship between fan identification and enhanced-self esteem has been 

conceptualized and empirically tested (Trail, Anderson, & Fink, 2000; Trail, Fink, & Anderson, 

2003). It was found that stronger identification led to elevated self-esteem. Together, this line of 

work seems to suggest that team identification affects sport consumers’ tendency to BIRG and 

the associated self-esteem. The perception of self-esteem is measurably and positively related to 

BIRGing and fan identification.  

Nonetheless, it has also been argued that for a devoted fan whose fan identity constitutes 

a substantial part of one’s self concept, a team’s winning record will no longer affect his or her 

attachment to the team and consequently the tendency to BIRG (Hunt et al., 1999). Indeed, loyal 

fans may resolve the cognitive dissonance of following a losing team by amplifying other 
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benefits afforded by their fanship (Fisher & Wakefield, 1998). In other words, when a person’s 

identification with a team reaches a threshold level, it no longer affects the person’s likelihood of 

BIRGing and prevents him or her from CORFing.  

Hence, conceptualizing fan identification as a continuous variable may not be fruitful for 

searching conceptually consistent explanations for BIRGing, CORFing and self-esteem 

associated with being a sport fan. Fan identity may consist of qualitatively different aspects. 

Consequently, the positive relationships among team identification, likelihood of BIRGing, and 

enhanced esteem (Madrigal, 1995; Trail et al., 2000; Trail et al., 2003) may only describe 

behaviors of fans whose identification with the team is below the threshold level. Cognitive 

processing of loyal fans who continued to support a losing team as observed in Fisher and 

Wakefield’s study (1998), may allude to some mechanism explaining why loyal fans do not 

CORF and how they maintain their self-esteem in the event of team losses.  

Therefore, multiple channels may be in operation for fans to enhance their self-esteem by 

revealing, exhibiting, and celebrating their association with a team. Consequently, meanings 

engendered from BIRGing-related self-esteem need to be examined in context. The relationships 

of BIRGing-related self-esteem with other feelings and thoughts that sport consumers obtain 

through consumption should be mapped in order to flesh out multiple mechanisms that sport fans 

employ to reach the enhanced self-esteem as an affective state.  

To summarize, meanings in sport consumption arise from consumer interactions when 

the consumption objects serve as focal resources. Consumers actively construct meanings in 

social settings that enable them to enact their fan or spectator identities, to hedonically enjoy the 

consumption experiences, and to adjust and manage their affective states. If we combine the self-

identity-oriented and experience-oriented meanings, sport consumption can be considered to be 
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multi-sensory, symbolic, experiential, and relevant to the self. These meanings often emit and 

intertwine in a single sport consumption context (Holt, 1995). While they can be conceptually 

differentiated, they are intrinsically associated. To understand meanings of sport consumption, 

both the meaning constructs and the connections among these constructs arising from the 

experience-orientation and self-identity orientation should be mapped and integrated.  

Studying Sport Consumption Meanings in Multiple Cultural Sites 

As illustrated in the previous two sections, meanings in sport consumption are socially 

and culturally constructed and represented in consumers’ minds. These meanings are not 

universal in the sense that they are embedded in the social and cultural environments. That is, 

mental models reflecting meanings consumers obtain from sport consumption may vary across 

cultures. It is reasonable to expect, simply based on a naïve scientist’s view, that there are 

similarities across the cultural mental models of sport consumption. Consequently, both 

similarities and differences in the mental models of sport consumption should be examined. In so 

doing, a better understanding of sport consumption can be achieved. To do so effectively 

requires a sensible comparative paradigm. Three culture-related branches in psychology (cultural 

psychology, indigenous psychology, and cross-cultural psychology) inform the epistemological 

underpinning of the requisite comparative paradigm. This section gives a brief review of these 

three psychologies, their interrelationships, and the resultant comparative paradigm. Studies in 

sport consumer and leisure behavior that use approaches advocated by these three culture-related 

psychologies are also reviewed.  

Cultural psychology, deeply rooted in cultural anthropology, focuses on how 

psychological processes are molded by culture, and how meanings are distributed across cultural 

groups (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). It is defined as “the study of the way cultural traditions and 
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social practices regulate, express, and transform the human psyche, resulting less in psychic 

unity for humankind than in ethnic divergences in mind, self, and emotion" (Shweder, 1991, p. 

72). Thus, cultural psychologists mainly focus on the diversity of psychological processes caused 

by cultural differences (Shweder, 1991).  

Indigenous psychology is defined as “the scientific study of human behavior or mind that 

is native, that is not transported from other regions, and that is designed for its people” (Kim & 

Berry, 1993, p. 2). Its approach emphasizes understanding of human behavior rooted in the local 

context and advocates a bottom-up approach. Yet, it does not deny the universality of human 

psychology. As Kim and Berry (1993) point out, one of the goals of the indigenous psychology 

approach is to discover universal facts, principles, and laws. The discovery process, however, 

differs qualitatively from that of general psychology in that individual, social, cultural, and 

temporal variations are incorporated into the research design rather than eliminated or controlled. 

Two stages of discovery characterize the indigenous psychology approach, Stage one describes 

and explains psychological phenomena rooted in a particular culture, and stage two compares 

results from one indigenous psychology with others in search of universal generalizations (Kim 

& Berry, 1993). 

In terms of cross-cultural psychology, two versions of definitions emerged from the 

literature: one with a narrow scope and one with a broad scope. The narrow definition considers 

cross-cultural psychology as a process that studies culture from outside to discover whether a 

given psychological principle is valid in the given culture (Allwood & Berry, 2006; Shweder & 

Sullivan, 1993). This conception of cross-cultural psychology contrasts from cultural psychology, 

which studies the culture from within and relies on the assumption that there are psychological 
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differences caused by culture (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). The difference between a cultural 

psychologist and a cross-cultural psychologist has been described as follows: 

Whereas a cross-cultural psychologist might ask whether Piaget's stages of development 
are universal across a variety of cultures, a cultural psychologist would be interested in 
how the social practices of a particular set of cultures shape the development of cognitive 
processes in different ways. (Allwood & Berry, 2006) 
The broad definition considers cross-cultural psychology as “the study of similarities and 

differences in individual psychological functioning in various cultural and ethno-cultural groups; 

of the relationship between psychological variables and socio-cultural, ecological, and biological 

variables; and of ongoing changes in these variables” (Berry et al., 2002, p. 3). The goals implied 

in this broad definition of cross-cultural psychology are threefold: (1) to transport and test 

existing psychological theories in different cultural settings to verify their generalizability and 

applicability, (2) to explore and develop psychological understanding rooted in particular cultural 

contexts, and (3) to compare knowledge obtained from the first two goals and integrate them to 

arrive at a more universal description and explanation (Berry et al., 2002). Included in these 

goals are (1) cultural and indigenous psychologies’ emphasis on studying culture-specific 

psychology, and (2) indigenous and the narrowly-defined cross-cultural psychologies’ endeavor 

to compare locally derived psychological knowledge across cultures. In this sense, these three 

types of culture-related psychologies are symbiotic and integration of the three permits the 

pursuit of a universal psychology (Berry, 2000). Hereafter, my use of cross-cultural psychology 

refers to its broad definition (i.e., Berry et al., 2002, p.3).  

In the field of sport management, the impact of culture on sport consumption has been 

examined by Thomas and Dyall (1999). Using examples of sport consumption in New Zealand, 

Thomas and Dyall demonstrate that styles and patterns of sport involvement and interpersonal 

communication are different across cultures. The same sport, after being imported to a new 
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cultural setting, can be attached to different meanings, and its associated rules, rituals, and 

ceremonies can be modified to reflect the changed cultural significance. While it is arguable 

whether Thomas and Dyall’s treatment of culture and sport consumption is a bona fide cultural 

psychology approach (because of using eclectic literature without a specific focus on 

psychological processes), their argument is consistent with the tenets of cultural psychologists 

who argue for the behavioral diversification caused by differences among cultures. Regretfully, 

despite Thomas and Dyall’s seminal work and a few other studies along the same line, such as 

Steward and Lacassagne’s (2005) work on the social representation of sport in France and 

Morocco, Thrane’s (2001) study on the impact of social and economic status on sport 

spectatorship across three Scandinavian countries, and the repeated call to include culture in 

sport and leisure studies (Chick, 1998; Walker, & Deng, 2005), little study has been done in 

sport consumer research that follows in Thomas and Dyall’s footsteps. In particular, when 

culture has been included as an independent variable (e.g., Steward & Lacassagne, 2005), it has 

remained a black box, as the cultural dynamics rendering any effects are unexamined.  

Efforts to build universal theories of sport consumption have been infrequent. The cross-

cultural studies in sport consumer research are often fraught with errors of omission and 

commission. Hence, we lack a genuine comparative paradigm loyal to both diversification and 

universalities of cross-cultural sport consumer research. The nearest approach to such a model is 

Walker and Deng’s (2003/2004) comparison of leisure as a subjective experience in the West to 

the Chinese experience of Rumi2. Walker and Deng claimed that they applied Berry’s (1989) 

integrated etics and emics framework to develop an integrated research strategy. Nonetheless, 

                                                 
2 The Chinese word rumi is composed of two characters, ru, literally meaning “to enter” and mi, 
literally meaning “to be lost” and, when they are combined the resulting word means to “be 
fascinated; be enchanted; and be completely absorbed” (Walker, & Deng, 2003/2004).  

 

34



examination of their study design reveals that their comparison is at best a partial application of 

Berry’s comparative paradigm. Their study only collected Chinese data, while the existing 

literature was used to develop the constructs that summarize the Western leisure experience. The 

constructs based on Western literature were then used as the benchmark to evaluate whether the 

Chinese experience of Rumi fits the Western experience of leisure. In other words, they never 

make any direct comparison.  

Walker and Deng’s (2003/2004) work is valuable insomuch as they demonstrated the 

relevance and usefulness of Berry’s comparative paradigm in a leisure and sport consumer 

context. To fully understand and better apply Berry’s paradigm, a close review of that work is 

necessary. Berry (1989) first noted the tension in cross-cultural psychology between those who 

propose working intensively within a single culture to discover and comprehend indigenous 

psychological phenomena and those who seek to work extensively across cultures in order to 

produce generalizations about human behavior that are valid for the species as a whole. In order 

to solve this tension and accomplish the aims of both sides, Berry developed a comparative 

paradigm based on Pike’s (1967) emic-etic distinction. Pike coined the words etic and emic from 

the words phonetic and phonemic. The meaning of etic and emic follows the conventional 

linguistic usage of these original words but for more general purposes. Pike states: 

It proves convenient—though partially arbitrary—to describe behavior from two 
different standpoints, which lead to results which shade into one another. The etic 
viewpoint studies behavior as from outside of a particular system, and as an essential 
initial approach to an alien system. The emic viewpoint results from studying behavior as 
from inside the system. (p. 37) 
While acknowledging the array of differences in the emic and etic approaches to 

language and culture, Pike (1967) emphasized that both of them are valuable and neither is more 

important than the other. Extending Pike’s emic and etic approach to cross-cultural studies, 
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Berry (1989) proposed a five-step comparative paradigm. In a research project, a researcher 

starts with one’s own culture on a research question (Step1-Emic A). The researcher then uses 

the same concept or instrument to study a behavior in another culture (Step 2-Imposed Etic). In 

Step 3 (Emic B), the researcher discovers unique elements in another culture. In Step 4, the 

researcher compares Emic A and Emic B. Finally, the researcher finds either no commonalities 

and comparison is not possible (Step 5-1), or some commonality and comparison is possible and 

results in derived etic (Step 5-2). While Berry’s (1989) comparative paradigm provides 

guidelines for cross-cultural studies, two critiques can be made about his paradigm. The first 

regards the cultural biases implied in the imposed etic step (Step 2), and the second concerns the 

meaningful interpretation of the derived etic obtained in Step 5.  

Problems with the imposed etic step. The imposed etic step (step 2) entails the 

imposition of a theory obtained in one culture on the second culture. This can lead to inadvertent 

biases and favoring the theory’s home culture (Allwood & Berry, 2006). In addition, Berry noted 

that the development of an emic understanding of the second culture (Step 3-Emic B) “may 

require an eventual break with, even a discarding of the imposed etic of step 2 in order to acquire 

a valid understanding of the other culture” (p. 731). Here, Berry’s own comment directly 

contradicts the imposed etic step to the emic B step. If the imposed etic will eventually be 

discarded, then, why include it in the first place?  

It is possible that Berry (1989) includes the imposed etic step under the assumption that a 

researcher may not know the second culture and the knowledge obtained from the home culture 

facilitates initial investigations in the second culture. Yet, as demonstrated in Walker and Deng’s 

(2003/2004) study, utilizing researchers from two cultures throughout a study enables an 

“informed” rather than an imposed etic model. Similarly, if the researcher is conversant with two 
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cultures and fluent in the languages of both cultures, the imposed etic step can be skipped. 

Alternatively, if a research method allows the development of theories about a social 

phenomenon independently from two cultures without cross-referencing, but still renders results 

that are comparable cross-culturally, then, the imposed etic step becomes redundant.  

In this study, the researcher is familiar with the two national cultures in which the study 

takes place and is fluent in the languages spoken in the two cultures. Consequently, no 

transitional stage is required to gain an understanding of the second culture through the imposed 

etic step. Further, ZMET allows mental models of sport fanship to be obtained within the culture 

without reference to the second culture while the resultant mental models from the two cultures 

can still be compared and contrasted. Consequently, in this study, the imposed etic step in 

Barry’s (1989) comparative framework will be excluded.  

Meaningful interpretation. Berry’s (1989) comparative framework stops at the obtained 

similarities and differences between the two cultures and never addresses the critical question of 

why. This is essentially a question of data interpretation. A social theory is static if it does not 

note the proximal and distal causes that contribute to the existence of a social phenomenon or 

structure. Standing alone, it neither facilitates understanding nor enables social change (Chalip, 

1985). The need to understand the consequences of a social theory was raised in response to the 

reflexivity 3  of study findings in social science. Yet, equally applicable in this study is the 

necessity to identify explanations for the observed similarities and differences of sport fanship 

across cultures in order to amplify the utilities of the derived etic.  

                                                 
3 Self-reflexivity refers to the conundrum that arises because social theories are both the 
phenomena that serve as study objects and explanations forged to solve social problems. Social 
predictions sometimes become self-fulfilling and self-defeating (Chalip, 1985; Henshel, 1978). 
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One way of doing so is to resort to relevant research, the finding of which may offer 

potential explanations for similarities and differences in sport fanship across cultures. The 

ensuing question is how to locate the pertinent literature. Admittedly, part of the answer is 

contingent on the similarities and differences to be found in this study. The literature review thus 

far has led to the conclusion that meaning in sport fanship is socially constructed (Holt, 1995; 

Smith & Beal, 2007), culturally patterned (Geertz, 1973; Thomas & Dyall, 1999), and 

experienced by consumers through mental representation (Christensen & Olson, 2002; Zaltman 

& Coulter, 1995). Thus, it is expected that the explanation may be derived from the existing 

knowledge addressing patterns, similarities, and differences of cultural, social, and psychological 

conditions, particularly those related to sport consumption and the social role of sport in the two 

cultural settings.  

Given its post hoc nature, the explanation and interpretation of similarities and 

differences are exploratory. Thus, the purpose of contemplating potential explanations is to 

enhance understanding of the fanship meaning and structure model that has emerged and point 

out future research possibilities toward the development of a comprehensive fanship theory that 

can be applied for social change (Chalip, 1985).  

Research Questions 

Four research questions derive from the literature reviewed: 

RQ1: What are the content and structure of meanings associated with being a sport fan in Culture 

A?  

RQ2: What are the content and structure of meanings associated with being a sport fan in Culture 

B? 
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RQ3: What are the similarities of sport fan meaning content and structure in Culture A and 

Culture B, and why? 

RQ4: What are the differences of sport fan meaning content and structure in Culture A and 

Culture B, and why? 
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Chapter 3: Method 

This chapter begins by briefly describing the social significance of sport in two cultural 

sites selected for this study in order to contextualize sport consumption in the broad socio-

cultural and political discourse. I then report characteristics of the study participants. In the data 

collection section, I summarize the theoretical foundations of ZMET as a data collection tool, 

and delineate the data collection process. Finally, I report the four steps I used to analyze the 

ZMET data.  

 

Selection of National Cultures 

China and the United States were chosen as the two national cultures for this study. 

Meanings in sport consumption are intricately grounded in the role sport plays in a society. 

Hence, when two societies attach different social functions to sport and institute sport differently, 

meanings of consuming sport in the two societies may vary. The different or even contrasting 

positions sport occupies in China and the United States make the two countries appropriate 

choices for ascertaining universal elements and identifying unique characteristics in sport 

consumer behavior across two cultures.  

Brownell’s (2005) incisive review on sport in the United States and China provides a 

historical treatment that contextualizes sport in the social, cultural, and political discourse of the 

two nations. The following section briefly summarizes Brownell’s view. The summary serves 

two purposes. First, it provides a snapshot of the role of sport in the history of the two nations. 

Second, the summary alerts us to some of the social trends in consuming sport in the two nations.   

Brownell (2005) argues that the appearance of a world system in which countries were 

defined as modern nation states at the end of the nineteenth century brought sport to the global 
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stage. The differences of the role of sport in China and the United States can thus be traced to the 

difference in the length of time that the two countries have been established as nation states.  

The United States was one of the first independent nation states to arise out of the 

colonialist and imperialist system created by the major European seafaring nations, England, 

France, Spain, Holand, and Portugal. Its Declaration of Independence dates from 1776, while 

China did not emerge as a modern sovereign republic free of colonial rule until 136 years later in 

1912. This long time difference is one of the reasons that the relationship of China, as a nation, 

to modern sport has been different from that of the United States. 

Brownell continues that Western sports, known as tiyu in Chinese, which can be 

translated back to English as physical education, physical culture, or sports, were introduced into 

China in the late nineteenth century, a time labeled as the “semi-colonial, semi-feudal” period in 

Chinese history textbooks when the weak Qing imperial government was forced to sign unequal 

treaties with the Western powers. Brownell noted that, in an effort to transform China into a 

modern nation state, China had too much history as one of the oldest civilizations in the Far East. 

The period from the demise of the Qing dynasty in 1912 to the end of the Cultural Revolution in 

1976 was characterized by a continuing criticism and rejection of Chinese traditions, particularly 

the Confucian teachings, in an effort to modernize China. Tiyu, with a Western origin, was used 

by various Chinese reformers and revolutionaries as one way to break with the imperial past by 

emphasizing its newness and foreignness.  

In addition to being viewed as a contributor to the creation of a modern state, tiyu was 

also expected to contribute to creating the image of a strong Chinese man on the world stage. 

According to Brownell, missionaries and physical educators, who introduced Western sports to 

China, promulgated a stereotype of the sickly Chinese body in order to justify their own causes. 
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As a result, Chinese nationalists began to perceive tiyu primarily as a means to build a militarily 

strong nation.  

Under the influence of Social Darwinist4 thinking, Chinese reformers blamed China’s 

Confucian feudal heritage for its national weakness. From the turn of the century onwards, the 

ancient Confucian tradition had been criticized for its contempt for physical activities and respect 

for the intellect. “Those who work with their brains rule; those who work with their brawn are 

ruled,” as the Confucian proverb went. Sports occupied an important place in the critique of this 

tradition.  

Brownell cites Mao Zedong as one of the reformers who spearheaded the critique of the 

feudal and Confucian tradition. In his 1917 article, “A Study of Physical Culture,” Mao 

expressed concern that scholars did not understand the importance of sports because they had no 

personal experience with exercise, felt no need for it, and therefore had no interest in it. Mao 

believed that the Chinese scholars were influenced by the Chinese Confucian traditions of 

“respect for learning” and “a good man does not become a soldier.” Throughout his political 

career, Mao held to the concept that yundong, which means “activity” or “movement,” was the 

remedy for the passivity and weakness that ailed China.  

Tiyu’s role in China’s recent history had at least two ramifications in Chinese society in 

the 21st century. First, because Chinese children are taught a history that emphasizes national 

humiliation, most Chinese believe that the “sick man of East Asia” is still a widely held image in 

Japan and the West (Brownell, 2005). Consequently, the goal of erasing the “sick man” label has 

been hailed as the justification for the quest for success in international sports.  

                                                 
4 Social Darwinism is a variation of Darwin’s theory of biological evolution. According to the Social Darwinist, nations can be 
seen as biological organism struggling for survival among other like organisms, and moral, intellectual, and physical education 
shapes strong citizens for a strong nation (Brownell, 2005).  
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The second ramification lies in integrating tiyu into the Chinese traditional culture. 

According to Brownell (2005), after the post-Mao era in 1978, China began to reconcile itself 

with its ancient past and to reconstruct its links with indigenous traditions. In terms of tiyu, sport 

historians began to write the history of ancient Chinese sports and to portray continuity between 

modern China and its ancient sports. This seems to further justify the role of tiyu, now packaged 

as an integral part of Chinese culture, to raise the image of China on the international area.  

Although the link between a national sport system and sport consumption is rarely 

brought up in the literature, the structure of a country’s sport development system, and resources 

an elite sport system garners from the government signal the political agenda set behind sport 

and the assigned social importance of sport in a nation, thus influencing consumers’ perceptions 

of sport and their meaning interpretation through sport consumption. In the Chinese context, the 

association of tiyu and a rising China is enabled by a state-sponsored elite sport system the 

primary goal of which is to secure medals at international sporting events (Fan, 2008). In the 

public sphere, the significance of seeing Chinese athletes excelling internationally is thought to 

bring glory to the nation. Bringing it together, whether it is about removing the stigma of “sick 

man of East Asia” or to boost its national image, sport in  Chinese society, supported by a state-

sponsored elite sport development system, encourages Chinese consumers to define themselves 

and their nation through sport on the international stage (Brownell, 2005).     

When reviewing the role of sport in the history of the United States, Brownell (2005) 

points out that, unlike in China, sport was not perceived as an imported and alien practice. 

Contrary to China’s problem of too much history, the Americans’ problem was not having 

enough history. Consequently, sport served to help Americans to build a national identity. 

Brownell continues, the United States became a viable political structure nearly two generations 
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before it began to develop a clearly articulated sense of its own history and national identity. The 

period of 1870-1915 was considered as a time marking the “Americanization of tradition.” 

Sports occupied a central role in this process of building a national identity. Domestically, sports 

such as (American) football, baseball, and basketball were considered distinctively American. 

Internationally, the United States actively participated in the modern Olympic Games from their 

inception. The American patriotic leaders and politicians saw the United States’ participation in 

the Olympic Games as a way for the country to take its place on the world stage as an equal of 

the European nations, particularly Germany and Great Britain. 

Sport continued to serve the United States’ international geo-political agenda during the 

Cold War. Nonetheless, with the United States’ emergence as the single economic, political, 

cultural, and military superpower after the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1989, the 

importance of sport in serving the nation’s ideological and political agenda has further 

diminished. In sharp contrast to China’s state-sponsored sport system, the sport development 

system in the United States is unique in that the federal government delegates sport development 

to the United States Olympic Committee (USOC) and its elite sport development system is 

mainly sustained by university and professional sport (Sparvero, Chalip, & Green, 2008). Given 

the popularity of American sports such as football, baseball, and basketball in the early twentieth 

century, sport and sport consumption have permeated the social fabric of American society and 

are surely now considered a major part of the American tradition. Even so, the laissez faire 

system of elite sport development in the United States seems to indicate a weak link between 

sport and the projection of the nation on the global stage.        
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Participants 

To ensure comparability of the sport consumption setting, fans of professional basketball 

in the United States and China were chosen as the study population. Basketball is a spectator 

sport with comparable popularity in both countries. The NBA is one of the four major 

professional leagues in the United States with a well-established fan base. NBA games have been 

broadcast live in China since the early 1990s. The number of Chinese basketball fans who watch 

NBA games regularly has grown steadily over the years. The number has increased greatly since 

Yao Ming joined the Houston Rockets in 2001. Further, the CBA (China Basketball Association), 

founded in 1995, has grown to be the best professional league in China, and has gained an 

extensive fan interest nationwide.  

The similarities of basketball’s popularity and the structure of the professional leagues in 

both countries ensure meaningful comparisons of sport consumption experiences between the 

two national cultures. Because of basketball’s popularity in both countries, studying the 

experience of being a basketball fan may allow sport consumer researchers to better understand 

sport fans in both countries. Finally, the large number of basketball fans in the two countries also 

eases the pressure of participant recruitment as more qualified participants are available for the 

study.   

Because of ZMET’s extensive interview protocol, it is possible to obtain sufficient data 

with a relatively small number of interviews. It has been reported that across 20 projects using 

the ZMET technique, the data were saturated, on average, within six interviews (SD=4) (Zaltman 

& Coulter, 1995). Two studies (Christensen & Olson, 2002; Sugai, 2005) using ZMET 

techniques that are similar in context to this study; used a sample size of 15. Thus, I chose to 

conduct 16 ZMET interviews with fans of professional basketball from each country. 
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To obtain meaningful and rich accounts about the sport fanship experiences, participants 

were first screened for their involvement with professional basketball (either NBA or CBA), and 

only those who identified themselves as basketball fans of professional leagues were recruited. 

Interestingly, all the Chinese fans primarily identified themselves with NBA teams, not CBA 

teams. Further, it was recognized that people who have job-related experience of basketball may 

interprete the sport differently than the average fan (cf. Hmelo-Silver & Pfeffer, 2004). Hence, 

participants whose job was to coach basketball or who had been trained as professional or pre-

professional basketball players were excluded from this study. 

In both countries, a few participants were recruited who were known to be basketball fans 

of either the NBA or CBA through friends and colleagues. The other participants were recruited 

through a snowball sampling process (Sudman, 1976; Zikmund, 1997). In addition, in the United 

States, flyers were posted on community bulletin boards and websites to recruit potential study 

participants. A copy of the flyer is included in Appendix C.  

Because of ZMET’s focus on images and metaphors to tap into the deep meanings of 

thoughts and experiences, it has been argued that participants are not constrained by their 

education or social and economic status in their ability to articulate thoughts and feelings 

(Zaltman, 1997). In spite of the relaxation of sampling requirements, care was taken to ensure 

that the demographics of the participants from the two countries were as comparable as possible. 

However, it should be noted that due to practical limits, the United States participants were all 

residents of Austin, Texas, a mid-size city in the Southwest region, and the Chinese participants 

were all recruited from Beijing, the capital of China. This discrepancy in geographical locations 

between the two national cultures is not deemed to be a problem for this study insomuch as the 
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research examines respondents’ thinking about national leagues rather than regionally or locally 

distinctive phenomena. 

Sixteen NBA basketball fans from each country participated in the study. The 

demographic profiles of the participants, including their age, gender, occupation, education, 

ethnicity, marriage status, income, are provided in Appendix A for the American sample and 

Appendix B for the Chinese sample. It should be noted that the majority of the study participants 

were male. In both countries, only two out of the sixteen study participants were female NBA 

basketball fans. This is deemed as appropriate as there are more male basketball fans in both 

countries. Thus, the gender composition of the sample reflects the demographic trend in the 

population.  

The average age of the American participants was 29.3 years (SD=8.7 years). They had 

been NBA fans for 18.5 years (SD=7.2 years) on average. Thus, the American participants 

started to follow the NBA at an average age of 10.8 years (SD=7.0 years). On average, they have 

been NBA fans 63% of their lives (SD=17%). The American participants identified with seven 

different NBA teams: five participants followed the San Antonio Spurs, three followed the 

Dallas Mavericks, two followed the Houston Rockets, two followed the Indiana Pacers, one 

followed the Los Angeles Lakers, one followed the Boston Celtics, one followed the Golden 

State Warriors, and one did not follow a particular team. With only one exception, the American 

participants had played basketball, either on varsity teams, intramural teams, or in other 

recreational settings.  

The average age of the Chinese participants was 24.9 years old (SD=2.1 years). They had 

been NBA fans for 8.6 years (SD=3.0 years) on average. Thus, the Chinese participants started to 

follow the NBA at an average age of 16.3 years old (SD=3.7 years). On average, they had been 
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NBA fans 35% of their lives (SD=12%). The Chinese participants identified with seven different 

NBA teams: five participants followed the Houston Rockets, two followed the Chicago Bulls and 

the Houston Rockets at the same time, two followed the Los Angeles Lakers, two followed the 

Phoenix Suns, one followed the Utah Jazz and the Houston Rockets at the same time, one 

followed the San Antonio Spurs, one followed the Cleveland Cavaliers, one followed the 

Chicago Bulls, and one did not follow a particular team. Eleven Chinese participants played 

basketball recreationally, five did not.  

  

Data Collection   

ZMET’s theoretical foundations. The Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique 

(ZMET) was used to collect data. ZMET is a collection of qualitative interview techniques 

capable of surfacing consumers’ conscious and unconscious mental states (Christensen & Olson, 

2002; Zaltman, 1997, 2003a; Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). The development of ZMET was 

grounded in basic human communication and information processing principles (Zaltman, 1997; 

Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). An understanding of these principals is critical for the appropriate 

usage of ZEMT techniques (Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). Hence, the theoretical assumptions that 

pave the foundation for ZMET are summarized here, and the corresponding ZMET steps are 

noted.   

Thought is image-based, not word-based. Thought arises from images. When neurons 

are activated adequately, images can be experienced as conscious thought. An image, then, is an 

internal representation for information processing. When verbal language is connected with 

nonverbal information, communication comprehension is greatly increased.  
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ZMET requires study participants to identify images that represent their feelings and 

thoughts of a given behavior prior to the interview. These images later are used to tell stories 

about the consumption experiences to surface thoughts and feelings. This enhances 

communication between the participants and the researcher on the research subject and allows 

the researcher to gain deeper access to the participants’ “minds”.  

Most social communication is nonverbal. Most human meaning is shared nonverbally. 

Approximately 80% of human communication is nonverbal (Zaltman, 1997). Much of the 

meaning of verbal language is determined by nonverbal cues including touch, paralanguage, 

spatial cues, temporal cues, eye contact, gaze, and pupil dilation. Yet most standard research 

tools are verbocentric, relying on literal language to collect data. Thus, it is important to enrich 

verbocentric methodologies with techniques that accommodate nonverbal expressions of 

perception, learning, and thoughts found in visual and other sensory images. ZMET interview 

techniques encourage study participants to use sensory images to express themselves, thus 

speaking out the nonverbal aspects of communication.  

Metaphors are central to human thoughts and feelings. On average we use about six 

metaphors for every minute we speak (Johnson, 1987). So, humans are metaphorizing animals. A 

metaphor involves understanding and experiencing one thing in terms of another. It is a person’s 

or a culture’s perception of one thing as if it were a different kind of thing. Metaphors both 

activate and express nonverbal imagery. In fact, it has been argued that thinking is represented 

primarily through metaphors. Johnson (1987) notes, “Metaphorical projection is one fundamental 

means by which we project structure, make new connections, and remold our experience” (p. 

169). Johnson’s view is also supported by findings in neurology (Burgess & Chiarello, 1996). In 

addition, metaphors are the engine of a person’s imaging processes and are critical to memory 
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because these processes help us create and arrive at what we have known and done. In other 

words, they shape the content of our knowledge. Finally, both cross-cultural similarities and 

variations have been found in the application of metaphors (Kövesces, 2005), which makes 

ZMET particularly useful for studies comparing different cultures.  

So basic are metaphors to human processing and representing thoughts, we are often 

unaware of their use in creating and expressing thoughts. When conducting ZMET interviews, 

the researcher is required to pay particular attention to metaphors—especially the interesting 

ones used by the participants—to probe the deep meanings associated with the metaphor. In fact, 

when asking the participants to collect images to represent their thoughts and feelings prior to the 

interview, the underlying purpose is to force the participants to find metaphors they can use to 

express themselves in the interview.  

Metaphors are important in eliciting hidden knowledge. Metaphors can be effective 

at surfacing hidden knowledge. Studies in psychotherapy have found that explicit use of 

metaphors helps patients make unconscious experience progressively more conscious and 

communicable (Kopp, 1995). Thus, purposeful use of metaphors can surface important mental 

states that the literal language might altogether miss or under represent. When conducting ZMET 

interviews, skilled questioning is required in the use of metaphors to elicit deep ideas that are 

rendered difficult to express or even hidden by standard research procedures.  

Metaphors are embodied. Metaphoric processes of information originate in 

neurological substrates tied to sensor-motor-affective systems (Marks, 1996). Metaphor is rooted 

in physiologically based image schema (Marks, 1996). Interestingly, it is also culturally based. 

Associations among sensory metaphors are culturally patterned (Classsen, 1993). That is, 

different individuals within the same culture display the same systematic connections between 
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dimensions of specific modalities. Sensory metaphors’ cultural and neurological bases again 

indicate that by soliciting metaphors, rich representation of deep thoughts and feelings can be 

achieved. These thoughts and feelings are embedded in the metaphors’ cultural order.  

Most thought, emotion, and learning occur without awareness. Feelings, the 

conscious experience of emotion, are only the tip of an iceberg. Most emotions and cognitive 

functions, which guide thought and behavior, occur without awareness (Plutchik, 1993). Hence, 

it is important to study the unconscious components of thoughts and emotions. Metaphors are 

basic mechanism for doing this.  

Mental models are representations of stories. The joint actions of metaphors, stories, 

and mental models synchronize the cognition and emotion processes (Zaltman, 1997). People 

have mental models that represent their knowledge and behavior in the form of stories (Zaltman 

& Coulter, 1995). The major processes of memory are the creation, storage, and retrieval of 

stories. Stories are, in turn, metaphors for knowledge and provide the relationship between 

constructs and ideas. Both stories and metaphors can be captured by researchers and displayed as 

diagrams. These diagrams represent mental models which are the interrelated ideas (concepts 

and constructs) held by an individual or a group on a given issue.  

It is important to note that mental models contain both constructs and connections among 

constructs (Christensen & Olson, 2002). Knowing only the constructs is like knowing what cities 

one would like to visit without having an itinerary and road map for going from one to the other. 

The connections among constructs represent the reasoning processes whereby one construct 

affects another. Hence, it is important that researchers go beyond identifying relevant constructs 

from the participants’ stories. Researchers must identify associations among these constructs as 

expressed initially by the people they study.  
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The commingling of reason and emotion. Thoughts and feelings are forces which are 

commingled. As deep mental structures are surfaced through the ZMET interview, the researcher 

must consider reason and emotion together, rather than stressing one over the other.  

Based on these assumptions and the associated ZMET interview techniques, the 

following data collection procedure was employed.  

Preparation for the ZMET interview. The ZMET interview is complex because it 

synthesizes several qualitative research methods, including laddering, art therapy, and projective 

techniques. This complexity requires the researcher to be familiar with each step and trained to 

effectively conduct the interview. Several steps were taken to insure the quality of the ZMET 

interviews in this study. First, based on the ZMET training manual (Zaltman, 2003b), a detailed 

interview protocol with a description of each step and interview questions associated with that 

step were complied. The interview protocol is included in Appendix D. Second, the research 

team (the principal investigator and her dissertation committee chair) conducted practice 

interviews with each other to learn the ZMET interview process. After the practice interviews, 

the researcher noted points for improvement with the feedback from her committee chair and 

incorporated these changes into the interview protocol.  

Finally, ZMET is essentially a large projective undertaking. To obtain a quick and 

accurate snapshot of the participant’s deep thoughts and feelings, the researcher is required to 

interpret and decode the participant’s narratives and then come up with penetrating probes during 

the interview. To hone her interpretation and probing skills, the researcher has referenced the 

relevant literature. In particular, the conduct of interviews has been informed by the principles 

and techniques used in Freud’s (1955) The Interpretation of Dreams, and the nature and 

characteristics of cultural metaphors described by Kövesces (2005).  
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Pre-interview. Participants’ active involvement is critical for a successful ZMET 

interview since the interview is structured around the images the participants have selected to 

express their thoughts and feelings prior to the interview. In this sense, data collection starts the 

moment that a participant is contacted. Participants were contacted three to six days before the 

interview and were encouraged to reflect on their experiences of being fans of professional 

basketball in the days leading to the interview. They were also instructed to collect pictures or 

take photos that represent feelings and thoughts about their professional basketball fanship. It is 

expected that participants should spend three to six hours of preparation for the interview 

(Zaltman & Coulter, 1995). To ensure participants’ active preparation, the importance of their 

preparation was stressed in the recruitment letter. Guidelines for how to select pictures were 

provided in the letter. Specifically, it was emphasized that since the purpose of the pictures was 

to metaphorically represent thoughts and feelings of being a professional basketball fan, it would 

be appropriate if most or even all of the pictures they brought to the interview were not 

basketball pictures. Appendix E includes a copy of the recruitment letter. Participants were 

reminded of the upcoming interview either via e-mail or telephone.  

The interview. A variety of techniques specified in the ZMET method (Zaltman, 1997, 

2003a, 2003b; Zaltman & Coulter, 1995) were applied when conducting the interview. These 

techniques include (1) story telling, (2) missed images, (3) triad sort and image comparison, (4) 

metaphor elicitation, (5) sensory images, (6) the vignette, and (7) the summary digital image. 

While all these steps are useful tools to solicit meanings associated with the sport fan experience, 

the application should be tailored to the interview situation to maximize the information obtained. 

Thus, not all the techniques are required in a single interview, and the sequences of these steps 

may be varied depending on flow of the participants’ narrative and the nature of the selected 
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stimuli (i.e., the images). The participants brought an average of eight pictures to the interview. 

The interview generally took 1.5 to 2.5 hours. After the interview, the participants were then 

thanked and paid an honorarium (US$ 50 to the American participants and 300RMB to the 

Chinese participants) for their time and active involvement in the study.  

Languages used in the study. Both the recruitment letter and the interview protocol 

were translated into Chinese by the researcher. A doctoral student who is bilingual and 

specializes in Asian culture helped the researcher compare the Chinese version to the English 

version. If discrepancies between the two versions were noted, the research team discussed and 

searched for better phrases and expressions until the two versions were deemed to match in 

meaning.   

The interviews were conducted in English for participants in the United States and in 

Chinese for participants in China. All the interviews were recorded. The audio files were 

transcribed verbatim, English interviews to English, and Chinese interviews to Chinese. To 

ensure sensitivity to cultural connotations embedded in language, the English interviews were 

analyzed in English, and the Chinese interviews were analyzed in Chinese. The extracted 

Chinese responses were translated into English after the analysis of the data was completed.  

 

Data Analysis 

  A four-step procedure was applied. First, I developed individual mental models 

for each interview. Second, I developed themes and sub-themes of fanship meanings within each 

national group based on the individual models obtained in Step 1. Third, I compared the themes 

across the two groups. Finally, I developed a mental model of fanship meaning and structure 

across the two national groups. 
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Step 1: Developing individual mental models. ZMET interview data, as a collection of 

narratives, pictures, metaphors, and stories, is distinguished by its richness. In order to fully 

digest the data, each ZMET interview was individually analyzed. I went through the interview 

text multiple times to discover meaning units and connections among meanings. By consulting 

the ZMET collage, I developed mental models for each interview—sixteen for the American 

participants, and sixteen for the Chinese participants. It should be noted that although the collage 

that participants developed at the end of each ZMET interview provides a pictorial summary 

about their thoughts and feelings of being a NBA basketball fan, the information contained in the 

collage was limited to meanings present in the pictures. By developing individual mental models, 

the underlying meanings and relationships in the interview text were captured and allowed an 

intimate understanding of each fanship profile.  

Step 2: Developing themes within each national culture. After developing 32 

individual mental models and achieving a profound understanding of fanship meanings for each 

individual participant, I then used NVIVO software to code the data. NVIVO is designed to code 

and analyze qualitative data. It offers convenient coding and grouping functions, and allows the 

researcher to create a hierarchical structure of the data (known as tree nodes in the NVIVO 

program).  

Two NVIVO projects were created: one for the American group by using the English 

interview text; and one for the Chinese group by using the Chinese interview text. The data from 

the two groups were coded separately. Within each group, the interview texts were coded line by 

line, and responses were extracted to capture meaning units. Themes were first created as free 

nodes to organize the extracted responses. The free nodes were later grouped to develop tree 

nodes. Throughout the coding process, the nodes were combined, separated, and refitted in order 
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to capture the data. Responses in the original interview context were revisited whenever the 

nodes were regrouped or renamed to ensure that the coding fully reflected the data. This process 

was repeated until all the interviews were coded, and the nodes matched the interview texts.  

Step 3: Comparing themes between the two national cultures. The comparison was 

made at two levels. First, I used the NVIVO Nodes Summary, a report produced by the software 

that summarizes all the codes in a NVIVO project, to compare the presence and absence of 

themes and sub-themes. Second, I closely examined the similarities and differences in meaning 

content within themes and sub-themes by resorting to the NVIVO Coding Summary. The Coding 

Summary contained the responses for each theme and sub-theme and allowed a detailed analysis 

of meaning. I worked back and forth at the two comparison levels to fit the data and develop a 

conceptually sound structure, often referring back to the literature during the analysis. Fine 

adjustments of the nodes and responses within the nodes were made within each group.        

Step 4: Developing a mental model of fanship structure and meaning. The primary 

objectives of this study were to discover (1) meanings of being a sport fan, (2) the structure of 

these meanings, (3) the similarities and differences of the meaning content between the two 

national cultures, and (4) the similarities and differences of the meaning structure between the 

two national cultures. One challenge in organizing the data to achieve these objectives was to 

identify an appropriate level of meaning unit and structure.  

ZMET mental models typically assume a map-like structure that can be zoomed to levels 

of different specificities analogous to the country level, city level, and street levels in a 

geographic map (Christensen & Olson, 2002). In the context of fanship meaning and structure, it 

is essential to capture the meaning content and structure at a level that enables the development 

of a theoretically sound model while providing answers to the research questions.  
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In order to achieve this purpose, I abandoned the line-by-line coding approach advocated 

by Sugai (2002), who compared the meanings of using a cell phone in Japan and Indonesia by 

using the ZMET technique. I tried Sugai’s approach at the initial stage of data analysis and found 

myself inundated by the millions of fragmented units within one single ZMET interview. 

Applying the Google map metaphor, I got lost in the maze-like small streets and obscured from 

the broad theoretical picture. This signaled to me that I needed to move to a broader level of 

analysis in order to conceptualize the data. Consequently, I began by developing themes and 

categories of fanship meanings guided by current sport consumer theories, for instance, Holt’s 

(1995) typology of sport consumption practices. Hence, previous theory served as a useful 

heuristic for seeking and organizing themes of the result. Themes continued to be identified and 

organized until they captured the richness of the data. Consequently, the final model is not a 

mere reflection of any one theory or group of theories. Rather, it is a conceptualization of fanship 

that is inductively derived from the data. It should be acknowledged that by using sport 

consumption theory developed in the West as a starting point for data analysis, one runs the risk 

of favoring the Western culture. Two facts mitigated this risk. First, although I was academically 

trained in the West, my Chinese cultural background sensitized me to the specifics of sport 

consumption in Chinese society. Second, the final model was far more extensive and 

significantly different from Holt’s typology. Indeed, it identified two distinctive modes of sport 

consumption—one characterizing Chinese NBA fans and the other characterizing American 

NBA fans.  

By grouping the themes under the theoretically-guided categories, I was able to develop a 

model of fanship meaning and structure at the levels of themes and categories. In this context, a 

theme itself assumes a cognitive structure that contains meaning content. Thus, fans of the two 
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national groups may share a theme in terms of the structure of their fanship but not the meaning 

contents within the structure. Consequently, I use the term “cognitive schema” to refer to the 

structure of a theme when presenting the findings. 

 



Chapter 4: Results 

Six categories are identified, and are common to both national groups. Each category has 

from three to six themes, some of which are common to both national groups, and some of which 

are distinctive to Americans or Chinese. The six categories cover (1) Fanship in Life, (2) Fanship 

Socialization, (3) NBA and CBA Interpretation, (4) Identity Orientation, (5) Basketball 

Definition, and (6) Experience Orientation.  

Within each category, themes are coded as (1) themes unique to a given national culture, 

(2) themes shared by the two national cultures but manifested differently, and (3) themes shared 

by the two national cultures with similar forms of manifestation. Unique themes are those, within 

a given category, for which only participants from one national group expressed ideas on an area 

related to their fanship (i.e., a unique fanship schema), and mentions of the same area are either 

absent or negligible among the other national group. Differences unveiled by unique themes 

indicate either absence or latency of a fanship schema for one national group, whereas the same 

schema is either present or even potent for the other group. For themes with different 

manifestations, both national groups possess a fanship schema, yet the meaning content and level 

of elaboration differ across the two groups. Variations emerged from themes with different 

manifestation signal that the two groups differ in the reasoning processes, ways of interpretation, 

content of associations, and level of elaboration on an area relevant to their fanship narration. 

Shared themes are defined as fanship schemas that are similar in both structure and content 

across the two groups.  

In this chapter, a summary of the themes and sub-themes by category is presented first. 

Following that, I examined themes within each category by applying the three levels of 

comparison standards. Relevant quotations are included to illustrate themes. Pictures referred to 
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in the quotations are included as added information for the theme. It should be noted that the 

included pictures should not be considered more important than pictures not included. In fact, all 

the pictures participants brought to the interviews were given equal weight when probing fanship 

meanings throughout the interview and in the process of data analysis. Further, based on the 

participants’ narratives, I drew connections among the categories and themes in an effort to 

reveal a heuristic model of NBA basketball fanship across the two national cultures. Finally, I 

provided a summary of similarities and differences in fanship structure and meaning across the 

two cultures.  

  

Summary of Themes and Sub-themes 

 Given the complexity of the fanship structure and the richness of fanship meanings, an 

unusually large number of 25 themes were extracted from the ZMET interviews. In view of the 

holistic nature of the fanship experience, it is necessary to consider the themes and categories in 

the context of one another. To facilitate this approach, all the sub-themes, themes, and categories 

are brought together in Table 4.1 to enable a bird’s-eye view of the fanship landscape across the 

two nations. Following that, a brief summary of the sub-themes and themes are provided by 

category. To facilitate reading, the breakdown of Table 4.1 including themes related to individual 

categories is again provided when presenting detailed results within each category.  
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Table 4.1: Summary of Sub-themes and themes across the categories 

  A Summary of NBA Basketball Fanship across the Two National Cultures  
Fanship in Life 

I define what it means to be a fan (Different Manifestation). 
My fanship resides in my relation with the team. Loyalty is central to my fanship 
(American fans). 
My fanship resides in my relation with basketball as a sport. Both playing and watching 
basketball are important to my fanship (Chinese fans). 
 
Playing basketball affects my fanship (Different Manifestation). 
Watching the NBA influences my playing style (both groups). 
I fantasize about myself playing for the NBA when watching (both groups). 
My experience of playing basketball assists me to better appreciate basketball games 
(American fans). 
Playing basketball is a more direct way of experiencing basketball as a sport. Watching 
games triggers my desire to play (Chinese fans). 
 
My fanship is important to my life (Different Manifestation). 
Basketball fanship is important but should not take over my life (both groups). 
The playing aspect of my basketball fanship is essential to life (Chinese fans).  
 
What I learn from basketball is useful in my life (Different Manifestation).  
I learn general life philosophies from basketball (both groups).  
NBA players should be role models (American fans).  
I am motivated by the spirit embodied in basketball (Chinese fans). 
 

Fanship Socialization 
I was socialized into basketball fanship (Different Manifestation). 
I was socialized to be a fan of my home team through my family at an early age 
(American fans). 
I was attracted to basketball by watching Slam Dunk (a Japanese cartoon movie), NBA 
games, and playing basketball at school (Chinese fans).  
 
My fanship makes me nostalgic (Different Manifestation). 
My basketball fanship triggers nostalgic feelings toward past life events (both groups). 
A reflection of my basketball fanship makes me long for the simple past and happy 
childhood (both groups). 
Basketball reminds me of home (American fans). 
Basketball reminds me of school (Chinese fans).  
 
My fanship allows me to connect and socialize with others (Different Manifestation). 
I connect with family members, friends, and even strangers through my basketball 
fanship (American fans). 
Playing basketball games allows me to make sincere friends and watching games with 
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others enhances my viewing experience (Chinese fans). 
NBA/CBA Interpretation 

The NBA is an African-American sport (Unique to American fans). 
 
I have mixed feelings toward wealth in the NBA (Unique to American fans). 
 
The NBA represents the best basketball play and basketball business in the world 
(Unique to Chinese fans). 
 
I prefer to watch NBA games but am concerned about the CBA’s development. 
(Unique to Chinese fans). 
 

Identity Orientation 
I identify primarily with the team or basketball as a sport (Different Manifestation). 
I identify with my home team (American fans).  
I follow the best players and teams in the NBA (Chinese fans).  
 
I feel that I am part of the team/game (Different Manifestation). 
I feel like I am in the game when I watch (both groups).  
I feel that I am part of the team because my team and I all belong to one big family, 
involving the team, the city, and my home (American fans). 
I feel that I am part of the game because I have forged a relationship with basketball as a 
sport (Chinese fans). 
 
I create a sense of connection with the NBA players in order to be part of the 
team/game (Shared Theme). 
 
Yao Ming’s rise in the NBA is important to my NBA fanship (Unique to Chinese 
fans). 
Yao Ming represents China in the NBA. 
I was attracted to the NBA through Yao Ming. 
I started to follow the Houston Rockets because of Yao Ming, but still closely follow my 
favorite NBA teams closely. 
I support Yao Ming because of his Chinese identity, not because of his basketball skills. 
 
Winning is important (Different Manifestation). 
It is important that my home team wins, but I would not abandon my team even if they 
continue to lose because I believe: 

1. the process is as important as the result; 
2. the victory is personally more rewarding after going through bad times with the 

team; 
3. there is always hope that my team will win (American fans).  

I associate winning with glory and believe a win can be justified for its own sake 
(Chinese fans).  
I enjoy many NBA games without worrying about the results (Chinese fans). 
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Basketball Definition 
I appreciate basketball because it is characterized by constant movement (Shared 
Theme).  
 
I appreciate teamwork (Shared Theme). 
It is important to play with teamwork in order to win. 
I enjoy both individual play and team play.  
Teamwork and individual play are related. 
 
I admire NBA players’ athleticism (Different Manifestation).  
NBA players acquire and maintain their athleticism mainly through hard work (American 
fans). 
NBA players are gifted with athletic prowess (Chinese fans). 
 
Some games are particularly good (Different Manifestation). 
I especially enjoy games in which the underdog triumphs (both groups). 
I have to care about the teams to enjoy the games and prefer to watch playoff or final 
games to those in regular seasons (American fans). 
The NBA embodies the best basketball in the world, and I prefer to watch games played 
by the best teams in the league or promoted by the media (Chinese fans). 
 
Basketball is a sport that everybody can play (Unique to American fans). 
 
Basketball embodies upward and youthful spirits (Unique to Chinese fans). 
 

Experience Orientation 
My experience of viewing games involves a wide range of emotions and intensities 
(Shared Theme). 
 
It is important to control my emotions (Unique to American fans). 
 
I consider analyzing the games to be an advanced form of fanship (Unique to 
Chinese fans). 
 
 

  

63

 



Summary of themes in fanship in life. Four themes are identified in the category of 

Fanship in Life. The notion of what it means to be a fan is highly interpretative. It varies both 

within and across the two national cultures. At the national level, American fans are inclined to 

define their fanship through their relationship with the team, whereas Chinese fans tend to define 

it through the connection with the sport. The Chinese fans’ passion for basketball brings the role 

of playing basketball to the fore. Playing is primary to their fanship definition since it is 

considered a direct way of interacting with the sport. For American fans, the experience of 

playing basketball mainly serves to foster a better understanding of the game, thus facilitating 

their game-viewing experience.  

 The variation of fanship definition has cascading effects on the role that fanship plays in 

one’s life. Fans of both groups agree that fanship is important but should not interfere with their 

regular lives. Yet, the playing aspect confers an additional layer to the role fanship plays in 

Chinese fans’ lives. They assign more importance to the playing aspect of their fanship 

compared to the viewing aspect.  

 Finally, fans of both groups learn life lessons from their fanship. But they diverge in what 

and how they learn from NBA basketball. American fans tend to treat NBA players as role 

models and expect them to live up to that expectation. Chinese fans see the sporting spirit in 

basketball as inspirational. The perception of the sporting spirit is absent among the American 

fans. In a nutshell, fanship is interwoven into fans’ life experience and is part of their lives. A 

wide range of cultural, social, and individual factors in the fans’ lives influences the way fanship 

is defined and its effects unfold over the course of a lifetime.  

Summary of themes in fanship socialization. It is noted that fans of both national 

cultures expounded on their early childhood experiences of being socialized into basketball when 
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describing their fanship. Instead of treating early socialization as a mere process of getting into 

fanship, the participants were cognizant of the experiences, people, and places associated with 

their early basketball memories, which provide resources for them to interpret fanship 

experiences across different life stages and to seek life meanings from their fanship. Therefore, 

fanship socialization is appropriately treated as a category of themes significant to the fanship 

meaning representation.    

The three themes presented in the category of Fanship Socialization indicate that fans of 

both national groups were socialized into (the social influences on the initiation of their fanship), 

socialize back (fanship triggers memories of past social life), and socialize through (the 

development of social connections via fanship) their fanship. Thus, the two groups share the 

grand schema of social impacts on their fanship in life. Yet, these effects unfold in different ways.  

 First, although fans of both groups were socialized into basketball at a young age, the 

social agents differ. For American fans, parents and family provide the early exposure to fanship. 

Home team and the team’s representation as home city are made salient to American fans’ early 

introduction to NBA fanship. The focus of their fanship, in turn, is geared toward the home team. 

Among the Chinese fans, peers in school exert major influences over their interests in basketball. 

Media and school life in China, together, instigate Chinese fans’ interests in basketball and lead 

them to anchor their fanship on the sport.  

 The early socialization experience, the social agents, and the subsequent effect on fanship 

orientation (team versus sport), in turn, affect the way the participants employ their fanship to 

piece together past life experiences. Mirroring the way they were socialized into their fanship, 

NBA basketball triggers a feeling of home for the American fans and people and events in school 
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for Chinese fans. As an overarching schema, a reflection of their fanship history leads to a 

reminiscence of the good and simple life in the past for both the Americans and the Chinese. 

 Finally, basketball fanship plays an essential role in fans’ social lives. The variation in the 

penetration level of sport and fanship in the American versus Chinese society and the way 

fanship is formulated affects how it serves fans’ social lives. For American fans, the established 

tradition of fanship in their social fabric allows them to connect with family members, friends, 

and fellow fans. For the Chinese fans, the playing dimension of their fanship enables them to 

build a social circle around basketball. Their love for the sport even makes the Chinese fans 

perceive basketball as their dearest friend.  

 Summary of themes in the NBA/CBA interpretation. Fans of the two national cultures 

formed different views on the NBA. The American fans focus on the social issues reflected in 

the NBA: the NBA as an African-American sport and the excessive wealth in the NBA as a 

distortion of the social value system. The Chinese fans consider that the NBA represents the best 

basketball and the best business model in the world. The NBA-as-the-best-basketball-

representation schema in the Chinese fanship narratives seems to orient the Chinese fanship 

definition on the basketball sport and offer justification over Chinese fans’ choice of the NBA 

rather than the CBA as a way of expressing their passion for the sport and enacting their fanship. 

 Further, the Chinese fans’ accounts detailed their feelings and thoughts toward the CBA 

when juxtaposing it to the NBA. This juxtaposition reveals the Chinese fans’ ambivalent attitude 

toward the CBA: they require the CBA to develop its own characteristics while they see cultural 

integration through the NBA’s presence in China. The overarching schema shared by fans of the 

two national cultures in CBA/NBA interpretation lies in a trend of being critical toward their 
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domestic league. This essentially shows the selective interpretation in fanship meaning 

generation across the two national groups. 

 Summary of themes in identity orientation. Five themes are presented in the category 

of Identity Orientation. The concept of identification is applicable to both groups. Yet, because 

of the variation in their fanship definition, fan socialization, and NBA interpretation, the 

identification process of the two groups differs. American fans identify with the NBA team that 

represents their home, whereas Chinese fans pick the NBA players and teams that best represent 

the sport. This leads to a divergence in the way fanship identification is experienced. The 

American fans feel they are part of the team, whereas the Chinese fans feel vicariously involved 

in the sport through the NBA games. On the other hand, a similar pattern exists when fans of 

both groups personalize their relationship with the team and sport by connecting with the players. 

 Yao Ming’s entry to the NBA provides additional meaning to the Chinese fans. They see 

Yao as a representative of China. For some Chinese fans, Yao Ming becomes a focal point of 

their NBA fanship. Yet, the seasoned Chinese NBA fans tend to treat Yao as another point of 

attachment to the sport in addition to the best NBA teams and players with whom they identify. 

Their support of Yao Ming is mainly based on Yao’s Chineseness, not his basketball skills.  

 Finally, fans of both national cultures agree on the importance of winning, but for 

different reasons. American fans have a strong desire for their home team to win because the 

team represents their identity. This identity representation prevents them from severing their 

connection with their home team when it loses games. Consequently, they have developed 

elaborate coping strategies to solve the tension. For Chinese fans, winning is typically associated 

with national glory. They then apply this highly Chinese-contextualized winning scheme to 

analyze and assess NBA players and teams. Both because the NBA is a foreign league and 

67

 



because of the sport orientation of NBA fans in China, the Chinese fans, compared to their 

American counterparts, seem to be less concerned about the outcome of the NBA games.  

 Summary of themes in basketball definition. The themes in the category of Basketball 

Definition reveal a high level of convergence in the way basketball is perceived in the two 

national cultures. Both groups are attracted to basketball by its constant movement, admire the 

athleticism demonstrated by the NBA players, see the importance of teamwork in playing while 

enjoying individual play, and define a good game in terms of the excitement it renders.  

 Nonetheless, at a deep level, fans draw different interpretations of specific basketball 

features. The two groups take different routes when assessing the NBA players’ athleticism. 

American fans believe athleticism can be achieved through hard work, whereas Chinese fans 

believe it to be largely innate. In terms of obtaining a satisfying viewing experience, mirroring 

the variation in fanship definition, rooting for a specific team is necessary for American fans, 

whereas Chinese fans simply embrace the best NBA games. Finally, both groups reported unique 

themes. American fans consider basketball to be a sport that everybody can play, and Chinese 

fans see basketball as an embodiment of uplifting and youthful spirits. 

 Summary of themes in experience orientation. Three themes emerged in the category 

of Experience Orientation. The first theme indicates a high level of convergence in the emotional 

format and pattern of fanship experience. Both groups go through a wide range of emotions, and 

their emotional experience is intense when watching NBA games. The second and third themes 

point to cultural differences. American fans tend to purposely control their emotions while 

Chinese fans focus on rational viewing and emotional management is either elusive or implicit to 

them.  
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Detailed Results for Fanship in Life 

 Four themes are presented in this category: (1) I define what it means to be a fan 

(Different Manifestation). (2) Playing basketball affects my fanship (Different Manifestation). 

(3) My fanship is important to my life (Different Manifestation). (4) What I learn from basketball 

is useful in my life (Different Manifestation). Table 4.2 summarizes themes and sub-themes in 

this category.  

Table 4.2: Themes and sub-themes of fanship in life 

 Themes and Sub-themes of Fanship in Life 
I define what it means to be a fan (Different Manifestation). 
My fanship resides in my relation with the team. Loyalty is central to my fanship 
(American fans). 
My fanship resides in my relation with basketball as a sport. Both playing and watching 
basketball are important to my fanship (Chinese fans). 
 
Playing basketball affects my fanship (Different Manifestation). 
Watching the NBA influences my playing style (both groups). 
I fantasize about myself playing for the NBA when watching (both groups). 
My experience of playing basketball assists me to better appreciate basketball games 
(American fans). 
Playing basketball is a more direct way of experiencing basketball as a sport. Watching 
games triggers my desire to play (Chinese fans). 
 
My fanship is important to my life (Different Manifestation). 
Basketball fanship is important but should not take over my life (both groups). 
The playing aspect of my basketball fanship is essential to life (Chinese fans).  
 
What I learn from basketball is useful in my life (Different Manifestation).  
I learn general life philosophies from basketball (both groups).  
NBA players should be role models (American fans).  
I am motivated by the spirit embodied in basketball (Chinese fans). 
 
 

I define what it means to be a fan (Different Manifestation). Fans of both national 

cultures possess some schemas that define what basketball fans should and should not do. Yet, 

the contents of these fan definition schemas vary within and across the national groups. In other 
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words, fanship meaning is highly personal to the fans. This section will first examine fan 

definitions offered by American fans and then those advanced by Chinese fans. Within each 

national culture, the prevalent definition will be examined first and followed by other definitions.  

 The mode of the U.S. group is to define fanship in terms of loyalty to the team. The 

American participants differentiate themselves from fair-weather fans and believe a loyal fan 

base influences team performance. Other definitions of fanship include knowledge of the sport, 

sportsmanship when viewing, and involvement in the NBA by playing for a team or owning a 

team. The loyalty definition of fanship is examined first. Consider the following statements. 

It's that loyalty and it’s the opposite of a fair weather fan. Even when times are not the 
best you’re still loyal to your team, and still proud…. The true fans are the ones who stay 
till the end. At the very end of the game, you can pan (the TV camera) out and it’s always 
the higher seats that are full because they are the ones that appreciate the team and are 
there for the team. The ones that are courtside may start to clear out early because they 
are there for the excitement and not necessary there for the team. (US5) 
 
If you are a true fan of a team, you stay faithful to that team the whole time, no matter 
how badly they are doing right now or how good they are doing. You keep up with them 
a lot. They could have a completely terrible record for years, but you still stick with them. 
[It feels like] the old couple [in the picture below]. They’ve been through a lot. I’m sure 
they’ve been through many fights, good times, bad times, or whatever but they have 
sucked it through all those years. A true fan, in my opinion, is just pretty much that. 
(US16)  

 

Picture 4.1: An old couple in a good relationship, US16  
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As these statements illustrate, American fans believe true fans are loyal to the team. One 

way loyal fans distinguish themselves from fair-weather fans is their behavior when attending 

games. They stay until the last minute to support the team, win or lose. Loyalty to the team is 

analogous to a long-term marriage, surviving adversities and sharing happiness over the years. 

Further, being loyal bears personal importance to the American fans. Consider the following 

statement. 

Even though the Houston Rockets haven’t won in the last 13 years, I’m still loyal to my 
favorite team. I am still loyal even though there are other teams that win the 
championship and have won every year. I still choose to enjoy this one, because it shows 
how much you really like your team and you are loyal even when they are losing. I do 
think that is important. It shows a lot about your character when you are loyal. (US8) 
 

This statement reveals that staying with the losing team does cause cognitive dissonance. The 

losing streak can be wearing on the fanship. But even so, since loyalty to one’s team is construed 

as a reflection of one’s personality, staying with a team through a losing streak enables other 

forms of meaning. Further, American fans believe their loyalty influences team performance. 

Consider the following two responses. 

There are a lot of Hispanics in San Antonio and it’s not a very wealthy city, but any 
Spurs team or fan will tell you that the Spurs have the greatest fans. Because it’s not 
about the material part of it, it’s really about whether give that strength as a fan to 
contribute that to the team. (US5) 
 
I’ve heard the best players want to play for a city where they feel the fan base is loyal. 
Teams play better when they know you are loyal as a fan regardless of whether they win 
or lose. I think that loyalty can produce greater winning by produce an environment… If 
people know that our city Houston is a loyal city, they want to play for the Houston 
Rockets. When they play home games they win more. So loyalty can produce more 
winning. I think that’s important. (US8) 
 

As the statements show, American fans rationalize their loyalty because of what they believe 

about its impact on team performance. The perceived connection between their loyalty and team 
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performance allows the American fans to acquire a sense of agency in their fanship. This, in turn, 

may encourage them to be loyal and offer justification to stay with their team when losing.  

 American fans also define fanship in other ways. For instance, one African-American 

participant [US10] grew up in an economically disadvantaged neighborhood. In his view, being a 

fan means watching and playing basketball with the goal of being a NBA player one day. After 

attending college and becoming disillusioned by the hoop dream, he changed his goal and 

aspired to own an NBA team. Owning an NBA team, to him, will restore the authenticity of his 

NBA fanship. Another fan claims his fanship through his knowledge of basketball. 

I am a very knowledgeable fan, even more so than people who go to the games. I am very 
attentive. Some people go to these games and really are big fans of the team, [but they] 
didn’t pay attention to the details of the game like I can. (US1) 
 

Yet, another American fan defines his fanship in terms of the sportsmanship. 

As a fan, I think you should support your team and the opponent's team. You should not 
go in there with any types of thoughts of malice to hurt or throw things out on the court. 
To boo, I don't like people who boo; I don't understand the aspect of booing. I always 
want to be positive about things and booing is negative to me. You don't add anything 
when you boo. Actually it pisses the players off. (US12) 
 
These expressions of fanship show there are great variations in what NBA fanship means 

to Americans. Being an NBA fan may mean being loyal to the team, owning a team, knowing the 

sport, or exhibiting sportsmanship. This, again, shows the highly interpretative nature of sport 

fanship. The subcultures within a nation, social upbringing, and individual idiosyncrasies may all 

lead to different understandings of fanship. For the African-American fan [US10], being an NBA 

fan always means having some form of proprietary interest in the NBA. He shifted his definition 

of fanship from dreaming of being an NBA player to dreaming of owning an NBA team. What is 

unchanged is the underlying relationship he applies to connect with NBA. His framework of 
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fanship differs from other American fans in that he never claims allegiance to a single NBA team. 

Rather, the NBA as a unit defines his fanship.  

 The Chinese fans also reported several ways of defining fanship including loving 

basketball as a sport, rendering support to the team unconditionally, and being objective and 

rational when attending or watching games. The mode of fanship definition among the Chinese 

fans revolves on a connection with the sport through both playing and watching basketball. 

Consider the following statements by two Chinese fans. 

There are two types of fans: one just follows basketball and does not play basketball. 
Their body condition may not be suitable for playing basketball so they will follow a 
player and imagine they were that player playing basketball. I am the other type of fan. I 
like basketball. First, I played basketball. Then, I started to follow the NBA and became a 
fan. I even want to change my job now if I can work for a basketball team even at the 
lowest level. I just like basketball so much that I can do things like this to get closer to 
basketball. (CN12) 
 
Basketball lovers are people who like to play basketball, but may not like to watch 
basketball games. Basketball fans are people who like to watch basketball games and 
enjoy the performances of their favorite basketball stars. The connection for the two is 
that both like basketball. For me, these two [playing and watching basketball] are 
inseparable. I like to play basketball and I also like to watch basketball games. (CN5) 
 
As the statements show, the Chinese fans differentiate forms of fanship and use these 

forms to frame their own fanship. The two main forms of fanship are (1) fans who watch 

basketball and (2) fans who play basketball. These two forms, in fact, are inseparable parts of a 

fanship defined by fans’ passion toward the sport. Similar to the loyalty relationship American 

fans have forged with their team, here, the Chinese fans form a relationship with the sport. One 

Chinese fan mentioned his love of basketball this way. 

I have two types of feelings for basketball: one is the love of the father to the son and the 
other is the love between two swans [as shown in the picture]. Why the love of father to 
the son? I have been with basketball for 10 years. I have gained some things from 
basketball and I have also offered my share. All are the consequence of my own making. 
For instance, I gained all my understanding of playing basketball step by step over time. 
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So, it is a love from father to the son. Then, why is it also a love between two partners? 
That is a mutual one…. The more I love basketball, the more I will get rewarded. (CN7) 
 

 

Pictures 4.2 & 4.3: Father and sons, and a pair of swans (CN7) 

While American fans tend to focus on the team, the Chinese fans derive fanship 

meanings from basketball through both playing and watching. By anchoring their fanship on the 

sport, playing basketball is, in effect, considered as a more authentic form of fanship. The same 

Chinese fan described it this way, “I am passionate about basketball. When watching the games 

of our national team, I get very involved. I can both hate and love them. I also play basketball 

and delve into it to study how to play well…. In fact, I think fans [who play basketball] are more 

fans [than fans who watch basketball] because they can get involved in [basketball] and they are 

more passionate about it” (CN7).  

 As was the case with American fans, Chinese fans expressed different kinds of fanship, 

as exemplified by the statement below. 

I have my standards. As a fan, you could not follow your team crazily. You should be 
objective and rational. More important, you should respect your opponent, not only the 
players should but also the fans. If you attack the other side with mean languages, I think 
this is a sign of immaturity and irrationality. When you watch basketball, you should pay 
attention to the strategies. You may have preferences for a team but this subjective 
preference cannot be too much. [If it is too much], it would not do well to you. (CN3) 
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The Chinese fans thus share American fans’ view of the relationship between sportsmanship and 

fanship definition. They believe both players and fans should exhibit sportsmanship. This also 

means to be objective and rational when viewing a game. Preference to a given team should not 

interfere with the objectivity in appreciating the sport. Finally, the Chinese fans also construe 

fanship as rendering unreserved support to one’s team.  

As a fan, I do not ask for return. I just want my team to win the championship. The 
satisfaction obtained is the best reward for me. I am the happiest when the team I like 
holds the trophy. (CN11) 
 
Being a fan is both lovely and sad. The lovely part is that they will like their team 
unreservedly, always wish them the best, follow them, give them hope, and they will not 
abandon the team if they lose. The sad part is that you continue to support your team but 
it never wins like Chinese soccer fans. (CN2) 
 

These views reveal the sense of loyalty in Chinese fans’ relationship with the team. However, 

instead of embracing the loyalty to the team wholeheartedly as the American fans do, the 

Chinese fans seem to be reserved, as one Chinese fan commented that “being a fan is both lovely 

and sad”. Unlike the American fans, the Chinese fans do not develop any mechanism to justify 

loyalty to a team when it is losing. Indeed, simply based on the counts of mentions (nine 

mentions by the American fans compared to two mentions by the Chinese fans), the Chinese fans 

have a much more rudimentary schema of being loyal fans to the team compared to that of the 

American counterparts.  

Playing basketball affects my fanship (Different Manifestation). Since playing 

basketball is perceived to be primary by the Chinese fans, it is necessary to take a close look of 

its role in defining fanship. Both Chinese and American fans mentioned some forms of 

interactions between playing and viewing basketball. Yet, playing basketball is far more central 
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to the Chinese for their fanship compared to their American counterparts. First, fans of both 

groups reported that NBA games influenced their playing style.  

You watch it on the screen and then you do it with your body, it is just one of those see 
and mimic things, monkey see monkey do sort of thing. It is like you are almost watching 
an instructional video. (US6) 
 
If I see [on TV] some good offensive strategies that may be applied in our own play, I 
would learn from them… [When I was watching a game], my mind would follow their 
strategies and think how I should play. I would also relate [them to my previous plays] 
whether I made the same movement last time I played, and whether I would achieve the 
same effect if I could improve my footwork. My mind would think about things like this 
and my body fully relaxes, preferably laying [on a couch] and watching. (CN14) 
 

For these fans, NBA games serve as instructional materials that help fans of both groups to learn 

how to play basketball and improve their games. Further, fans may also pattern their games after 

a certain player. One American fan described it this way, “I’m not six five and I’m not really 

strong. So when I play basketball with my friends I try to pattern my game after somebody like a 

European player like Steve Nash because I’m not a super talent. I have to get crafty and use the 

skills that I have to the fullest. The guy next to me might be able to jump higher than me, but 

there has to be a way for me to beat him. (US1)”  

 In addition to linking NBA games to their own play, fans of both groups also share the 

view that NBA games activate fantasy thoughts of themselves playing in NBA.  

There is always that kind of juvenile fantasy…. When I watch the NBA, a lot of times 
I’m like, “Ahhh Steve Nash. He’s about my height, he plays like me, and I play like him. 
If I had a great personal trainer I could make it.” Of course I know I would never be in 
the NBA, but at the same time there is always an idea or fantasy, of something, a lot of 
times it’s like escapism. (US11) 
 
It’s [playing basketball] almost like a reality check. It’s like okay, I’m not Superman, I’m 
not like an NBA star, but the dream of it is still there. The reality is that I can’t do it. But 
it is still nice to dream that I can, or think that I can. (US9) 
 

Similar thoughts were expressed by the Chinese fans.  
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Because I play basketball, I have the dream to play in the NBA at that time. Why I call it 
dream because I know that it is completely impossible in reality. I cannot dunk in real life 
but I dunked in my dream once. (CN12) 
 
We could not imitate [many movements made by NBA players] but we wanted to. So, we 
could lower the basket, come to dunk, and take pictures of that dunking and share among 
us. Everybody knows that the basket was lowered. It feels funny but we just want to 
imitate. (CN5)  
 

Both the American and Chinese fans indicate that watching NBA games may remind the fans of 

their own play, leading to some fantasy thoughts of playing for the NBA. Playing basketball 

serves as the enabler for fans to fabricate their NBA dreams. Nonetheless, the same playing 

experiences also set a reality check of what the fans cannot achieve versus what the NBA players 

can. As one Chinese fan mentioned, “It is completely impossible in reality” (CN12). Here, 

playing basketball distances fans from their NBA dream and limits them to fantasy. Interestingly, 

the desire of experiencing the NBA version of play can be so strong that fans may “cheat” by 

lowering the basket in order to dunk the ball. This kind of imitation seems to be effective in 

satiating fans’ NBA fantasy.  

 Although fans from both groups formed some association between playing and watching 

NBA games, they differed in the perceived importance of playing basketball in fanship. Playing 

takes an auxiliary role among the American fans.  

I’d say I enjoy watching it more if I play it [basketball]. Just because it’s more than just 
watching the game you actually do it too. So you can appreciate how good the 
professional athlete that actually plays the sport like how good they really are. (CN16) 
 
Because I grew up playing basketball, I understand what good basketball is. I kind of like 
the teamwork of basketball and how five guys almost have to play together to win. I like 
really good passing if there is a really good pass I will get excited about that…. I 
appreciate it when people play good basketball. (US13) 
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As these statements illustrate, the playing experience provides a foundation for the American 

fans to better appreciate basketball. It serves as a means for them to enhance their viewing 

experience, but it is not an end of its own.  

The reverse seems to be the case for the Chinese fans. The Chinese fans consider playing 

as a direct form of experiencing and loving basketball as a sport. One Chinese fan said that, 

“Playing basketball is the top priority because playing is a direct involvement. You can express 

your love of basketball very straightforward through playing” (CN17). This view was echoed by 

another Chinese fan, “When you are watching, you gain indirect experience from others. You 

always want to experience these feelings directly, so, you would want to practice by yourself” 

(CN10). One reason some Chinese fans prefer playing over watching can be attributed to the 

psychological gratification they obtain from playing.  

Sometimes, more enjoyment can be derived from playing than watching. [Playing 
basketball helps you] achieve a sense of accomplishment, especially when you score a 
challenging basket and make a beautiful move by breaking the guards. (CN2) 
 
I choose a flower [a picture of a flower blossoming] to represent that I play basketball not 
only to release myself but also to display myself. Sometime, I like to watch others play 
basketball. Conversely, I also hope that others watch me playing basketball. When I am 
playing, I especially hope that others will cheer for me and praise me similar as people 
appreciate the blossoming of flowers. (CN10)  
 

 

Picture 4.4: A blossoming flower (CN10) 
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Such views indicate that the Chinese fans are able to obtain a stronger sense of achievement from 

playing basketball than from watching their favorite team winning. Given that they focus their 

fanship on the sport, their tilt toward playing makes intuitive sense as the experience of playing 

basketball is a direct form of interacting with basketball. Further, the Chinese fan enjoy the self-

expression enabled by playing basketball—both viewing other’s display of their talent or being 

watched by others when they play basketball. Indeed, some Chinese fans arrange their fanship 

around both watching and playing.  

If there is a NBA game, I must watch the game first and then go to play. Usually the 
NBA games are broadcasted in the morning. So, I would watch the games in the morning 
and play in the afternoon. After watching an exciting game, I would feel that my blood is 
boiling and have a strong desire to play basketball. I would talk to friends like which 
NBA players made the scores and who performed well. When playing, I would naturally 
imagine myself as one of the NBA players. I would joke that if I were McGrady, I would 
do what what. Doing talks about this further motivates us to play basketball. (CN12) 
 
If I watched an excellent game, I would like to discuss the game with friends in the 
afternoon and even play a game to seek these feelings. You want to release the energy 
accumulated when watching games in the morning. After playing the game and sweated a 
lot, we would then take a shower and have a meal. This makes a day and you will have a 
good sleep. (CN14) 
 

Watching NBA games thus motivates Chinese fans’ desire to play. They would talk about the 

NBA games when playing with friends and even imagining themselves as NBA players they saw 

in the morning. Such views further corroborate the view that Chinese fans define their fanship 

through both watching and playing basketball. The Chinese fans use both forms as vehicles to 

interact with basketball. In other words, while the American fanship mainly focuses on the 

representation of the team, the Chinese fanship is anchored on basketball as a sport. 

Consequently, playing basketball constitutes a major part of fanship among the Chinese fans. 

My fanship is important to my life (Different Manifestation). Fans of both national 

cultures not only define what means to be a fan, they also define the role of fanship in their life. 
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They take a dialectic approach to position their NBA fanship in life: while acknowledging its 

importance, they see their NBA fanship as an entertainment or hobby which should not take over 

other parts of life. Consider how these American fans describe their fanship.  

It is a huge part of my life, it taught me a lot about self control and discipline. It is also a 
huge hobby, kind of a release from everything else. You know it’s like my experiment is 
not working out that well, but the Spurs are winning right now. That is fine and it’s 
something to look forward to. (US5) 
 
I've always loved sports and I've always loved basketball. Since I wasn't tall enough and 
didn't make it, my fan base became really important…. I must see it, I have to see it, and 
it relaxes me. No basketball and football I'm miserable, my days are long, and my weeks 
are extra long. When I have a game to watch it just puts me in that relax mode…. The 
desire level right now [is high]. Knowing that another hour from now is game time, I'm 
excited. (US4)  
 

These American fans acknowledge the importance of their fanship in life. NBA games add 

flavors to the otherwise tedious daily routine. Yet, they also set a clear boundary on the role 

fanship plays in their life. As one American fan mentioned, “Family, friends, relationships, 

career, my own physical health, and intellectual things that I do are more important to me than 

sports” (US11). This view is expressed by other American fans, “[NBA fanship] is simply 

entertainment and nothing more. I don’t let it become a huge part of my life. When I come home 

from work I will watch it, but other than that I’m not that involved with it. I am a big fan but I 

just don’t get too involved” (US1). 

 The Chinese fans also describe their basketball fanship as important. One Chinese fan 

described it this way, “It [basketball] takes a relatively higher position in my pastime time” 

(CN17). Another Chinese fan mentioned that, “If the NBA disappears from my life, I will feel 

very lost. It is not necessarily the most important thing, but it is an important part. But I probably 

will continue to fight optimistically [in life] and find a substitute that can inspire me” (CN3). 
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While acknowledging the value of their basketball fanship in life, the Chinese participants are 

realistic about the role their fanship should take in their life.  

I like the middle ground philosophy [zhong yong]. Fanship should not go to an extreme 
such as getting infatuating with a star player or collecting all the memorabilia of a team. 
You cannot feed yourself by watching a game. Basketball is a meaningful supplement to 
my pastime. Without it, I am bored in my pastime. (CN2) 
 

Chinese fans consider following NBA games and players important but should not take over 

their life. In other words, they take a moderate stance on the viewing dimension of their fanship. 

Since the Chinese fans also use playing to define their fanship, this aspect needs to be examined. 

While the Chinese fans’ view following basketball as roughly of the same importance as the 

American fans, they attach great weight to playing basketball. One Chinese fan described the 

function of playing basketball this way. 

Basketball is like the sun’s rays and rain to me. It makes my body stronger. More 
importantly, playing basketball allows me to release and relax and to move upward with a 
healthy physical and mental state. It is a very important part of my life. (CN10)  
 

Another Chinese fan used the metaphor of a love relationship to describe basketball. When 

asking what he would feel if basketball disappears from his life [for playing], the participants 

said that “I want to make a metaphor. If a girl likes a boy and the boy suddenly disappears, how 

will she feel? Her feeling would be the one I would feel about basketball disappearing from my 

life. First, I will be very sad, second, I will lose hope, and third, I will be fully de-motivated” 

(CN5). Another Chinese fan expressed a similar view. 

I think basketball is my lover. When I got to know my ex-girlfriend, I first told her that I 
did not have other hobbies and basketball is the most important thing in my life. It has 
been ten years and basketball is always with me. I will play basketball when I am happy 
or low. (CN12) 
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The Chinese fans assign high priority to playing basketball. The playing part is closely woven 

into their lives. It nurtures them both mentally and physically. They even equate their 

relationship with basketball through playing as that between the lovers.  

Taken as a whole, it can be concluded that both American and Chinese fans are able to 

assign appropriate roles to their basketball fanship in their lives. While it is an important part for 

their pastime, they are cognizant that their basketball fanship should not interfere with their work 

and life. The role that fanship assumes in one’s life is also affected by the way fanship is defined. 

Consequently, while Chinese fans consider playing basketball important, the American fans 

simply do not include this aspect in their fanship definition and consequently, they do not discern 

an important impact on their life. 

What I learn from basketball is useful in my life (Different Manifestation). Fanship 

is closely knitted to fans’ lives. As a result, fans of both national cultures learn life lessons from 

basketball. One American fan commented that “you can learn a lot of life skills through sports” 

(US11). Another American fan (US9) talked extensively about his application of basketball and 

NBA to illustrate life lessons for the college students in the ministry in which he worked. The 

same view was echoed by the Chinese fans. One Chinese fan said, “There are life philosophies in 

basketball. It allows me to understand that many things are connected. What you gain in 

basketball is also applicable to other aspects. They are connected” (CN5). Indeed, the linkage 

between basketball fanship and learning life lessons from basketball is so strong that one Chinese 

fan confessed that this sort of learning motivated him to follow basketball. 

If the NBA no longer brings me enjoyment and offers no fancy movements but I feel it 
can still allow me to experience other things [such as learning about the society], I will 
continue to watch. This is probably contrary to my initial intention. When I initially got 
in touch with the NBA, it mainly gave me excitement. It is very simple. I did not expect it 
to bring me more and more things. (CN3) 
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As the statement reveals, fans may be initially attracted to basketball by its sport characteristics 

such as its speed and movement for excitement. As the fanship continues, they start to see the 

applicability of basketball principles in life, and seek meanings beyond the immediate satiation 

obtained through game viewing. Consider the following example one participant provided in her 

narrative about employing life philosophies embodied in basketball principles to her life.  

I think that everybody has something to contribute [by looking at the teamwork in 
basketball]. I have a lot of respect in my research. When I first started I was very 
discouraged because I was trying to teach myself every aspect of what goes into a project. 
There were certain parts that I was good at, and there were certain parts that I was not so 
good at and I would really get hard on myself about it. I got really frustrated and 
discouraged. Then I realized that what's important is the end result…. Sometimes that 
means not taking all the credit and not doing everything yourself, you can't do everything 
yourself. You outsource those people who are great at that, other students in my lab are 
really good at the things I'm not and I'm really good at the things they're not but when we 
work together its makes the end result so much better…. I think that ability to work with 
others is really important. (US5) 
 

As this narrative reveals, fans can reflect on the issues in their life by linking them to basketball 

principles such as teamwork. They will then apply those principles to solve issues in life. This 

type of interaction between basketball and life seems to create personal relevance and render a 

deeper layer of bonding. It is plausible that the personal relevance in fanship through applying 

basketball lessons to life may be the reason why the Chinese fan quoted earlier would assert that 

the life lessons offered by basketball alone can sustain his fanship.  

 Although the fans of the two national cultures exhibited the same orientation of applying 

basketball lessons to life, they differ in the content to be learned: the American fans expect NBA 

players to be role models, and the Chinese fans focus on the spirit displayed in basketball. The 

American participants believe that NBA players are obligated to be role models because of the 

influences they have. Thus, they examine and evaluate the players both on and off court. To a 
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certain extent, they also model themselves after these players. First, the American fans felt that 

the NBA players are obligated to be role models.  

You have millions of people that watch these players. So whether they like it or not they 
have got to become role models. And how they live their lives, whether on the court or 
off the court, is important. (US11) 
 
People in the NBA have influences…. The young people who watch their games look at 
them as role models…. Whether or not they want to be role models is irrelevant because 
they are still role models. You don’t choose to be a role model. People who look up to 
you automatically make you one…. The reality is that you can either be a good influence 
or you can be a bad influence. (US9) 
 

These two statements illustrate, the American fans regard NBA players as role models and 

believe being a role model is not a choice but a responsibility for the NBA players because of the 

status they have acquired and the social influence they exert. Consequently, the American fans 

apply the role model criterion to evaluate NBA players both on and off the court.   

Sometimes I just see a player and think he's a nice guy, I don't know, probably superficial. 
You read stuff in the news and you say he did a good thing and you want to root for him 
now. You have a different opinion whereas you see some people getting arrested, you can 
still watch [him] on the basketball court and you can see he's pretty good but you'll never 
feel that connection with the player if he is in the news. I listen to sports news a lot and if 
a player is being slander in the media for a good reason, you’re never going to have that 
bond with them you'll never root for that individual player. (US6) 
 

The players’ life off-court thus affects the American fans’ feeling toward them. By applying the 

role model standard, the American fans may not support a player who is portrayed negatively in 

life by the media. In effect, the American fans think about issues off-court when assessing a 

player. One American fan said, “So I don’t know how many players are cheating on their 

wives…but I think about it. He might be a really great player but he’s not a good person” (US15). 

One reason the American fans are sensitive to the players’ off-court behavior seems to relate to 

the fact that the fans also model themselves after the players.   
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I have learned a lot about competition by watching Michael Jordan and what makes a 
good competitor and what makes a winner. (US14)  
 
I look at him [Michael Jordan] as a young man, as myself, and I use his inspiration to try 
to do the best in my life. I'm not a ball player but whatever I try to achieve and can strive 
to do the best at what I'm doing. That leadership that he carries for his team is the same as 
I carry in my workplace or my house. (US4) 
 

 Taken as a whole, the American fans treat NBA players as role models and use the role 

model standards to examine the players. Although this is not an overt form of learning from 

basketball, the statements clearly indicate that the American fans assume NBA players are role 

models. And as role models, they should serve to inspire others in life. This expectation is 

formed because of the influences NBA players can exert as athlete celebrities. By ascribing the 

model role function to the NBA players, the expectation is elevated to something beyond that of 

the celebrity status an NBA player acquires. Meanwhile, the American fans are suspicious of 

NBA players’ behaviors off-court as players misbehaviors are a staple of sport media coverage. 

Hence, their expectation of NBA players as role models amid the abundant news of player 

scandals leads to a process of scrutinizing and identifying authentic role model among the 

players.  

 The notion that NBA players should be role models is generally missing in the Chinese 

fans’ accounts. Instead, the Chinese fans’ narrative reveals an overwhelming emphasis on the 

sporting spirit. One Chinese fan described it this way, “Sport is about spirit. When we talk about 

Olympic Ideals, it is all about spirit and the essence is spirit. Skills are put behind spirit. I feel 

only when you have that spirit you are able to execute your skills. If you do not have spirit, you 

have none” (CN7). The Chinese fans perceive spirit as the core to sport. One Chinese fan said, 

“Michael Jordan has influenced me the most. I think he represents a spirit. As long as he is on 
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the court, the team will always hope [to win]” (CN9). The linkage between sporting spirit and 

learning from spirit is evident in the Chinese fans’ narrative.  

After following basketball for a long period of time, it gives me spiritual inspirations. I 
have learned the spirit of incessantly working hard on a goal despite of the obstacles. In 
order to excel, I will work hardest! You do not commonly feel this type of spirit in other 
area. [This picture that Rodman was flying out flat to save a ball] is shocking. All the 
people were surprised and then understood him for why he was doing that. I was inspired 
when I was watching this. (CN12)  
 

 

Picture 4.5: Sport spirit (CN12) 

This [a picture depicting a Chinese basketball player making the final shot in an 
international championship] gives me the feeling of never giving up. Whether you are 
leading or lagging behind, you should never give up your desire for victory and you must 
grasp every opportunity. In terms of job and personal life, you should also grasp 
opportunities and never give up. (CN4) 

  

Picture 4.6: Sport spirit (CN4) 
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The Chinese fans therefore focus on the sporting spirit the players exhibit on the court 

and apply that spirit to their lives. This clearly differs from the American fans’ emphasis on 

players’ behavior off-court. For the Chinese fans, players’ athletic performance alone seems to 

be sufficient to serve as inspirational forces in life. 

 

Detailed Results for Fanship Socialization 

 Three themes fell under this category: (1) I was socialized into basketball fanship 

(Different Manifestation). (2) My fanship makes me nostalgic (Different Manifestation). (3) My 

fanship allows me to connect and socialize with others (Different Manifestation). Table 4.3 

summarizes the themes and sub-themes. 

Table 4.3: Themes and sub-themes of fanship socialization. 

Themes and Sub-themes in Fanship Socialization 
I was socialized into basketball fanship (Different Manifestation). 
I was socialized to be a fan of my home team through my family at an early age 
(American fans). 
I was attracted to basketball by watching Slam Dunk (a Japanese cartoon movie), NBA 
games, and playing basketball at school (Chinese fans).  
 
My fanship makes me nostalgic (Different Manifestation). 
My basketball fanship triggers nostalgic feelings toward past life events (both groups). 
A reflection of my basketball fanship makes me long for the simple past and happy 
childhood (both groups). 
Basketball reminds me of home (American fans). 
Basketball reminds me of school (Chinese fans).  
 
My fanship allows me to connect and socialize with others (Different Manifestation). 
I connect with family members, friends, and even strangers through my basketball 
fanship (American fans). 
Playing basketball games allows me to make sincere friends and watching games with 
others enhances my viewing experience (Chinese fans). 
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 I was socialized into basketball fanship (Different Manifestation). Fans of both 

groups talked about how they were introduced to basketball and the NBA. The trajectories of the 

socialization process in the two national cultures are different. American fans typically started 

their fanship at a young age, and family influence played a central role in initiating their fanship. 

Chinese fans, on the other hand, obtained their early exposure to basketball through watching 

cartoon movies, following star NBA players, and playing basketball in school.  

 The American fans were exposed to the NBA in childhood. One American fans described 

it this way, “I remember just being really, really, young, maybe like 4 or 5 years old, watching it 

on TV, being excited with the movement of it and the colors… and the team…. Then I slowly 

started to understand the game, it became even more enriching (US11).” Parental influences play 

a central role in the formation of a child’s fanship in the United States.  

I picked [a picture of] a father and son watching a baseball, but it could be any sport. 
When I grew up my dad was a big sports fan; he still is a big sports fan. Basically, once I 
was born I was thrown into this sports game and basketball and everything…. When I 
was a little kid I just learned like everything there is to know. Part of it was I just wanted 
to be like my dad and so I would just watch the games with him…. He [my grandfather] 
watches too and that’s how my dad got into it and that’s how I got into it. So it’s kind of 
cool and you go back home and you have those big dinners and then your grandfather 
will talk to you about basketball and the NBA and all the guys that he likes and stuff like 
that. It kind of brings together generations. (US13) 
 

As the statement tells, following sports can be a family tradition. It is almost a natural process 

that American children are introduced to a sport or a team because their parents, especially the 

fathers, are avid fans. Nurturing the youngsters’ interests in sport seems to be part of the 

parenting routine in the United States. One American fan explained it this way, “When I was 

growing up, my mom would watch sports with me. I did not have a dad growing up, so my mom 

would sit there and watch it. I got involved in watching sports when I was young” (US12). 

Developing interests in sports under their parents’ influence renders additional benefits to the 
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young American fans as the shared interests create opportunities for quality family time. One 

American fan said that “My dad really enjoyed the NBA so you know watching that with him 

was always very fond memory. My Dad likes the NBA and I want to share this with my Dad, so 

I watched the NBA. (US15).  

 Since the initial development of fanship with a team in town is deeply embedded in the 

family experience, the American fans naturally relate the team to home. This linkage is 

strengthened by the fact that the team and the home share a common location. Indeed, the 

American fans directly associate their childhood socialization to basketball fanship with the 

place.   

I am from Houston. It had to be 1993; I had to be at least 10 or 11 years old. Our local 
team, the Houston Rockets, was an OK team and I kind of liked basketball at the time, 
but that year they won the NBA championship. That opened my eyes. There was so much 
pride in the city for our basketball team and so much excitement in our city that sparked 
my interest in basketball. (8) 
 
I grew up in California in the San Francisco Bay area and originally there was a team 
called the San Francisco Warriors and sometime in the early 70s they moved to Oakland, 
which is just across the Bay and changed their name to the Golden State Warriors…. I 
lived in a city called Berkley which is right in that area. So when I was growing up that is 
the team that would come on TV where I lived. This is actually their old logo and they 
have reissued t-shirts with the old logo “The City”. That is what people in the San 
Francisco area call it, “The City”. That’s a picture of the Golden Gate Bridge and I just 
have always liked that logo I thought it was really cool and it reminds me of when I first 
started watching. (US14) 
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Picture 4.7: Place representation in the old team logo (US14)  

As these statements illustrate, when narrating their early fanship, the American fans tend to start 

from the place they grew up and the team in their home town. The home team winning is 

perceived to be the pride of the people in home town. Here, the place representation of a NBA 

team is intertwined with the fans’ memories of their childhood and their home. These 

associations developed in their early childhood fanship, in turn, affect the ways in which the 

American fans interpret the NBA fanship experience. 

 The fanship socializing agents reported by the Chinese fans differ from those of the 

American fans. The Chinese fans typically developed their fanship through cartoon movies, star 

NBA players, and school participation. Several Chinese fans mentioned that their interests in 

basketball were kindled by watching a Japanese cartoon movie. 

This [in the picture] is my first basketball-related cartoon book [called Slam Dunk]. This 
is actually a cartoon movie. At that time, you could not see the movie on TV, so we read 
its book version. This is the first time I was exposed to a cartoon on the topic of 
encouragement, youth, and sports. I felt that basketball was such a passionate sport. I was 
in my middle school. After finishing Slam Dunk, I played basketball every day. (CN9) 
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Picture 4.8: Slam Dunk flyer (CN9) 

The fact that a cartoon movie can exert profound influences on sport adoption sounds to 

be rare in North American. Yet, it was effective in China in that particular social and spatial 

junction for a specific age group. One Chinese fan explained it this way. 

At that time, China did not have its own good cartoons. After Jiangsu Satellite started to 
air it on TV, everybody was watching. [Of course,] you would tell your friends about it 
when you started to watch…. My friends mentioned to me about Hanamichi Sakuragi 
[Yinmu Huadao], the main character in Slam Dunk. I asked that “who is Hanamichi 
Sakuragi?” They said, “He is a character in a cartoon and it’s on air at 6:30pm.” I said 
that “I do not watch cartoons.” I was in Grade 8 at that time. They said that “it was not 
the moron type of cartoon like Mike Mouse or Donald Duck. It is a Japanese cartoon. 
You should give it a try.” I watched and found it was close to middle school students’ life. 
It felt that it was talking about my own life. It taught you passion, enthusiasm, and many 
common human natures. At the end of each episode, it teaches you some basic basketball 
skills. I was soon fascinated by the cartoon. (CN10)  
 

Because of the limited media products available to Chinese young people in the early 1990s, a 

well-made sport cartoon tailored to the teen life became a powerful socializing agent that 

triggered their interests in basketball. Given the psychological characteristics of that age group, 

the peer influences, rather than parental influences as in the case of the American fans’ early 

child socialization, propelled the popularity of the cartoon and interests in basketball.  

Other participants mentioned that they got interested in basketball through watching 

NBA games. Yet unlike their American counterparts, they did not mention their parents sharing 
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the watching experience with them. One Chinese fan explained why the NBA and Michael 

Jordan had such an extensive influence on their interest in Basketball. 

I represent those born in 1980s. At that time, there weren’t many entertainment choices 
such as singers or movie stars. All the shows we were exposed to were sports related. 
CCTV did not broadcast many ball games but they would usually broadcast the NBA 
finals. In those years, the NBA finals always featured Michael Jordan. (CN7)  
 

This corroborates the explanation of why a Japanese cartoon drew substantial followings among 

the Chinese teens. Similarly, because of a lack of popular culture products, NBA games and the 

NBA star Michael Jordan acquired the Chinese audience’s undivided attention. For the Chinese 

teens, the NBA exerted a strong influence that led them to the basketball world. Further, 

socializing agents may function concurrently in fans’ socialization into sport.  

I started to play basketball after watching Slam Dunk [a Japanese cartoon]. Then I started 
to like Michael Jordan. During Junior High, I had a puppy love and secretly adored a 
schoolmate. He liked Michael Jordan very so much and plays good basketball. Then, I 
started to have the [basketball] complex and hope to play basketball with him. At that 
time, I particularly liked Hanamichi Sakuragi. I was playing basketball in a red jersey 
[Hanamichi Sakuragi’s jersey color] all the time. (CN10) 
 
This shows that factors that affect one’s socialization into sport are both external and 

personal in nature. The Chinese fan was motivated to play basketball by external influences of 

Slam Dunk and Michael Jordan. Yet, the puppy love in her school life also fueled her interest in 

basketball and brought it dear to her inner life. Indeed, the influence of the school environment 

seems to be particularly potent for many Chinese fans. One Chinese participant described it this 

way.  

Our generation started to have a basic understanding of basketball through school. The 
school usually organized basketball games because we did not have enough space to play 
soccer. Playing basketball was popular among middle school students. At that time, you 
would receive admiration from your peers if you played good basketball. (CN14) 
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 Many Chinese fans learned to play basketball at school. Thus, unlike their American 

counterparts who developed interests in basketball at pre-school ages, the Chinese fans were 

socialized into basketball at an age often well after elementary school. It is interesting to note 

that, while variation in social agents across the two nations is not surprising, these somewhat 

different socialization processes may well set the tone that leads to different ways of defining 

fanship as discussed in the category of fanship in life. The American fans’ early socialization led 

to their identification with a specific team.  

I just grew up watching them [Houston Rocket]. By nature I try not to be fair-weather. 
Right now, Yao Ming is playing for Houston. There is a bunch of new Rocket’s fans, but 
the second that Yao goes to another team they probably wouldn’t even care about the 
Rockets anymore. But [for me], it’s more about being loyal to your team. (US16) 
 

Clearly, the American fans anchor their relationship with the team because they grew up 

watching and supporting their home team. On the contrary, in the initial socialization process in 

China, the NBA and Michael Jordan mainly served as a medium through which the Chinese fans 

developed interests in basketball. One Chinese fan described it this way, “I got to know 

basketball through the NBA. I liked the NBA because of the Bulls and then I started to watch 

basketball games” (CN14)” In a nutshell, while the American fans are socialized to connect with 

a basketball team, the Chinese fans are oriented to the sport of basketball.  

 My fanship makes me nostalgic (Different Manifestation). Fans’ reflection of their 

basketball-related experience evokes memories of events, places, and people in the past. 

Basketball makes me very nostalgic. It has been intertwined throughout my life from a 
young child. When I think about being a fan I have a lot of memories throughout my life 
that are associated with memories of times with friends, and memories of places in my 
life. (US2) 
 
I got into collecting basketball shoes through basketball…. I spend more time with my 
shoes than with people. These shoes are usually replicated once a year. Maybe because I 
have spent such a long time collecting shoes, when I see a pair of shoes now, not one 
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particular pair but all these shoes, they will remind me of my life in that time, who was 
around me, and what I was doing. (CN6)  
 

As these narratives reveal, the experience of fanship is closely knitted to one’s life and triggers 

memories. The lifelong basketball experience helps fans find meaning in life. These associations 

can be directly derived from one’s basketball fanship experience or through a more concrete 

medium such as collecting basketball shoes. This basketball-triggered nostalgia is shared by the 

two national cultures. The nostalgia often makes the fans sentimental about their simple past and 

happy childhood. One American fan said, “It [basketball] reminds me of a different time in my 

life when I was a kid. You don’t have responsibilities; you don’t have to deal with real life. So 

it’s more like remembering when life was easy” (US7). This type of longing is echoed by the 

Chinese participants.  

This [a picture about the cartoon Slam Dunk] triggers my childhood memory and these 
are nice memories. Because at that age, I was very simple and pure and watching 
basketball games would give me a simple satisfaction. [This type of feelings] are 
dwindling as I grow up. (CN2) 
 

 

Picture 4.9: Hanamichi Sakuragi (CN2) 

While this longing for the past appears in both groups’ narratives, the theme seems to be 

especially salient among the Chinese fans.  

When I saw this picture [of the middle school track ground], I was especially moved. I 
think about the feelings when I was first exposed to basketball. The time in the past will 
not come back. This is regretful but you can’t do anything about it. Those beautiful 
memories are just memories and they would not come back. (CN12) 
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Picture 4.10: Middle school track ground (CN12) 

I cannot play basketball as carefree and devoted as they do [youth playing basketball in 
the picture]. When I was a student, I could spend all my spare time on the basketball 
ground but not anymore. I need to work, I need to study, I need to work extra time, and I 
need to take care of [ben bo] other things in my life. Basketball still attracts me but I 
cannot play basketball like these young people. They can release [fa xie] themselves by 
playing basketball when they are unhappy. But I cannot. I may be very angry at the 
moment, but I still have to work on what I am expected to do and I cannot go playing 
basketball. So, I envy them. (CN1) 
 

 
Picture 4.11: Young people enjoying basketball (CN1) 

As these statements show, Chinese fans emphasize that the past would not come back. The 

memory of what they can as students provides sharp contrasts to what they cannot do after taking 

a job. Their narratives seem to convey an invisible heaviness associated with making a living in 

China that is absent in American fans’ accounts.  
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 Further, the two groups of fans are longing for different things. For the American fans, 

basketball fanship reminds them of their home and growing up experience. It is often associated 

with the warmth of being at home.  

Basketball reminds me of home. So when I look at this picture [of lines of boats in the 
harbor], it’s almost like I transfix myself within the photo and kind of like that is where 
my inner person. Watching the NBA games feels like coming home, or being at home…. 
A lot of it [has to do with the fact] that we always watched NBA games in my home and 
playing basketball as a family. All of [these] things kind of make me feel like the NBA is 
a home in a way…. It’s something that is more subconscious but it is important and it 
does remind me of my childhood, my family and my dad and my brother and everyone. 
(US11) 
 

 

Picture 4.12: Picture of a line of boats in harbor (US11) 

Even here I am in Austin, when I watch basketball on TV and I watch the Houston 
Rocket’s win, it reminds me of home; it reminds me of Houston no matter where I am at. 
I haven’t lived in Houston since 1999, almost 8 years and when I watch television and 
watch the Houston Rocket’s play, I am usually in California. I think of home; I think of 
Houston. So it just reminds me of home. (US8) 
 

As these statements reveal, the home association is often focused on the place where the 

American fans grew up. The early memory of socializing into basketball through family 

activities instills to their NBA fanship the meaning of home. This association is even heightened 

and strengthened when American fans are away from their home city. Exactly because of the 

away-from-home situation, NBA fanship serves as a way for the American fans to experience the 

feeling of being at home away from home. The extension from home to place to fanship is made 
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even clearer as when one participant who grew up in Indiana mentioned that, “In Indiana 

basketball is very important. A lot of people associate basketball with Indiana, the state where I 

am from, so as a young kid you grow up following basketball and playing basketball” (US2). 

Thus, for American fans, basketball, place, grow-up experience, and the sense of home are often 

bundled together enabling the connections of these items into one cognitive schema as part of the 

fanship experience.  

 For the Chinese fans, the nostalgic objects are often school-based.  

This picture of [Wang Zhizhi playing for Bali] triggers many memories. At that time, 
Bali [a team in the Chinese Basketball Association] led by Wang Zhizhi dominated and 
won six or seven championships in a row. Yao Ming had not got famous yet. It feels like 
a long time ago. In these years, I often think about things in the past and my middle 
school classmates. Some married, some fell in love, and some died. This is a depiction of 
my recent mood—a little bit nostalgic. (CN4)  
 

 

Picture 4.13: Wang Zhizhi (CN4) 

Basketball and the person who plays basketball are inseparable [to me]. I liked basketball 
because I liked him [a schoolmate she secretly adored]. I liked him because he was 
playing good basketball. Well, it is not about liking or not. It is a complex like your first 
love. I was very young at that time. It was in Grade 10. I would sure remember that and 
could not get rid of it. Basketball, to me, is more than a sport and is instilled with 
personal feelings…. I have an additional passion for it. (CN10)  

97

 



These views reveal two forms of objectifying nostalgia. First, memories about a famous 

basketball player serve as a temporal indicator to locate the persons at that time. Hence, an old 

picture of Wang Zhizhi playing for Bayi reminds the participant of his middle school classmates. 

In the second, a person in the Chinese fan’s [CN10] past was integrated to the meanings she 

packed into her basketball fanship. Even though the person is no longer present in her life, her 

memory of him provokes feelings of nostalgia. In both cases, the targets for which the Chinese 

fans are longing can be traced back to their school lives.  

My fanship allows me to connect and socialize with others (Different Manifestation). 

For the American participants, watching and talking about NBA games allows them to 

strengthen existing social relationships and facilitate social connections. Based on the number of 

mentions (15 mentions by the American fans versus four mentions by the Chinese fans), the 

socialization engendered through basketball viewing is relatively weaker for the Chinese fans. 

Yet, making friends through playing basketball plays an essential role in the Chinese fans’ social 

lives.  

 For the American fans, three types of fanship-related socializing experiences were 

reported: socializing with family members, socializing with friends, and socializing with other 

fans. The first type involves using basketball fanship to connect with family members. 

The bonding between my dad and me had a lot to do with sports. So it was something 
that we both loved, or I started to love with him. It is something that we could both talk 
about all the time. Then it makes it easier for communication because if you learn to talk 
to you dad about these things, you can talk to your dad about other things too. (US13) 
 
My brother is one of my best friends, and so it just ties in so many different things…. Not 
only are we connected to the actual NBA or the game, but it also connects us together 
because we experienced it together. It’s almost like killing two birds with one stone 
because you enjoy the game but you also have something in your archive of memories…. 
You get friendship, you get to be a fan, and you get just a connection that you enjoy that 
game. It’s like you get to do so much more and do it with other people. (US9) 
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Thus, basketball fanship serves as a common ground that facilitates American fans’ 

communication and bonding with their family members. The bonding can be with one’s parents 

or siblings. In effect, the bonding function can become the primary drive for an American fan to 

follow basketball. One American fan said that, “He [my son] is getting interested in it and [this] 

has made me get more interested in it lately. It is a way for me to connect with my son, just as I 

was able to connect with my dad by doing it” (US3). This participant follows basketball because 

it is a way for him to connect with his father in the past and his son at present.  

 While fanship can be a means to an end in an American fans’ family, the reverse is also 

true. As another American fan described it, “I enjoy going to the games with my friends or even 

with my family. I consider them to be friends as well. That’s what makes going to the game and 

the whole NBA experience complete for me” (US15). For the American fans, sharing the game 

experience with friends or family members strengthens the bonding. This, in turn, enhances the 

viewing experiences. This view is echoed by other American fans.  

The inspiration that I feel is even higher when I share that with my friend who is also 
experiencing that because we have that connection that we both just witnessed this great 
artistry. Since high school, I often have gotten together with friends to watch basketball 
and I always really enjoy that. I think that gives me a connection with my friends that 
we’re enjoying this together. (US14) 
 
A lot of my closest friends love basketball and we talk about it all the time. We brag and 
compete. They don’t necessarily like the Houston Rockets, but we enjoy talking about the 
games with each other…. Because we enjoy basketball so much, it is something that 
relationally we can be connected on that level. It’s not the foundation of our relationship 
but it’s definitely a starting point when you can have good long conversations about 
something that you really enjoy. (US8)  
 

American fans enjoy watching games with their friends. In some instances, it does not matter 

whether the friends root for the same team or not. A shared interest in the game is sufficient for 

the friends to connect and have a good time. At the same time, the American fans are also 
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conscious that fanship may facilitate the friendship but it is not fundamental. Further, fanship-

enabled socialization can occur at casual social settings.   

When you go to bar and watch a basketball game, every single person that is cheering 
along with you, has some bond to that team. They either like the player; they like the 
team, or they are from Dallas. Everyone has some type of bond. You know that your 
emotions are maybe not the exact same level as the person two tables over from you but 
you know when you're happy they are happy. It’s a weird thing. Every single time 
someone does something good for your team, you’re happy, and so is that guy. Every 
time something bad happens you’re depressed so is that guy. (US6) 
 
I feel like the NBA has helped me connect with other people. If I meet some random 
people along the way, this is one way that could connect us. You meet a lot of people that 
have the same passion, and they connect with other people on that level. (US8) 
 

As the statements reveal, the shared passion toward a team or the NBA synchronizes the 

reactions and feelings of American fans who do not know each other. This type of 

synchronization masterminded by a fanship deeply embedded in the American social fabric 

enables the American fans to bond with fellow fans across social settings. For the Chinese fans, 

the social aspects of viewing the games also exist, but to a far less degree.  

I especially like to watch basketball with friends. We can exchange our views of the 
teams and the players. But many times, I watch basketball games [on TV] by myself. 
When attending a game, I will always go with my friends, not by myself. (CN16) 
 
If I watch basketball games at home, unless the game is so very exciting, I would not be 
moved. It is different when we watch as a group. For instance, my girlfriend does not 
know basketball. When she watches the game with us, she will be influenced by the 
group atmosphere. The group happiness and frustration are contagious. I think this is 
good and rare because I do not have these feelings when watching alone. (CN2) 
 

Chinese fans are thus able to reap some social benefits from their fanship in viewing games. 

Watching and attending games with friends enhances the viewing experience. Yet, the scale of 

socialization through viewing is far less extensive than that of the American fans. On the other 

hand, the playing dimension of basketball fanship plays an essential role for the Chinese fans to 

make new friends and develop social network.   
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I got to know many friends through basketball. I started my job two or three years ago. I 
had very few friends except family friends, neighbors, and classmates. Through playing 
basketball, I got to meet friends in the basketball and work circles. It enriches my 
personal network and my life. If I stop playing basketball, I not only lose basketball but 
also these friends…. So, basketball brings me not only the happiness of sport, but also 
provides me a channel to access the diverse society. (CN1) 
 
I like sports. In my life circle, many friends like basketball. We will get together and play 
basketball weekly. This becomes a routine. I have this group of friends through playing 
basketball. If I do not play basketball, I would not have these friends. (CN14) 
 

As the quotes reveal, the Chinese fans meet people and make friends through playing basketball. 

The friendship they make through playing adds significance to their fanship, and a change of 

their fanship may put some aspects of their social lives at stake. Further, the Chinese fans 

consider friendship developed through playing basketball is purer than that in other social 

settings.   

I got to know so many friends through playing basketball. Most of my friends I play 
basketball with are very sincere and down-to-earth. Sometimes, we go to the suburb 
during the weekend for a vacation. Many of the friends in that group are from playing 
basketball. (CN17) 
 
The friendship you develop at work often involves some type of interests. [The 
friendship] among fans do not have this type of bread and butter relationships [liyi 
guanxi] and the communication will relatively more smooth [compared to friends made 
through working relationships]. I got to meet most of my friends through watching and 
playing basketball. (CN12) 
 

As these two accounts show, playing basketball provides the Chinese fans a setting that 

transcends the mundane social boundaries and encourages sincere friendships. The basketball-

initiated friendships permeate to other spheres of their lives, subsequently, playing a profound 

role in the Chinese fans’ social lives. Indeed, it may even change one’s personality. One Chinese 

fan described it this way. “Basketball really changed me. I used to be very introverted. After 

playing basketball, I got to know so many friends. It is snowballing. The more friends I make, 

the more I like to make friends. Now, they said that I am too talkative” (CN7).  
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 Finally, the Chinese fans also perceive basketball as their friend. One Chinese fan 

described it this way. “I ran into many hardships in high school. Basketball has been always with 

me when I am lonely and down. It never betrays me and it is always there for me. I cannot live 

without basketball” (12). This participant personifies basketball as a loyal companion in his life. 

Another Chinese fan talked about this relationship straightforwardly. “When I am lonely, 

basketball is my friend. I use it to kill time and ask it to accompany me through the lonely and 

hard times. (1)” Recall that, unlike the American fans, Chinese fans tend to anchor their fanship 

around the sport rather than the team; this focus may well underlie their pattern of socializing 

through fanship. Playing basketball becomes a primary way of making friends, and incarnating 

basketball as a friend.  

 

Detailed Results for the NBA/CBA Interpretation 

 Fans of the two national groups draw different implications when analyzing the NBA. 

American fans construe basketball as an African-American sport when seeing it through the 

NBA. Furthermore, they have mixed feelings toward the wealth in the NBA. Chinese fans 

believe the NBA represents the best basketball play and basketball business in the world. Further, 

the Chinese fans compare the CBA (i.e., Chinese Basketball Association) to the NBA. Although 

preferring to watch NBA games, they have developed highly elaborated schema to frame the 

CBA, its issues and direction for future development.  

 The NBA is an African-American sport (Unique to American fans). The American 

fans construe NBA basketball as an African-American sport. This fact is cognizant to both white 

and African-American fans. One White fan (US1) talked extensively about African-American’s 

dominance in NBA. Similarly, the narration of one African-American fan (US10) revolved 
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around the influence of the African-American culture, in his view a hoop dream culture, on his 

growing-up and NBA fanship experience. The white participant commented it this way:  

You would never open up a Sports Illustrated and see three white guys standing there in a 
NBA uniform. There aren’t three white guys on the court and that signifies that the game 
of basketball is a lot more important to our African-American population. I mean it’s like 
a cultural thing in America, in the inner-city like Detroit or Baltimore the basketball court 
is some sort of congregational place. People gather and it’s a big deal to them. The whole 
neighborhoods gather at the park and watch a pickup game and you don’t see that in a 
white neighborhood in America. Basketball is a staple of black culture in America. (US1) 
 

 As the quote illustrates, the white fan sees NBA basketball as a reflection of African-

American culture. This perception is holstered by the large number of African-American players 

in the NBA and the central position that basketball assumes in the African-American’s life. The 

white fan continued to reason that, “Drugs and basketball are the only two options for some 

[African-American] kids; I hate to keep playing the race card but in a bad area in some cities 

that’s all you have. You aren’t provided with the proper education to succeed in the real world; 

you sell drugs or you do well at basketball” (US1). Thus, in his view, the African-Americans do 

not have access to appropriate education and subsequently, they choose either basketball or drugs. 

Indeed, the white fan even accused the NBA’s practice of allowing high school graduates to be 

drafted to the NBA as robbing the players’ rights to a college education.  

 The view expressed by the white participant was echoed by the African-American 

participant. 

They sum it up with these two words, “Hoop Dreams”. Because it is almost a dream to 
one day become an NBA player and actually be able to make that type of money and 
bring you out of poverty. While you are a fan, it’s almost a necessity to be a fan to be 
good at it, or to have that opportunity to make that money in that way…. Part of you [are] 
in a mentality because they almost brainwash you into believing that [hoop dream]…. 
When I was growing up, as an African-American, if you couldn’t play basketball, if you 
couldn’t jump high, if you couldn’t beat the white American team from the west side of 
town, then you were almost a disgrace. (US10) 
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Thus, African-Americans are socialized to make playing basketball a way out of poverty. This 

coincides with the white fan’s view that the African-American children are led to choose either 

basketball or crime because of lack of education. Early family influences play a central role in 

the process of socializing into the African-American basketball culture. 

You have somebody’s parents [who] are making $100,000 economically, their son is out 
there every day, at the age six, shooting baskets in the driveway, more than likely his dad 
is going outside and says, “Son, you need to come inside and do your homework.”  
“But I want to play basketball.”  
“No, you need to go inside to do your homework.” 
In my neighborhood, the parents are going to be out there in lawn chairs, pushing their 
kids to shoot more baskets if you want to make it, if you want to be first string. It already 
takes a balance off of fanship. How are you going to be a fan when this person is playing 
a sport to put food on the table? And probably a fan [the African-American fan] is more 
of a fan because it’s in you more than in this person who realizes that my dad doesn’t 
want me doing this, that I need to do my homework. (US10) 
 

As the narrative reveals, the contrasting experiences of children playing basketball in a well-off 

family and in an African-American neighborhood are revealing. It shows that variation of social 

reality within a national culture exerts profound influences on one’s interpretation of NBA 

fanship. For the African-Americans, NBA fanship can be a necessity for living. But still, they 

can call themselves “NBA fans” the exact same words used by their white counterparts.  

 I have mixed feelings toward the wealth in NBA (Unique to American fans). Many 

American fans were cognizant of the wealth in NBA. Some fans reasoned that this is a business 

reality so they learned to accept it.   

The NBA is a business. It’s not just about the sport, so these players want money; a lot of 
people’s objective is to make money. If a Lakers player is getting a lot more money from 
another team, I respect that because I mean if I was him I would do the same thing…. 
You learn to deal with it [a player leaving the team for more money], you hate it and you 
kind of dislike the player but at the same time, you learn to accept it because it’s a 
business, that’ how life is. (US7) 
 
The fact that they get so much money is not necessarily the fault of the sport itself. It’s 
the NBA and the way it works and the way it is organized, the people that are managing 
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the teams, the people that are in the actual organization, not the sport itself. So I can still 
have an appreciation for the sport but maybe not the way it is organized. (US9)  
 

These views illustrate that American fans see the money in the NBA as a business issue. 

Consequently, they learn to accept a player transfer for a better offer and learn to appreciate the 

sport despite its being contaminated by money. In fact, some participants expressed their envy of 

NBA players’ luxurious lives.  

The tremendous amount of wealth involved in being a player, an owner, a sponsor and a 
team manager…is very appealing…. I feel at times jealous of that but…also it’s 
something to be respected…. the only time that I think negatively in terms of players and 
wealth is when I feel like a player does something dishonorable in their personal life.… 
Then I feel like this person does not deserve this. It’s not fair that certain people live their 
whole lives and do things that are mostly honorable and try to be respectful of themselves 
and their environment… These players are bestowed with enormous amounts of money 
and sometimes it’s just strictly for their physical attributes that they are blessed with and 
they just have all this cash. And they don’t deserve it because they do thing like, you 
know beat their wife. (US11) 
 
I just think that this [the lounge in the picture] kind of represents what the lifestyle of an 
NBA player would be. Obviously, they are in a big city, this is a high rise apartment, it 
looks really nice and expensive, and it’s probably really big. This is the lifestyle that they 
made so much money they are able to afford it and that is just kind of what symbolizes 
wealth and power…. Sometimes it kind of makes you a little bit jealous, I wouldn’t say 
angry, but envious of the players. I think I speak for a lot of people who are out there like 
a man who works 12 hour days and really works hard and tries hard, works his butt off to 
pay for his family. (US1) 
 

 

Picture 4.14: Luxury suite (US1) 
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Some American fans, then, are attracted to the NBA players’ lifestyles. Yet this type of envy 

may backfire on the NBA players. The American fans expect the players to live up to their 

fortunes. Player misbehavior can trigger strong anger from the fans when factoring in the amount 

NBA players make. Further, fans also compare the work and income of other people to that of 

NBA players. This type of comparison, in effect, may lead to interrogation of the appropriateness 

of societal values being reflected in the NBA.   

I sometimes think that in the NBA too much emphasis is placed on their athletic ability 
and not enough emphasis is placed on intellect, character, and integrity. People are being 
paid these millions of dollars for playing a basketball game. I love the game, I love the 
sport, but when you look at about people that are changing the world, people who are 
giving their lives to make a difference, people who volunteer for organizations, who give 
their lives to go to different countries and help people who are starving, where is the 
value placed on that? (US9) 
 

As the quote shows, American fans consider the wealth of NBA players to be excessive and that 

it even distorts the social value system. Interestingly, when they criticize the wealth in the NBA, 

they also acknowledge their love of basketball. Here again, we see a complex cognitive 

representation of NBA fanship. The American fans are able to differentiate NBA games as 

representative of the sport from the business aspects of the NBA, thus, maintaining their interest 

in the NBA game while holding a critical view of some parts of its operation.  

 The NBA represents the best basketball play and basketball business in the world 

(Unique to the Chinese fans). Unlike the American fans, the Chinese fans typically look up to 

the NBA, both its operation and performance. They believe the NBA represents the best 

basketball and is best place to showcase one’s basketball talent. Some Chinese fans even 

consider the NBA to be a miracle.  

When I was first exposed to the NBA, I felt that it was a twisted grand mansion [as 
shown in the picture]. First of all, it feels impossible. How could it be built and stay in 
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this shape? Then, think about it, it is just extraordinary. It is a very unique piece of work. 
(CN3) 
 

 

Picture 4.15: A twisted mansion (CN3) 

This is an island in a human shape [as shown in the picture]. It is miraculous. It signifies 
that the performance of the NBA players is beyond imagination. In a recent collection of 
2007 NBA slams, an athlete whose height was only 170cm dunked a basketball. It is 
impossible based on the physical limits of human beings. That’s why it is a miracle. 
(CN8) 
 

 

Picture 4.16: An island resembling the shape of a human (CN8) 

Chinese fans, then, are attracted to the NBA because the NBA brings them an experience beyond 

that of everyday life. The NBA to them is similar to such natural or manmade wonders as the 

twisted grand mansion or an island in a human shape. Consequently, there is a level of 

amazement and awe associated with NBA basketball. To the Chinese fans, the NBA represents 

the best basketball in the world and is the very embodiment of basketball. One Chinese fan 
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explained it this way, “The charm of basketball is relatively well captured in the NBA because 

the NBA has the top 400 basketball players in the world. It refreshes its roster each year; the old 

players retire, and the new talents come in. The system ensures that the best 400 in the world are 

playing in the NBA. Because the best are there, [you will] definitely pay close attention. The 

NBA is also the leader of basketball development. Many basketball play rules started in the NBA 

and adopted by FIBA after their success” (CN1).  

 Further, the Chinese fans praise the NBA’s business model and consider it to be the best 

in the world. One Chinese fan said, “I feel that the business promotion and operation model of 

the NBA, thus far, is the most successful one in the world. This is worth learning” (CN13). 

Another Chinese fan said that, “From the commercial perspective, international basketball or 

basketball in Europe could not catch up with NBA in a short period of time because its 

operational concepts are just too outstanding. (CN3)” Chinese fans hold positive attitudes toward 

the NBA’s business operation and consider it to be better than those in Europe and elsewhere. 

They believe Chinese basketball administrators should learn from the NBA. The admiration of 

the NBA as the highest level of basketball performance and advanced sport business operation, 

subsequently, led to the conclusion that the NBA provides the dream stage for basketball talents, 

as expressed by this Chinese fan.  

I hope Chinese players [in the NBA] can learn from these games, improve themselves, 
and showcase themselves. The stage [of Chinese basketball] may not be big enough for 
them, so they should display themselves on the NBA stage. I feel that’s a very good stage. 
(CN14) 
 

 Unlike their American counterparts, Chinese fans typically hold favorable views of the 

NBA and set it as the standard for the Chinese players to improve their craft. Clearly, selective 

perception is at work when fans from the two national cultures interpret the NBA. This leads 
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them to see different facets of the same object and construct different meanings about the NBA 

in their fanship.  

 I prefer to watch NBA games, but am concerned about the CBA’s development 

(Unique to Chinese fans). When comparing the CBA to the NBA, the Chinese fans believe that 

the CBA operates at a lower level and its games are much less exciting and enjoyable to watch. 

This was the main reason they gave for following the NBA more closely. Many Chinese fans 

think the CBA system needs to be changed in many ways.  

I think that NBA is relatively successful and well-regulated. It has been in development 
for a few decades in the States and also knows how to maximize profits. In China, many 
[social systems and sport governance] systems are not conducive for the healthy 
development of [the CBA] because of officiating problems and etc. (CN8) 
 
Comparing the NBA with the CBA, I think the marketing operation of the CBA is 
relatively naïve. The cheerleaders in the NBA are part of the team brands such as for 
Houston Rockets or Los Angeles Lakers. CBA teams have their cheerleaders, but they 
are not as effective as those in the NBA. (CN11) 
 

From these observations, we can see that some Chinese fans believe that the broad sport 

environment in China is not conducive to the growth of the CBA. They see operational problems 

within the CBA. Further, the Chinese fans consider the CBA games to be inferior to the NBA 

games.  

I like to watch NBA games at home [on TV], because compared to the domestic games, 
NBA games are more intense [ji lie]. After watching NBA games, the domestic games 
lose their appeal. I will feel that how could these [CBA] professional players make such 
basic mistakes, how could the shot not get in as if I could make it myself. Because the 
level is too low, I would not be able to enjoy the fun of the game. The pace of the NBA 
games is very quick. When watching domestic games, the physical stamina of our players 
would not allow them to reach that level. If I can choose, I would choose to watch high 
level sport games. (CN16) 
 
The NBA is attractive to me because the performance is often amazing and unexpected. I 
usually do not watch CBA. If I watch it, I only watch the final playoffs, usually it’s 
between Guangdong and Bayi. The performance level of these games is close to that of 
the NBA games. (CN5) 
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Most Chinese fans prefer NBA games for their high quality. The NBA games are appreciated for 

excitement and the embodiment of the best basketball. Chinese fans’ focus on the sport and its 

excitement was further highlighted by one Chinese fan, who put this way. “I choose to watch 

NBA games because they’re more superb [jin cai] than CBA games. I did not watch CBA games 

because it was not fun. If you just watch ordinary basketball, the excitement is nowhere near 

watching soccer games. But I feel very excited when watching NBA games” (CN3). The Chinese 

fans would rather watch soccer games for excitement compared to “ordinary basketball games.” 

However, NBA games are different from ordinary basketball games and even more entertaining 

than soccer games—the most watched sport in China. This, again, provides evidence that 

Chinese sport fans tend to be fans of the sport, rather than individual teams.  

 While the results thus far reveal a consensus among Chinese fans that the NBA is far 

better than the CBA, they are also aware of the Chinese roots of the CBA and express support 

and hope for the league.  

I am used to watching NBA games. When watching CBA games, it is just too slow. But I 
support the Chinese basketball. [The CBA] is making progress gradually, so there are 
hopes. (CN2)  
 
The NBA operates fairly well and it is the most successful [professional] sport worldwide. 
The CBA just got started, and they cannot do many things as well as the NBA. Of course, 
I see the CBA is growing step by step. In the beginning, no Chinese players were good 
enough to play in the NBA, but now we have produced five Chinese players who have 
played in the NBA. I think this shows the progress of Chinese basketball and gives hope 
to those who like basketball. (CN5)  
 

Some Chinese basketball fans, then, feel a natural connection with the CBA and are optimistic of 

its growth over years. The progress of the CBA is perceived as a sign of the overall growth of 

Chinese basketball. Nonetheless, other participants disagree.   
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I do not want to talk about the CBA. Why? Similar to the Chinese soccer, I lost hope in it. 
In fact, the CBA gives me the feeling that there are too many underground hands. It is not 
as transparent as the NBA. Probably the political influence in China is too strong and 
money can make everything work. Think about the black officiating in the CBA. (CN6) 
 
I am not happy with the overall Chinese sport system and the CBA final playoffs 
[between Bayi and Guangdong]. Maybe we talked too much about black calls and fixed 
games, so I am a bit oversensitive. When it comes to the CBA finals this year, even if 
Wang Zhizhi returned to Bali, it is very obvious that they were not at the same level and 
Bayi was not as strong as Guangdong. But Guangdong lost. I think those in the backstage 
had lots to do with the result such as the sport ministry, the referees. It is hard to say and I 
don’t know…. But this is the situation in China and I very oppose to it. (CN7) 
 

Issues in CBA such as the fairness of officiating or even the possibility of fixed games bother the 

Chinese fans. This should be expected, as it seems to be the trend that fans are more critical of 

their domestic leagues, both in the United States and China. In fact, similar opinions were voiced 

by the American fans. They suspected that because having the NBA finals between two teams 

from big markets means more revenue, the NBA management may have tried to influence the 

teams playing the finals and the number of games for the finals (US1). The difference between 

the two groups lies in the Chinese fans’ constant juxtaposition of the CBA against the NBA. 

Thus, while the drawbacks of the CBA are made prominent under the NBA’s limelight, so is the 

fact that the CBA is a Chinese league.  

In the CBA, I identify with my home team, Jiangsu Nanguang. I like the Lakers because 
they have a long history and rich basketball culture. I like Jiangsu Nanguang because it is 
my home team. (CN11) 
 
[I like the NBA] because it is exciting and because of the basketball charm. When it 
comes to China and in Beijing, I identify the Beijing team as my home team. Whether it 
plays well or not, I will follow them because I am familiar with them. This is similar to 
the general view that meals made by one’s mother are better than those by anyone else. 
The NBA games are some expensive and exquisite dishes but you can’t eat them every 
day. The food you have everyday are made by your mom or your partner. (CN1) 
 

As the quotes reveal, Chinese fans forge different connections with their CBA and NBA teams. 

The comparison of CBA games to home-made food and the NBA as exotic dishes reveals the 
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difference. CBA teams’ representation as home teams offers a major appeal to the Chinese fans 

that allows them to be emotionally attached to the team. Yet, the presence of a CBA home team 

does not prevent the Chinese fans from following the NBA, which represents the best basketball. 

The issue is further complicated as some Chinese fans question the CBA’s authenticity as a 

Chinese league. In other words, they doubt whether CBA teams are representative of Chinese 

culture and their home.   

Is basketball a Chinese thing? The CBA started by imitating the NBA and it did not grow 
out of the local soil. I feel it is a parody [handan xuebu]. The Americans have all-star 
weekend and slam dunking competition, then the CBA started the same thing. Can’t you 
be more creative? Going like this, you will not have a future. You do not have the 
economic scale, so the market is not good. Your games are not enjoyable [guan shang 
xing], so it is impossible to expand globally. Your players are poor in quality and those 
retired from the NBA become the treasure in the CBA. You simply copied someone 
else’s concept in the beginning, and then your players are not competitive at all. (CN13) 
 
I think there are dominant cultures and weak cultures. The CBA is slowly moving toward 
the NBA in a big way. When I watch the CBA games now, I do not have the feeling of 
watching Chinese games because the rules, models, and even the way the Chinese 
coaches think are so very close to those in the States. This is a good thing and a bad thing. 
I do not completely agree that you should keep your own thing in all aspects. But if the 
Chinese teams just move the American model to China, I object to that as well. I feel it is 
almost cheating [touji quxiao]. You just copycat everything but you do not know whether 
it is suitable for you. (CN3) 
 

Such opinions reveal the mixed feelings Chinese fans have developed toward their domestic 

league. While admiring the advancement of the NBA, they expressed deep concerns about the 

CBA as being an inferior version of the NBA. For some critical fans, they simply do not see a 

future for a CBA modeled after the NBA.  

Others believe that a balance between learning from the NBA and developing CBA’s 

unique characteristics should be achieved. Interestingly, all the Chinese fans follow NBA games 

closely, even those opposing the CBA’s application of NBA practices. It seems that this concern 

of the CBA losing its characteristics is rooted in worry about retaining cultural independence 
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rather than passion for the basketball sport. Indeed, the Chinese fans do interpret the NBA’s 

popularity as a form of cultural infusion.  

This picture is Michael Jordan on the Great Wall. Jordan is the symbol of the NBA. The 
Great Wall is the symbol of China. Seeing Jordan standing on the Great Wall, you can 
directly sense the marriage of the two cultures. This is a form of intercultural infusion. 
Regardless whether the American culture is a dominant culture or Chinese culture is the 
weak one and passively accepting [the American culture], it [the American culture] is 
gradually infiltrating [into the Chinese culture]. (CN13) 
 

 

Picture 4.17: Michael Jordan on the Great Wall (CN13) 

As the quote shows, some Chinese fans evidently view the popularity of the NBA in China as 

signifying the integration of two cultures. The integration of the sport cultures in the two 

countries has become so entrenched that for some Chinese basketball fans, “If a Chinese team is 

playing an American team in China surrounded by Chinese fans and Chinese cheerleaders and 

Chinese faces, I will feel that the performance level of the American team goes down. But if the 

Chinese team plays the American team overseas, I feel that they [the Chinese team] actually play 

well” (CN3). Instead of representing their respective home cultures, when the American team 

and the Chinese team are brought together, their mutual influences are perceived to be more 

outstanding than the contrasts between the two.  

 Meanwhile, the Chinese fans do not lose sight of the influence of Chinese culture on the 

way the CBA is organized and the playing style adopted by the Chinese basketball players.  
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The cheerleaders [in both the CBA and the NBA] are school students. But the American 
cheer leaders are much more expressive and open. Relatively speaking, Chinese girls may 
be more introverted [neilian yixie]. Due to the traditional thinking pattern, they do not 
have a strong desire for self-expression. The American players also have a stronger desire 
for showcasing than the Chinese players. Our players are influenced by traditional 
Chinese teachings [rujia chuantong de jiaoyu] and play practical basketball. [The 
American players] play a fancier style that often brings an exciting visual impact to the 
audience. (CN11) 
 
If Yao Ming was fouled by others, he may not complain to the referee. If he receives a 
bad call, he would not complain either and just continue to play the game. However, 
players like Shaq O’Neil would be angry and shout after receiving a bad call. This 
probably shows two different personalities in two different cultures. (CN13) 
 

Chinese fans thus seem to attribute some differences between the CBA and the NBA to the 

characteristics of the two national cultures. The Chinese are in general more introverting and less 

expressive. These cultural personalities are mirrored in the style of Chinese basketball 

cheerleaders and players when compared to their American counterpart.  

 Taken as a whole, the findings indicate that Chinese basketball fans have developed a 

highly elaborated cognitive schema about the CBA and hold a mixed attitude toward the league. 

On the positive side, the Chinese fans emotionally relate to their home CBA team, and they 

construe the growth of the CBA as an indication of basketball development in China. On the 

negative side, the Chinese fans are critical and suspicious of the fairness and cleanness of the 

league’s operation, and they are worried that the CBA may simply be an inferior version of the 

NBA. Finally, the Chinese fans are able to take a more analytic view of the influence of the NBA 

on the CBA. They saw the integration as a form of cultural infusion, and they also sense the 

different styles in the CBA and NBA games as consequences of cultural imprints. Here, the 

processes of both cultural integration and diversification are at play.  
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Detailed Results for Identity Orientation 

 Five themes fell under this category: (1) I identify primarily with the team or the sport 

(Different Manifestation). (2) I feel that I am part of the team and game (Different Manifestation). 

(3) I create a sense of connection with the NBA players in order to be part of the team and game 

(Shared Theme). (4) Yao Ming’s rise in the NBA is significant to me (Unique to Chinese fans). 

And (5) Winning is important (Different Manifestation). Table 4.4 summarizes the themes and 

sub-themes. 
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Table 4.4: Themes and sub-themes of identity orientation. 

Themes and Sub-themes of Identity Orientation 
I identify primarily with the team/the sport (Different Manifestation). 
I identify with my home team (American fans).  
I follow the best players and teams in NBA (Chinese fans).  
 
I feel that I am part of the team/game (Different Manifestation). 
I feel like I’m in the game when I watch (both groups).  
I feel I am part of the team because my team and I all belong to one big family, involving 
the team, the city, and my home (American fans). 
I feel that I am part of the game because I forge relationships with basketball as a sport 
(Chinese fans). 
 
I create a sense of connection with the NBA players in order to be part of the team 
and game (Shared Theme). 
 
Yao Ming’s rise in the NBA is important to my NBA fanship (Unique to the Chinese 
fans). 
Yao Ming represents China in the NBA. 
I was attracted to the NBA through Yao Ming. 
I started to follow the Houston Rockets because of Yao Ming, but still closely follow my 
favorite NBA teams closely. 
I support Yao Ming because of his Chinese identity, not because of his basketball skills. 
 
Winning is important (Different Manifestation). 
It is important that my home team wins. However, I would not abandon my team even if 
they continue to lose because I believe: 

1. the process is as important as the result; 
2. the victory is personally more rewarding after going through bad times with the 

team; 
3. there is always hope that my team will win (American fans).  

I associate winning with glory, and I believe a win can be justified for its own sake 
(Chinese fans).  
I enjoy many NBA games without worrying about the results (Chinese fans). 
 

 

 I identify primarily with the team/the sport (Different Manifestation). The American 

fans typically identify with their home team because the team represents the city and their home. 

The place identification is clearly missing among the Chinese fans. Instead, they follow 

individual player(s) or the team(s) that represent the best basketball.  
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For the American fans, the team represents their home city. One American fan describes 

it this way, “When I think about my team, I think about my hometown a lot. It’s almost like that 

pride that the city is doing well, or that is your city that is winning. So I refer to the whole 

organization but it is also a representation of my city. That’s a big reason why I love basketball. I 

am a fan of that specific team because it represents my city” (US13). Such views make explicit 

the connections between team, place, and home. Place is used to bridge the team with the home, 

thus enabling the fans to connect their team with their home. Consistently with the way 

Americans define their fanship as being loyal to the team, the locus of their identification is the 

team, not individual players.   

It’s about the team. A player is only good to you when they are on the team. When they 
leave I can still be a fan of him, but it’s not the same as when he was on my side. (US7) 
 
It’s a little bit of both because the players make up the team, but players come and go. 
There is still some attachment to the players who have moved on to other teams. Like 
Hakeem Olajuwon, when he moved on to the Toronto Raptors, [I] still wanted him to do 
well because he was that much of a legend in Houston. But you still follow the Rockets 
instead of the Raptors. (US16) 
 

As the quotes reveal, American fans seem to perceive the team holistically and view players as 

components that make up the team. Although some attachment with a player may be developed, 

the player’s move to another team is considered as a shift of membership. Following a move, 

American fans will no longer align with the player the same way they did when the player 

worked for their team. Another American fan explained his identification with the team rather 

than the players this way, “I can like players. But if they’re traded away and we get better players 

or we start winning, then that’s fine with me. I am more of a fan of the team than a fan of the 

players” (US13). Clearly, when the fans say “we,” they mean the team rather than players on the 

team. 
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  It is likely that since the home and place representation resides in the team rather than in 

individual players, the American fans identify with the organization rather than the star players, 

although the players make up the team and determine the team’s performance. This home 

representation is clearly missing in the Chinese basketball fanship. In effect, one Chinese fan 

specifically acknowledged this lack. 

If a fan does not have a sense of belongingness, he probably will not become a real fan. 
Sometimes, I feel I am not a genuine fan. My hometown does not have a basketball team. 
If it does get its own team, I will support the team regardless of how poorly they perform. 
(CN3) 
 

The issuing question is how the Chinese fans obtain a sense of identification in their fanship, if 

there is any, especially with NBA teams for which a home representation is impossible. At least 

two routes emerged in the Chinese fans’ narration. One Chinese fan described it this way:  

I don’t care who is on the team (the Lakers). The key point is that the team will perform 
well and make breakthroughs each year. I don’t identify with a player in a team such as 
Shaq or Kobe, and I like that whole team. (CN11)  
 

As was the case with the American fans, the Chinese fans may focus on the team rather than the 

individual players. Yet, the reason they follow the team differs from that of their American 

counterparts. The same Chinese fan also said, 

I think I like the Lakers because of their basketball culture and tradition. I like teams with 
a glorious tradition. It [the team’s glorious tradition] gives me the joy of victory. I feel I 
am a person who pays great attention to success. I think this [identifying with the Lakers] 
expresses my desire for accomplishment. (CN11) 
 

Thus, Chinese fans choose teams with traditions of success. They are able to appropriate the 

team’s success by identifying with it.  

Chinese fans may also follow star players. One Chinese fan described it this way, “When 

I watch an NBA game, I will pay close attention to the star players. When watching the Lakers’ 

game, I will pay attention to Kobe’s performance and the result is not important. Near the end of 
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the game when Kobe is off the court, I will leave regardless whether they win or lose” (CN5). 

Here, the Chinese fans focus on the star players rather than the team. Indeed, another Chinese fan 

said, “If the player I like leaves a team, I will follow that player [to the new team] like a wind” 

(CN1). It is evident that Chinese fans can identify with either teams or players. Unlike their 

American counterparts, the Chinese fans apply a performance lens for both types of 

identification (i.e., players or teams): glorious tradition exemplifies team success, and star 

performance exemplifies the individual players’ success. In other words, they identify with the 

objects that best incarnate the basketball sport by using success as the criterion.   

 I feel that I am part of the team/game (Different Manifestation). One major outcome 

of fanship identification is a sense of being in the game when watching. This feeling is reported 

by fans of both national cultures, but with the American fans reporting that they vicariously 

experience the feelings of the players and teams. This feeling is to a large extent enabled by their 

identification with the team. The Chinese fans mentioned that they are variously involved in the 

game, a sense largely enabled by their fanship orientation on the sport. American fans described 

their feelings of being in the game in various ways. 

I did consider myself a strong fan and therefore part of the team. So I think a lot of these 
feelings that I have are personal feelings but emulated through the team. When I say I'm 
satisfied, that means the players did what they were supposed to do, and if they did that 
then they too would be satisfied. So it kind of echoes their satisfaction. (US5) 
 
The game brings out passion. When they hurt, I hurt. When they lose, I feel like I am 
losing. When they are winning, I feel like I am winning. When you are watching a game 
and it’s close, going back and forth, the passion comes out of you. It’s just a drive and a 
thrill and a desire to win, win. You know when you are on the edge of your seat. (US8)  
 

As these accounts show, American fans feel they are members of the team. Consequently, they 

emulate the players’ feelings at the game and the team performance directly relates to their 

personal feelings. This empathy is enabled by their identification with the team, put in their 
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words, “being part of team”. This sense of “being part of the team” is further elucidated by such 

statements as,  

It is just such a part of me. It’s almost like watching your son. I don’t have a son 
(laughter) but it’s almost like watching someone in your family doing really well and you 
are so proud of that. (US13) 
 
The team itself represents where you are from. It represents you. It represents your city. 
When the Houston Rockets are playing, it’s Houston. People see Houston and see Texas. 
When they are good, people might think that there is something about Houston that is 
good. And that reflects on me. I feel I am from Houston so you associate a good team 
with a good city and if that person is from that city then that person is good. So it reflects 
me, it reflects who I am in a sense. (US8) 
 

These statements tell that American fans use metaphors of father and son in this way to describe 

their relationship with the team. Recall, the Chinese fans use a similar metaphor to explain their 

love to basketball, which provides further evidence of the two different types of fanship 

identification: the American fans with the team and the Chinese fans with the sport. American 

fans’ identity overlapping with their teams also can be traced back to the way they were 

socialized to fanship—the team’s home representation and representation of the self. This 

intensive level of identification, in turn, allows them to feel for their team and the NBA players 

playing for their team at a personal level.  

 On the other hand, the Chinese fans often immerse themselves in a game when watching 

and feel as if they are playing the game along with the players or even assume team management 

roles.  

When I watch the game, I feel I am running on the court. Although I am not there, I feel I 
am moving with them, jumping with them, and shooting with them. I am playing 
basketball with them. (CN10) 
 
It is a feeling as if you were there. Although I watch the game in front of a TV set, it feels 
that I am totally immersed in the game. I do not treat myself as an outsider on the other 
side of the ocean. I am my favorite Lakers team and also an assistant coach of the team. 
Subconsciously, I treat myself as the owner of the game, not just a bystander. (CN11) 
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 [When watching their games], I am very excited, as if I am experiencing the joy of 
basketball with them. If my favorite team wins, I feel I win. If they won at the last minute 
by reversing the score, it feels as if I made that. (CN16)  
 

As these quotes show, Chinese fans are thus able to emulate the feelings on the field when they 

watch as intensely as the American fans. They feel they are personally present at the game, play 

the games, and contribute to the win. Clearly, this connections not enabled by the same type of 

identification with the team described by the American fans. The emphasis, to a large extent, was 

on the basketball as a sport. As one participant mentioned that “I am experiencing the joy of 

basketball with them” (CN16). Thus, for the Chinese fans, what is enjoyed and consumed is the 

basketball sport rather than what the team represents. Players, teams, and team winning are 

means to facilitate the Chinese fans’ experience of basketball as illuminated by such statements 

as the one below: 

The basketball court is a classroom. I could not make many movements [the NBA players 
make]. Every time when I see a star player make a beautiful movement, it is very 
enjoyable to me. For instance, Kobe flew and made a few maneuvers in the air or Jordan 
jumped to the air. [Viewing these] made me feel that I was there making the same 
movements. I often have this type of feeling, and it is very exciting. (CN7)  
 

Thus, when watching the NBA, the Chinese fans are attracted to the basketball skills exhibited in 

the game. They are amazed by the movements NBA players make as these are beyond their 

capabilities. Yet, watching the NBA games allows the Chinese fans to feel vicariously that they 

are on the court making these movements. Piecing these views together, it is safe to argue that a 

passion for basketball as a sport, functioning much as the home identity for the American fans, 

enables the Chinese fans to imagine they are personally involved in the games or even play the 

games when watching NBA. 
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 I create a sense of connection with the NBA players in order to be part of the 

team/game (Shared Theme). Although players are not a focal point of identification for many 

fans, they are the tangible representations of the team and the sport. Thus, to identity with the 

team and closely experience the sport, it is necessary for the fans of both groups to personalize 

their relationship with the team and sport through the players. Fans of both groups reported 

similar behavioral patterns when striking relationships with the players. This type of behavior is 

more common and elaborated among the American fans compared to the Chinese fans. The 

American fans obtain a sense of connection with the NBA players by identifying shared 

characteristics.  

When I watch the NBA, a lot of times I’m like, “Ahhh Steve Nash he’s about my height, 
he plays like me, and I play like him. If I had a great personal trainer and I could make 
it.” (US11)  
 
Magic Johnson was known for being a very good passer. He became famous and people 
liked him because he passed the ball to his teammates to make it very easy for them to 
score. I played basketball and…I always liked the idea of the five players on the team 
working together. It makes it much easier to do it well. Magic Johnson is the best at 
doing that, working with his teammates to make it easier to score versus somebody who 
says, “Give me the ball and I’m going to do it all myself.” (US14) 
 
I feel I have some connection to the Dallas Mavericks, like personally, because of Devon 
Harris. He was born on February 28, 1983, and I was born on March 1, 1983, so I feel 
like we’re twins. Things like that kind make it personal for me. He’s the same age as I am 
and we literally the same age, maybe even born hours apart and just being at my age he 
faces the things that I face in my daily life. (US15) 
 

In this way, American fans forge personal connections with players through shared physical 

attributes, playing style, or even age. Further, fans of both groups build connections with NBA 

players at an abstract level.  

He [Roger Miller] did not have the build or physical attributes to be a great player. But 
despite that he worked hard to become one of the best players in the league when he 
played. I think it tells a lot about a person, in terms of who they choose to root for, follow, 
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and cheer on. I think we probably tend to either like players that we idolize and want to 
be like or we like players who we associate with and think are similar to us. So 
personality wise, I probably associate with him in that I try to enjoy life, enjoy what I am 
doing but I also try to do it fairly and be a nice guy, be someone that people respect and 
like. (US2) 
 

As the quote shows, American fans are able to associate with players through the felt similarities 

in personality. A similar pattern of forging connections is observed among the Chinese fans. One 

Chinese fan gave this example, “If it were not for Wang Zhizhi, Yao Ming would be my favorite 

Chinese player. He fits my value of working hard to succeed. He is very typical of this style” 

(CN3). In addition, the value sharing can be grounded in religious belief.  

I think it’s because I am a Christian, and as a Christian I follow Christ and I see in Christ 
a man who did not promote himself. I watched the game on TV and I remember feeling 
very good for him [David Robinson] because he was a man that was worthy to be 
respected as a man. He had received a lot of criticism from people who did not like his 
Christianity, and he went out playing a very good game and winning the NBA 
championship and that was his last game. I just remember feeling good for him; I thought 
this was a good way for David Robertson to end his career. (US3) 
 
If I see a player who plays clean basketball and who treats people nicely, I will then want 
to know whether he is a Christian. If he is, I will feel happy. (CN4) 
  

From this, it can be concluded that fans apply both sport and non-sport features to connect with 

the players. In effect, they may activate multiple points of association with one player.   

Carl Marlon was the star player on his team, but he was not the Michael Jordan type. He 
was just a bit better than his teammates and he assumed more responsibilities. He is still a 
normal person. I like players of this type. In terms of playing style, I feel I am similar to 
him. He took good care of his family. I hope I can do the same thing. Because I like him, 
I will imitate him. For instance, he had a typical act of pinning the ball before shooting a 
foul. When I play, I will do the same thing. This makes me feel closer to him. (CN12) 
 

Thus, the fans are able to associate with a player through the player’s position on the court and 

values in life. To further personalize that connection, a fan may even imitate the playing style of 

the player.  
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 Yao Ming’s rise in NBA is significant to me (Unique to the Chinese fans). Yao 

Ming’s entry to the NBA adds a layer of complexity to the fanship in China. The Chinese fans 

talked at length about Yao Ming in NBA.   

Why do we pay so much attention to Chinese players in NBA? It is because of the sense 
of identification. This influence is huge. He [Yao Ming] represents China when playing 
in the NBA. If he does not play well, we lose face. If he plays well, it shows that Chinese 
can play basketball no worse than others, and Chinese is suitable for this sport. I feel 
more Chinese players will enter the NBA. This renders a huge sense of pride among our 
countrymen. Now, Yao Ming is the tallest player in the NBA. This is also something to 
be proud of. Everyone should know that not all Chinese are short. Look at our Yao Ming. 
Further, he does not take drugs, does not have tattoos, and does not have any negative 
news. (CN3)  
 

Yao Ming’s rise in the NBA clearly is perceived to signify a rising China, thus, engendering 

enormous pride. The Chinese fans believe that Yao Ming portrays a positive image for the 

ordinary Chinese in the world stage. As a result of his talent the world knows that all Chinese are 

not short and that a successful Chinese NBA player has a clean image.  

 The significance of Yao’s success is amplified by the perception of China lagging behind 

when compared to Western countries. One Chinese fan explained it this way, “This is probably a 

psychology of people in a weak culture. Since Yao Ming plays in the best basketball league in 

the world and plays well, it feels he is very outstanding and can represent our country. After all 

he is treated as a sign of China by the world. So, we pay special attention to him. When he plays 

well, we are really happy” (CN2). The contrasting perceptions of China as a weak culture and 

Yao Ming as a Chinese gaining recognition in the world’s best basketball league makes Yao’s 

rising particularly meaningful to the Chinese. Because of this, Yao Ming’s influence is pervasive. 

Many Chinese first started to follow Yao and then the NBA.   

From the perspective of being a basketball fan, Yao Ming is my hero and he brings me 
the utmost glory. I liked the Rockets because of Yao Ming. I liked the NBA because of 
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the Rockets. I liked basketball because of the NBA. I stated from a point to a plane. Most 
of my friends are like this. (CN8) 
 

Thus, a Chinese fan may follow Yao Ming to the Houston Rockets to NBA to basketball. This 

seems to be typical of Chinese basketball fans who did not follow NBA closely or who did not 

have a favorite NBA team prior to Yao’s NBA debut. Nonetheless, for the seasoned Chinese 

NBA fans, Yao’s impact is less pervasive.   

Since Yao Ming went to NBA, the NBA team to which we have paid most attention 
probably is the Houston Rockets. After all, Yao Ming is a Chinese player and he is our 
pride. But I only follow Yao Ming, not the whole team. If Yao Ming is injured and out 
for the rest of the season, I probably will not watch the team’s other games. [The NBA 
team I like most is the Lakers.] I will watch all the Lakers’ games and follow all the news 
about them. (CN16) 
 
I started to like the Rockets after Yao Ming joined them. I used to like the Jazz. Now, I 
do not limit myself to one team and I will objectively evaluate a few teams. I regretted 
that the Rockets were eliminated but I continued to watch other games. I am not a pure 
fan of the Rockets. I will not stop watching games after they were gone. (CN12) 
 

As the quotes illustrate, the Chinese fans closely follow Yao Ming’s performance in NBA but 

this does not make the Houston Rockets their team. In effect, the Chinese fans are cognizant of 

the different nature they connect with Yao Ming versus other NBA players/teams.  

I have different feelings for the Houston Rockets and the Los Angeles Lakers. I learned 
about the NBA through Michael Jordan and I loved the Lakers afterwards. I started to 
notice the Rockets after Yao Ming joined them. Because CCTV has extensive coverage 
of Yao Ming and often broadcast Rockets’ games, I started to follow that team closely, 
but it is not as much as what I have invested in the Lakers. (CN11) 
 
I have been following Yao Ming, but more so from the perspective of national pride. In 
terms of basketball skills, he is not mature and is still in the process of development. I see 
him making progress but I do not like him as much as other fans. What I like is pure 
basketball. I follow Yao Ming because he is the first Chinese who played in the NBA as 
the top draft and the star player in a team. However, I like other NBA players as well. It 
is mainly about pure basketball although personal and other factors may influence [my 
fanship]. (CN12)  
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As the quotes show, many seasoned basketball fans in China support Yao Ming because of his 

Chinese representation, not his basketball skills. They are able to differentiate their feelings 

toward Yao Ming from other NBA players. Supporting Yao Ming does not negate their 

connection with other NBA teams or players. In other words, Yao Ming as a Chinese enables the 

Chinese fans to develop a somewhat different relationship with him.   

I followed Michael Jordan from a distance. He was a god to me. Yao Ming is a fresh 
body. It feels like he is a brother of my next door neighbor. Because he is a Chinese, my 
heart has always connected with him. Michael Jordan is different. He is an almost perfect 
player but not close to me. I look up to Michael Jordan, but I feel that Yao Ming is just 
sitting in front of me. (CN4)  
 

Thus, while both Yao Ming and Michael Jordan are household names in China, the sensed 

psychological distance that the Chinese fans have with Jordan is insurmountable, whereas Yao 

Ming is felt like a brother next door.  

Winning is important (Different Manifestation). Fans of both groups emphasize the 

importance of winning in sport. Winning allows fans to bask in reflected glory. Yet there is only 

one champion, and handling team loss, in essence, is an integral part of fan experience. The 

meaning of winning for fanship will be addressed separately for the American and Chinese 

groups. 

The American fans expressed an unequivocal desire for their team to win. Yet, many 

continue to support their home team with mediocre records (e.g., Houston Rockets for US8, 

Boston Celtics for US13). This discrepancy necessitates the application of coping strategies to 

reduce cognitive dissonance. First, the American fans acknowledged the importance of winning 

for them to follow a team.   

It would be hard to keep coming back if you were rooting for a bad team or something 
like that. I’d probably still watch it, but I wouldn’t watch it as much. I’m not a fair 
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weather fan but it would be harder to watch a lot of basketball if your team was really bad. 
So I think it is important to have some success. (US1) 
 
When I was a child it was hard. I would take it personally. If they were good,  
That was somehow a reflection that I was good. When they were bad that was somehow a 
reflection on me as well. Then, you learn the ways about the world and realize that is 
basketball, that’s sports, it has nothing to do with who I am as a person or whether other 
people are going to like me or not and things like that. It sort of goes through that process 
as you get a little bit older you understand things about the world a little bit better. 
(US14) 
 

As the quotes show, team performance affects the level of enjoyment when watching games. 

Fans may take their team’s performance personally, believing their team’s performance is a 

reflection of who they are. Although this sentiment dwindles as one grows up, it does explain the 

essential role of winning for the home team. Another American fan explains the effects of team 

performance on his experience this way:  

The last time my team actually won a championship was in 1994. And it’s 2007. It’s been 
13 years and you are a fan of the sport. I don’t just enjoy basketball to watch. Yeah, I do 
just enjoy watching basketball but I enjoy it because I enjoy watching my favorite team 
win. It is just a feeling of disappointment every year at the end of the year. It is like 
raining on your wedding [as shown in the picture] which is supposed to be a happy day. 
(US8) 
 

 

Picture 4.18: Raining at a wedding (US8) 

This again illustrates the importance of winning to fanship. The disappointment caused by a 

team’s loss felt like “raining on one’s own wedding” (US8). Consequently, the American fans 

expressed strong desires for their team to win.   
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So there are rare times that…in the long run you would sacrifice the season so you would 
have a chance of getting somebody really good. That’s what happened this past year. I 
was almost rooting for them [Boston Celtics] to lose sometimes, like play well enough to 
get close but then lose. I knew my team wasn’t good enough to win a lot of games and to 
win the championship basically. So for me as a fan I want to win the whole thing, I don’t 
want [my team] to just be OK. So I guess those are the standards I have as a fan. (US13) 
 
It’s just for their success [Spurs]; they are so successful is what I hate. That’s what my 
team [Lakers] used to be and that’s what they are now and it’s more of an envy or 
jealousy and this is more like what they have done to my team. (US7) 
 

American fan may go as far as rooting for their team to lose in hope of winning in the long term. 

Another teams’ victory may result in resentment and hatred. Nonetheless, a strong desire for the 

win does not mean fans will leave a team that experiences a losing streak. One American fan 

expressed the sentiment this way,  

The Dallas Mavericks didn’t go to the playoffs this year, and I was like, man I was hurt. 
How did the Golden State [Warriors] beat us out? But Dallas is still my team, I’m united 
with them, and I am going to be faithful to them. That’s kind of what family is like if I’m 
going to follow them, it should be unconditional on whether or not they win or lose. 
(US9) 
 

The American fans are deeply bothered by their team’s poor performance, but this does not sever 

the bond they have developed with the team. Several coping mechanisms emerged from their 

narration that may reduce this cognitive discrepancy.  

 First, the American fans orient their attention to the process of playing rather than the 

result of the game. As long as the team execute well, the result can be secondary to them. One 

American fan said that, “You can go out there and do your best, so winning to me isn’t as 

important as performing your best” (US15). Another American fan put it this way, “I’m loyal to 

their franchise and to their team. If they lose as long as they have tried as hard as they can, it’s 

cool” (US11). The same attitude resonates below. 

Winning is great, and a lot of people would say that the wining is the most important part; 
an ugly win is a win. [But] as a fan, it’s more satisfying to see you [the team] are really 

128

 



able to execute. If they [Golden State Warriors] had changed their strategy a little bit and 
worked better as a team and tried other options, I would have much rather seen that, it’s 
more satisfying as a fan. It’s ok to lose but you don't want to get beat, beat yourself. 
Sometimes [because of] that lack of discipline and lack of teamwork you beat yourself. 
(US5) 
 

American fans thus are able to see the intrinsic value of executing a well-orchestrated game. As 

long as their team performs to its expectation, the process is valued on its own. This may 

mitigate the disappointment caused by a team loss.  

 Second, the American fans also interpret going through the hardship with the team as a 

way of authenticating their fanship and enhancing the legitimacy of reaping their team’s victory.  

I take a lot of pride in sticking with the team all the way through the good times and the 
bad times. Cause if you go through the bad times it makes the good times that much 
better. One of the biggest things about being a fan is whether you think you’re a good fan. 
Really the sense of how deep your fanship goes. You can put as much into it as you want 
but just as much as you put it is as much as you will get out of it. So if you just go with 
the flow then if your team wins that’s great and if your team loses it’s not that big of a 
deal. But if you really commit yourself to the team you’re going to go through a lot more 
emotions, it’s more intense. I think I'm a very intense fan and that's really rough at time 
because it’s not always fun. But when it’s good it’s great and I love that about being a 
committed fan. (US5)  
 
The last 15 years we have been pretty bad, as bad as the organization has ever been. But I 
still follow them just as hard as I did when I was a kid. Because you appreciate winning 
till you remember how bad it was. So whenever we do win it makes it that much more 
satisfying…. So the more you invest the more you will get in return I guess. (US13) 
 

As these quotes show, American fans believe that the more bad time you go through with your 

team, the more rewarding the winning will be. This rationale seems to serve as a buffer for them 

to stick with their team through consecutive losses. One American fan described an episode 

illustrating the rewards he experienced after surviving the adversary with his team:  

I watched the entire game after it looked like they were going to lose the game. I was 
with a group of people and most of them had stopped watching the game. But I was like, 
I’m going to watch it to the end because I’m a fan. I watched the end of the game and he 
[Roger Miller] won. I was really gratified that I had watched and that I had stuck with the 
team even though when other people were like, ahh they’re going to lose again. It’s just 
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gratifying when you’re a fan of something or someone for so long and you see them 
succeed. You feel almost validated. (US11) 
 

 Finally, the NBA structure and the unpredictability in sport allow the American fans to 

stay hopeful throughout and thus stay with their teams.  

It was one of the pictures I first came up with. This is a picture of plant budding up in the 
spring through the snow. To me, that represents the freshness of spring and the new start 
when new life comes up. One of the neat things about basketball is that every year is a 
new year and you start fresh and you got new hopes and new aspirations. The team might 
have been terrible last year but that doesn’t mean they can’t be good this year. There is 
always hope that your team can win the Championship next year. (US2) 
 

 

Picture 4.19: Budding Plants (US2) 

This picture is Martin Luther King. This is hope. He had a dream, a hope that one day it 
was going to be better. I think that every year, especially with your favorite NBA team, 
there is a lot of hope involved that your team is going to win it all that year. There is a lot 
of desire and hope and you dream, you think about if your team will win this year 
because you don’t know what the outcome is going to be, and you don’t know how the 
end is. But you are optimistic about a good future. So the NBA brings out emotion that 
hopefully this is the year for our team. (US8) 
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Picture 4.20: Martin Luther King (US8) 

As the quotes indicate, the uncertain outcomes of basketball games and the league structure of 

the NBA nurtures hope among the American fans. As it was for King, the hope of many fans for 

their teams is persistent and intense. Another American participant offered some concrete 

insights of the source of hope in NBA.   

The off season when the Rockets are trying to figure out, what off-season moves to make, 
what free agent to sign, what trades to make, what players to acquire, and what players 
like trade away to get those players in return, there is like a lot of anticipation and the 
hype behind it and you’re just kind of waiting to see. There always will be another year, 
it’s not like this is the last thing ever, it will never happen again. I mean there is always 
the next year to look forward to. (US16)  
 
Taken as a whole, the American fans have developed a highly elaborated cognitive 

schema about the role of team winning in their fanship. The strong bond they have formed with 

their team shapes their approach of dealing with the team’s wins and losses. Because of the 

identity overlapping, they have a strong desire for their team to win. The same team 

identification also glues them to a team with mediocre performance. The tension between the 

American fans’ strong desire for their team to win and support the team even if it loses are then 

managed through three mechanisms: (1) The process is as important as the result. (2) Winning is 
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personally more rewarding after going through bad times with the team. And (3) there is always 

hope that the team will win.  

Just as their American counterparts, the Chinese fans consider winning important, yet for 

different reasons.  

This is a picture of cherry flowers. They represent a type of brilliance. I think basketball 
brings you a glory, a glowing glory, like the one with aura. Many times I find myself 
watching the star players. I feel when they were holding the trophies, basketball brings 
them glory and aura. The reason that the Olympic Movement develops so well is because 
it [an Olympic medal] gives recognition to the person, the group, and the nation. It is not 
only the athlete who wins the medal; it is his country and his nation. When I watch 
basketball games, that sense [of glory] is particularly strong. It is not a simple joy; it is a 
glory being brought to the player, the team, and the country. (CN10) 

 

Picture 4.21: Cherry flower (CN10) 

This account shows that Chinese fans associate winning with glory. Winning in sport brings 

recognition not only to the players but also to the nations they represent. The national pride 

engendered by athletic winning thus makes the Chinese fans put great emphasis on winning. One 

Chinese fan put it this way,  

National glory is very important to me. A person, first and foremost, belongs to this 
country. You should do whatever your country asks you to do. So, I will watch whatever 
games played by our national teams. The most important one is soccer, then basketball 
and a few others. The important thing, to me, is the national glory. (CN4) 
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The general notion of sports bringing national glory in China, in turn, makes winning the 

primary criterion to assess an athlete’s value. One Chinese fan said that, “If a star player cannot 

win a national championship title, he cannot become a great player” (CN5). The same view was 

echoed by other Chinese fans. 

[It is understandable that] a player [like Kobe] may give up everything in order to seek 
glory. His salary may be $1 million before moving to a new team. But if he can win the 
[NBA] championship and obtain the glory he is yearning for, then even if he is only paid 
$100,000 [in the new team] and lose his current fan base, all these are worthwhile. (CN1)  
I have been puzzled all these years why Michael Jordan would return to NBA. After that 
final shot in 1998 [shown on the picture], he had put a perfect completion [to his 
basketball career]. Maybe the reason he came back is for the national glory? But I feel 
that Americans do not value national glory as much as the Chinese do. Isn’t it the case 
that American is about individual heroism? I just do not understand. (CN6) 
 

 

Picture 4.22: Michael Jordan’s last shot before his first retirement (CN6) 

Thus, Chinese fans believe the players should make winning their top priority. This can be done 

at the cost of salary and even fan support. Interestingly, Chinese fans are also self-conscious that 

national glory through sport is unique to China. Yet, they still use the same assumption to 

question decisions made by American players. In this case, the logic is applied to speculate why 

Michael Jordan would return to the court after a perfect retirement. This self-contradiction 

reveals the spillover of a Chinese-contextualized cognitive schema of sport and winning to the 

following of a foreign league. This application may be responsible for the difference of 
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interpreting winning between the two groups. Unlike the American fans that focus on their 

teams’ effective execution to mitigate the disappointment of a loss, the Chinese fans believe that 

at the end of the day, the outcome is more important than the process.   

If it is a regular season game that is not important, I will appreciate the process. But 
sometimes you are not allowed to enjoy the process…. When I see my favorite team 
holds the trophy, it delights me more than seeing them execute well in a game. The Spurs 
won the national championship this year but also had the lowest TV rating in the last 10 
years of NBA history. But I think no one will remember how boring that game was and 
how low the TV rating was. All will remember, though, that the Spurs won the national 
Championship. This is called “a winner is a king and a loser is nothing but a bandit” 
[chenwang baikou]. (CN13) 
 
At that time when the Bulls were playing the Jazz, the confrontations among the players 
were fierce. When Rodman was guarding Carl Marlon, they both used different tricks or 
movements against the rules to stop each other. Would you say that their characters are 
flawed? No, I don’t think so. That is, if I want to win a game, I should do whatever I can 
and pay the cost. (CN12) 
 

Such views clearly show the Chinese fans believe the result is more important than the process. 

The impact of winning in the long term outweighs how it was achieved. On the other hand, since 

the Chinese NBA fans mainly identify with the sport rather than the team, the game outcome is 

less personally relevant to them. In effect, they differentiate different game types when talking 

about winning.   

If I have time, I will watch the whole game. I pay attention to the process but the result is 
more important to me. If the team [Rockets] won, and they executed well throughout the 
process, I would be happy for a day. Of course, I also watch [many NBA] games without 
any concern over the results. If I do not like or like both teams, such as the Spurs playing 
the Suns, or the Warriors playing the Suns, I will simply appreciate these games. As a 
person who is playing basketball almost semi-professionally and who can understand the 
basketball strategies, I can learn from the movements of these star players. I may leave in 
the middle of the game to do something else and then come back to watch more. (CN2) 
 
When watching Rockets’ game, if the score is close or we are behind, I get very worried 
[zhaoji]. I will even sweat or things like this. I watch all star games for relaxation and 
will not pay close attention to my team as other games. I really want my team to win. If 
my team loses, I will regret for a day. This may affect my work but watching all star 
games will not have that effect. (CN11) 
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As these quotes reveal, the Chinese fans felt personally affected by Houston Rockets’ games 

because of Yao Ming. Other than that, they may sit back and enjoy the best basketball in the 

NBA without worrying about the result. In some rare instances, a Chinese fan can claim to be an 

NBA fan without forging allegiance to any team. 

I do not have a favorite team [in the NBA]. Of course, when you watch the Chinese 
national team, you want them to win. When I watch NBA games, the win or loss means 
the same to me. For me, it is mainly about learning [basketball skills] from these games, 
enjoy these games, and relax myself through watching. (CN14)  
 

Here, the effect of an NBA team as a foreign league is clearly illustrated. For some Chinese 

participants, the perceived foreignness of the NBA allows them to enjoy the games without being 

upset by the results. This may be one reason that the coping schema is lacking or at least latent 

for the Chinese NBA fans.  

 

Detailed Results for Basketball Definition 

 Six themes fell under this category: (1) I appreciate basketball because it is characterized 

by constant movement (Shared Theme). (2) I admire NBA players’ athleticism (Different 

Manifestation). (3) I appreciate teamwork (Shared Theme). (4) Some games are particularly 

good (Different Manifestation). (5) Basketball is a sport that everybody can play (Unique to 

American fans). (6) Basketball embodies upward spirit (Unique to the Chinese fans). Table 4.5 

summarizes the themes and sub-themes included in this category. 
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Table 4.5: Themes and sub-themes of basketball definition 

Themes and Sub-themes in Basketball definition 
I appreciate basketball because it is characterized by constant movement (Shared 
Theme).  
 
I appreciate teamwork (Shared Theme). 
It is important to play with teamwork in order to win. 
I enjoy both individual play and team play.  
Teamwork and individual play are related. 
 
I admire NBA players’ athleticism (Different Manifestation).  
NBA players acquired and maintained their athleticism through hard work (American 
fans). 
NBA players are gifted with athletic prowess (Chinese fans). 
 
Some games are particularly good (Different Manifestation). 
I especially enjoy games in which the underdog triumphs (both groups). 
I have to care about the teams to enjoy the games. And I prefer to watch playoff/final 
games to those in regular seasons (American fans). 
The NBA embodies the best basketball in the world. And I prefer to watch games played 
by the best teams in the league or promoted by the media (Chinese fans). 
 
Basketball is a sport that everybody can play (Unique to American fans). 

Basketball embodies upward and youthful spirit (Unique to Chinese fans). 

  

 I appreciate basketball because it is characterized by constant movement (Shared 

Theme). Fans of both national cultures reported that they appreciate different elements that make 

up a basketball game. They are particularly attracted to constant movement in basketball. 

Consider the following two quotes: 

I’m attracted to things that are moving quickly, and I’m attracted to competition and 
amazing athletic feats. It’s [basketball] as an art form. People have their own styles and 
their own skill sets and abilities. They showcase these abilities in front of people. (US11) 
 
People watch basketball because they want to see the strategy, the offence, and the 
defense. The main attraction is the constant movement on the court. The quick tempo and 
speedy moving is very enjoyable to the viewers. (CN11) 
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As the quotes show, basketball fans in the two national cultures are attracted to similar aspects of 

the game: competition, playing styles, athleticism, and strategies. All these, in turn, build into the 

constant movement on the court that makes basketball appealing to the fans and the viewing 

experience enjoyable. The attraction of the game’s smooth flow is highlighted by an American 

participant:  

The [basketball] game is always going on. In baseball, there is a lot of time when nothing 
is going on. In basketball it’s more like soccer where the ball is in play most of the time, 
so even after a basket is made the other team can take the ball and start moving it the next 
way up the court. There was more action, and…I loved the fluidity. I mean football 
players are athletic but in a different way. Basketball’s is more artistic. The jumping is 
really what I think I enjoy about it. (US14) 
 

The fluidity of the game enabled by basketball player’s artistic performance was perceived as the 

hallmark of the sport. This feature is made salient when basketball is compared to other North 

American professional sports such as baseball and football. The constant movement of basketball 

renders the impression that basketball is a game of speed along with other features that sport 

conveys in general. Indeed, one Chinese fan commented, “[Basketball] is a sport characterized 

by speed, excitement, strength, the breakthrough, and moving forward without any reservation” 

(CN10). Clearly, these features are enjoyed by fans from both national cultures.  

 I appreciate teamwork (Shared Theme). The feature of teamwork in basketball is 

salient to the fans. Their perception of teamwork covers three aspects: (1) it is important to play 

with teamwork in order to win. (2) I enjoy both individual play and team play. And (3) 

Teamwork and individual play are related. 

 It is important to play with teamwork in order to win. Fans of both national cultures 

believe that a teamwork orientation in basketball leads to winning.  
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I support the idea that a game involves five players. Kobe scored 81 points in a game, but 
he would not lead his team far or secure a national championship. It is often those well-
balanced teams that make the championship. I have paid attention to this for several 
seasons. At the end, it is always teams emphasizing teamwork that win championships. 
(CN11) 
 
When I think about teamwork, I think about victory. I think about the 1993 Houston 
Rockets, who actually won the championship although they weren’t the best. They had to 
play like a team and that’s why they won. I am more hopeful, the reason I like them is 
because of the teamwork, not the individual. (US8) 
 
Americans advocate individualism. The NBA players usually go by their heart when 
playing. Relatively speaking, they do not have a good concept of the whole. On the 
contrary, the European players are trained to play teamwork when they are young. Their 
ability to collaborate and work as a group is much better. That is why the U.S. team lost 
to the Greeks. That is, the American star players could not exert their [individual] power 
when the Greeks played as a group. (CN13) 
 

As these statements indicate, fans of both national cultures perceived teamwork to be important 

for winning, but the way they approach this connection differs to some extent. The American 

fans intimately experience the effects of teamwork on their team’s performance. Hence, they 

value teamwork in its ability to facilitate the winning of “my team.” It is likely that the notion of 

teamwork triggers the thoughts of their team winning and subsequently, the pride associated with 

the winning. Consequently, the American fans’ description of the connection between teamwork 

and winning is loaded with emotions.  

The comments made by the Chinese fans revealed that the Chinese fans typically 

associate European players with a teamwork playing style and the American players with an 

individual playing style. They believe that the American teams lost to other teams in 

international competitions because of a lack of team collaboration. Unlike the American fans, the 

Chinese fans’ approach of the connection is a statement of facts. It is reasonable to expect that 

this difference may be caused by the different ways through which fans from the two national 

cultures develop relationships with their NBA teams and players. Since differences in the 
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relationships fans have formulated with their teams and players are tackled in Identity 

Orientation, this sub-theme is treated as a shared theme in terms of fans’ converging view that 

teamwork is important for winning. Nonetheless, the observed variation of emotional tones when 

fans address the same topic and make the same conclusion does point to the interrelationship 

across themes and categories and the holistic nature of the fanship experience.   

I enjoy both teamwork play and individual play. Fans of both national cultures believe 

that basketball represents both individualism and teamwork. Both schemas are present in their 

narration of basketball. Consider the following views of American fans:  

There is part of me that likes to watch old tape of Jordan and Larry Bird because back 
then the NBA rule set it up to where you could easily play the one-on-one game more. It 
was interesting to watch those games. But now I do like to watch the games where the 
teams are well oiled because they are the ones that win now. (US1) 
 
From the perspective of enjoying a game, one player playing against five players is more 
enjoyable. But in reality, it is rare that one player can win over five. A player may make 
some miracles in a few seconds or a few minutes. But in the regular game, the energy of a 
group is more powerful. If you just want to enjoy the game, then, just watch a star player. 
But if you like a team, then, the way that team plays the game is important. (CN1)  
 

As these quotes indicate, fans enjoy individual performances, yet they embrace teamwork in 

basketball as it is crucial for a team to win. Indeed, the fans even develop two orientations of 

game viewing: one associated with individual performances and one with the games in which the 

players adopt a teamwork style. This is evident in the comment made by the Chinese fan that one 

can enjoy game by watching star players’ individualistic performance whereas the same person 

will embrace the teamwork style when team winning is at stake.  

 Besides appreciating teamwork for its utility, some fans may simply enjoy team 

collaboration as a playing style. One American fan mentioned that, “I don’t have any allegiance 

to Phoenix, but I still enjoy watching them play because they are the best at teamwork basketball. 
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I really like that teamwork aspect, the egalitarianism of it and the working together to make it 

easier to score. I think that’s to me enjoyable to watch and pleasurable” (US14). Similarly, some 

fans may be particularly attracted to individual plays. One American fan explains it this way,  

When I watch the games a lot of times the individualistic element is what is appealing to 
me. The fact that James Labron is going to go out on the court tonight and score 80 points 
is very exciting to me. The fact that he can become this great player whether or not his 
team does well and wins the game. That is really exciting, or like Michael Jordan, 
individualistic, iconic person and that’s very interesting to me or it’s very cool. (US11)  
 

 Finally, a fan may see the coexistence of both styles in one team. One Chinese fan said 

that, “Rockets have both star players and teamwork spirit. I like its teamwork aspect a bit more. 

Rockets give me the feeling that their teamwork spirit outweighs their star player shows. But it 

has both and I like both” (CN5). 

 Taken as a whole, it is clear that both the teamwork and individualism embodied by 

basketball are attractive to the fans. The link between teamwork and winning may sway some 

fans’ preference to teamwork play. For others, both teamwork and individualism basketball 

styles may be valued for their contribution to an enhanced viewing experience.  

Teamwork and individual play are related. Instead of viewing individual play and 

teamwork as polarized forces, fans from both national cultures see the linkage between the two.   

This picture shows a group [a picture of a group of pigeons]. We can tell that the group is 
unified and the one in the middle is their leader and he will lead the group to the future. 
This is similar to basketball. Not all five players in the team are doing the same thing. 
They have different responsibilities and the one the group trust most is their leader. 
However, if the leader plays alone without the support of other players on the court, the 
team will lose. Only when each player contributes, the team can achieve the best. (CN1) 
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Picture 4.23: A group of pigeons (CN 1) 

 
Basketball is a group sport. It requires collaboration and mutual support. You need to 
pass the ball multiple times to find a spot that allows one player to shot. In a close game, 
you need one player stand out, encourage the other four, and lead them to offence and 
defense. This allows others to hand him the ball in their final offence because he is their 
best bet. Then, he will score and win the game. (CN14) 
 

As these quotes indicate, Chinese fans considered the teamwork and individualism in basketball 

analogous to the relationship of leading and following. They consider leadership as necessary for 

the collaboration among team members. It is expected that the group members will trust the team 

leader and the leader will make the important shots at crucial moments. In other words, the 

Chinese fans construe some form of individualistic play as leadership. This, in turn, makes the 

individual play and teamwork play compatible. The same logic is expressed by the American 

fans.  

I have mixed feelings with flashy plays. It really would depend on the game…. If you 
have a really close game or the favorite is losing the game and someone goes up and 
make a flashy play or even the same you have the underdog who is losing and goes up 
and makes some sort of flashy play. You can say that is really cool, that person is putting 
the team on their back to motivate them, anything to fire them and get them ready to go. 
That's really neat. (US5)  
 

In this way, the fans diagnose the players’ motivation in order to assess “flashy plays”. When a 

“flashy play” is perceived to motivate the team, it is considered to be leadership. Otherwise, it 

may be perceived negatively. Thus, according to that same American fan, “the players must be 

smart as when to make flashy play”.  
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 I admire NBA players’ athleticism (Different Manifestation). Fans of both groups 

said they admire NBA players’ athletic prowess. They used metaphors such as man walking on 

the moon for the first time, miracles, gods (mentioned by the Chinese fans), or superman 

(mentioned by the American fans) to express their high regard for the athleticism NBA players 

have achieved. One American fan expressed his admiration this way, “To be able to witness 

something [NBA players’ athleticism] that is so impressive. It inspires awe. Probably in a similar 

way when people first saw people walk on the moon” (US14). A similar mentality was voiced by 

the Chinese fans. One Chinese fan said that, “I think he [Michael Jordan] is insurmountable. 

Think about his basketball skills, his experience, his leadership ability on the court, and the 

Bull’s era he created. I admire him to the greatest extent and feel that he is a miracle” (CN3).  

  At a deeper level, different attribution processes are applied by the two groups to 

speculate how NBA players acquire and maintain their athletic ability. The American fans tend 

to attribute the players’ athletic abilities to internal efforts whereas the Chinese fans believe these 

abilities to be innate.  

I am very respectful towards NBA players who are at the top of their craft. I respect the 
time that they put in and I feel very awe of that. It makes me really impressed and makes 
me feel good about humanity in general. (US11) 
 
When I watch basketball, at the end of the game I'm amazed at how athletic they are and 
how much stamina they have. Basketball players are some of the best athletes, I think. 
When I watch a basketball game I think about how much work it took to get there, Steve 
Nash, playing the entire game, playing his heart out and never quitting. You don't think 
about it right away but you think about how hard they probably trained. (US6) 
 

As the two quotes reveal, when appraising the NBA players’ basketball skills and physical 

abilities by using words such as awe and amazed, the America fans associate their achievements 

with the amount of time and work the players have devoted to training. Thus, they see the agency 

within. That is, the players reach the NBA level of performance through personal efforts. Further, 
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the American fans tend to gauge NBA players’ level of athleticism based on their own 

experience of play.  

Because I play basketball myself I know how difficult some of the shots can be. When 
you’re in competition and you really have to twist your body, and stretch and just be able 
to make some of the shots. It’s not easy, it is an art, and it’s something that not anybody 
can do. (US12) 
 
My favorite team is the Dallas Mavericks, so I look at guys like Jason Perry and seeing 
him just dunking and just taking people on the basketball court and the way they move, I 
am like, “Wow I cannot do that” so I can just see it like Superman kind of. (US9) 
 

Hence, American fans compare NBA players’ athleticism to their own. The comparison 

enhances their admiration of the NBA players because they cannot do those things. More 

important, the comparison indicates that the American fans perceive some shared grounds with 

the NBA players although the NBA players are far more skilled than they.  

 On the other hand, the Chinese fans typically consider NBA players as innately talented. 

One Chinese participant said that, “James Labron is a genius in a century. His physical indices 

are all outstanding. I think he is born for basketball” (CN14). Another Chinese participant puts it 

this way,  

I used to admire the athletic feats in the NBA so much, and now I feel less that way after 
following it for a long time. I think they may take better nutrients. [There are] so many 
tall players in the NBA, their bodies are so fit, and they can jump to the basket. I have to 
say that the physical caliber of those foreigners is better than ours. (CN2) 
 

As these quotes reveal, the Chinese fans make no attempt to compare themselves to the NBA 

players. They believe that the NBA players were born with talents. Some Chinese fans even 

justify the NBA players’ athletic prowess by highlighting their foreignness, thus they are not 

comparable to Chinese players.  

 It can therefore be concluded that the American fans perceive the NBA players’ 

athleticism as a worldly achievement. Note, although they used the metaphor of “man first time 
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walking on the moon” and “supermen” to describe the NBA players’ athleticism, their 

appreciation is largely based on their own experience of playing basketball. That is, what they 

cannot do versus what an NBA player can do. The distance from cannot to can, in their view, 

may be bridged by hard work.  

 On the contrary, Chinese fans, to a large extent, perceive the NBA players as gifted 

talents. They do not apply their own basketball experience as a baseline to assess the NBA 

players’ skills. In other words, when the American fans perceive the differences between their 

skills and those of NBA players to be within one level, the Chinese fans consider them to be in 

two unbridgeable levels. It is reasonable to expect that this inability to reach the level of the 

NBA perceived by the Chinese fans may affect the way they develop relationships with the NBA 

teams and players.  

 Some games are particularly good (Different Manifestation). Fans of both national 

cultures have developed fairly extensive cognitive schema in defining games that offer them a 

satisfying viewing experience. First, they consider the unpredictability of the games’ outcome as 

a major attraction. A game won by the underdog is considered a rewarding viewing experience.  

The team that always wins will win again, and that's not exciting. The Spurs win this 
Championship again. Ok, they are expected to win. But if Cleveland, the team that is not 
supposed to win, wins, that is exciting. (US6) 
 
When watching Michael Jordan play, there was no suspense. If he was there, it was likely 
that the Bulls would win. However, when a weak team wins through hard work, you will 
obtain a stronger sense of satisfaction and achievement when compared to a win led by 
Michael Jordan. (CN12) 
 

These quotes reveal that fans like surprises when viewing games. They perceive that an 

underdog winning adds excitement to the game, and hence constitutes a more satisfying viewing 

experience. Similarly, close games are perceived to be enjoyable. One American fan said that “I 
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think close games are much more exciting and enjoyable games that are not close” (US14). This 

mentality is echoed by Chinese fans. One Chinese fan mentioned that, “The game becomes 

wonderful when the two sides are confronting closely. In such games, the players will play out 

lots of strategies, and the result may be changed in the last second. This excites you” (CN9).  

 Clearly, fans of both national cultures believe that games with uncertain outcomes are 

desirable because of the suspense that the underdog might win at the end. Yet, their narration of 

a good game differs in the type of triggers that permit them to immerse themselves in a close 

game. In other words, although both enjoy games with similar characteristics, the process leading 

to the enjoyment varies. To add enjoyment to a close game, the American fans reported that they 

must form a relationship with the team.  

For me to enjoy a basketball game, the essential parts are, I have to care about the teams, 
I either really like one team, or really dislike one team, in which case I'm either rooting 
for one team or against one. (US2) 
 
I only watch Spurs games, but I watch because you don’t know who is going to win. 
Then, you want a certain team to win. Putting these two things together, it creates 
interests in the game. (US3) 
 

As these quotes show, American fans are conscious that in addition to the suspense in a game, 

siding with one team when viewing is necessary. They must care about the team. In addition, the 

American fans differentiate games played at different stages of an NBA season. They are 

conscious that play-off games are more exciting than games in the regular season.  

They [playoff games] are better because the teams are the best teams and they are out 
there really trying to win. During the regular session the teams aren’t really that good and 
they really don’t have a lot to play for, it is more of a street ball game. (US1) 
 
When they go to the championship, and they play against one of the best teams in the 
league and they win by one point. They have to fight for every single point, that win 
means so much because they had to fight for it. So it’s all about the battle. (US9) 
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These quotes reveal that American fans clearly prefer NBA playoff games and finals. They 

believe these games are closer with better quality when compared to the regular season games, 

which are perceived as some sort of street ball games.  

 The rooting aspect of viewing games and the differentiation of playoff and final games 

from regular season games are generally missing in Chinese fans’ accounts. They embrace NBA 

games as the best basketball in the world.  

I select teams based on their performance. I actually do not have a preferred NBA team. 
If these two teams are doing well in the season and are the strongest teams in the league, I 
will watch their games. (CN1) 
 
There are focuses that the media will promote, such as the game between the two 
strongest teams in the NBA, for instance, the one between the Sun and Spurs. Then, you 
want to watch and to see who will win. This is normal that basketball fans want to see the 
games played by the best teams. (CN2) 
 

As the quotes show, the NBA is considered as the best basketball by the Chinese fans, hence the 

perfect incarnation of the sport. Thus, watching the best basketball games offers sufficient 

justification to follow NBA games. In other words, the quality of the NBA games alone is 

adequate to secure a following in the NBA.  Indeed, the Chinese fans perceive that NBA games 

exemplify the suspense embodied in basketball. One Chinese fan commented,  

The thing about basketball that attracts me most is the surprising outcome. Within a range, 
the team a few points falling behind may still win when there is only a few seconds left. 
Even if you lag behind more than 10 points in the fourth quarter, they can still make an 
almost impossible turnaround. The excitement and suspense are best witnessed in NBA 
compared to other basketball games. (CN3) 
  
The fact that Chinese fans consider the NBA to be the best basketball in the world may 

explain why a feeling of personal connection with the team is not necessary for them to immerse 

themselves in the game. 
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  Although it is unclear from the accounts of the Chinese basketball fans why the 

differences between playoff games and regular season games are not salient to them, it is 

plausible that the predominant focus on the best basketball in the Chinese fanship may orient 

them to the best games in the NBA. In addition, the Chinese media only broadcast a selection of 

NBA games, while the American fans can watch most of the NBA games on TV or attend games 

in the United States. The Chinese media sifts the games for their audience.  

 Comparing the views of the American and Chinese fans shows that the cognitive 

structures of defining a good game in the two national cultures overlap in one area and diverge 

on the others. Both groups value games with unexpected or uncertain outcomes. Yet the Chinese 

fans embrace the NBA as representative of the best basketball in the world. Thus, a personal 

connection with the team is not a prerequisite for a satisfactory viewing experience. Conversely, 

the American fans’ enjoyment of the suspense in close games is conditioned by personal 

connection with teams and the distinction between regular season and playoff games. 

 Basketball is a sport that everybody can play (Unique to American fans). The 

American fans like basketball because it is an affordable sport to everybody and can be played 

by people with different body conditions. One American fan commented, “I believe the sport of 

basketball, unlike any other sport, can be played at any time, and it doesn’t matter if you are rich 

or poor” (US10). These characters are made particularly prominent when basketball is compared 

to other professional sports popular in North America. One American fan put it this way,  

Anyone can play. I remember watching when I was really young; you could watch a 
game and then re-create it. All you need is a ball and a basket; it’s not like football where 
you don’t feel like you are a player because they are so big. In basketball you can grab a 
ball and do the exact same move as an NBA player. So when you are watching a game 
you think to yourself, ‘that is really cool, maybe I can do that.’ Even from a young age 
we can see ourselves doing that. (US6) 
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 The same notion is missing among the Chinese fans. One reason of this absence can be 

attributed to constraints uniquely perceived by the Chinese fans. One Chinese fan’s account of a 

basket made by his father shed lights on the social boundary in fanship interpretation.  

I used to have a basketball pole [like the one in the picture]. I grew up in Beijing and my 
family lived in a bungalow before I attended high school. There was a tall building in 
front of our bungalow. My dad made me a circle and fixed it to the wall of the tall 
building. At that time, we did not have the condition to play basketball. Now, we can rent 
a basketball court in the university for a few hundred bucks. At that time, all the sport 
facilities in elementary and middle schools did not open to the public. You could not even 
play basketball in your school after they let you off. We did not have enough facilities at 
that time. In fact, lots of people, acquaintances or strangers, came to play basketball in 
our self-made basketball pole. (CN1) 
 

 

Picture 4.24: A simple basketball pole (CN1)  

Because of the limited access to basketball facilities in China, a homemade primitive 

basket was inviting to those who wanted to play. The situation was improving as the Chinese 

participants explained that they could now rent a court. But this perception of lack of access is 

still prevalent. Another Chinese fan offered this example, “Look at the picture, there are two 

children, and there is a tire tied to the tree. This is basketball. Can you call this basketball? This 

just allows the children to shoot to the tree” (CN9).  
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Picture 4.25: Young people in a village throwing the ball to a tire tied to a tree (CN9) 

Clearly, basketball would not be perceived as a sport accessible to everybody when many 

Chinese do not have access to a decent basketball pole. This may be unimaginable to the 

American fans living in a country where a city basketball court is typically associated with the 

ghetto. This difference in social conditions, consequently, frames the way fans from the two 

national cultures think about basketball.  

 Basketball embodies upward and youthful spirit (Unique to Chinese fans). The 

Chinese fans see basketball at an abstract level. They tend to read into the sport by focusing on 

sport spirit that basketball represents. This theme is missing in the American fans’ narratives. 

When describing the spirit exhibited in basketball, one Chinese fan said that, “Basketball is a 

sport that inspires you to move forward, to struggle for victory, and help you success” (CN1). 

Further, the Chinese fans see an integration of the physical and mental aspects of playing 

basketball.   

There are a few styles of playing basketball: the center represents the strength, the point 
guard represents the wisdom and movement, and then the dunking. It is a combination of 
speed and strength. Basketball is a collection of strength, courage, and wisdom. Playing 
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basketball requires both a strong body and a strong mind. I think this is basketball. 
(CN13) 
 
[Basketball] is a sport characterized by speed, excitement, strength, the breakthrough, and 
moving forward without any reservation. It is full of energy like the rising sun in the 
morning. When playing basketball, the court is dominated by those young people [in the 
photo]. Even when you see old or disabled people play basketball, you will feel that they 
are energetic and young. (CN10)  
 

 As the quotes reveal, Chinese fans see a variety of representation associated with 

different positions in basketball, for instance, the center position to strength and the point guard 

to wisdom. Consequently, basketball is perceived as a sport that exercises one’s body and mind. 

Further, the characteristics of basketball, taken together, are considered to signify the spirit of 

youth. This young spirit can be experienced by whoever plays basketball.  

 

Detailed Results for Experience Orientation 

 Three themes fell under this category: (1) my experience of viewing games involves a 

wide range of emotions and intensities (Shared Theme). (2) It is important to manage my 

emotions (Unique to American fans). And (3) I consider analyzing the games to be an advanced 

form of fanship (Unique to Chinese fans).  

 My experience of viewing games involves a wide range of emotions and intensities 

(Shared Theme). Fans from both national cultures mentioned that their experience of watching 

NBA games is emotional. Table 4.6 describes the frequently mentioned emotions. Similar 

emotions are grouped together both within the national group (in column) or between the groups 

(in rows). 
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Table 4.6: Emotions mentioned by the American and Chinese fans 

Emotions mentioned by Chinese fans Emotion mentioned by the 
American fans 

Excitement [xinfeng 兴奋] 
Sensational [ganguan ciji 感官刺激] 

 

Excitement 
 

Joy of victory [shenli de xiyue 胜利的喜悦] 
Festival atmosphere [jieri qifen节日氛围] 
 

Happy 
Satisfaction 
 

Sense of achievement [chengjiugan 成就感] 
 

Accomplishment 
 

Amazement and admiration  
[jingtan he jingpei 惊叹和敬佩] 
 

Awe 
 

Anticipation [期盼] 
 

Anticipation 
 

Light heart and enjoyment  
[qingsong he xiangshou 轻松和享受] 
Catharsis and release [shifang he faxie 释放和发泄] 
Escape [jietuo 解脱] 
 

Relax 
Freedom 
Escape 
 

Familiarity and comfort [qinxie he shufu 亲切和舒服] 
 

Comfort and familiarity 

Hope [xiwang 希望] Hope and despair 
 

Disappointment and anger  
[shiwang he shengqi 失望和生气] 
Sadness [youshang 忧伤] 
Regret [yihan 遗憾]  
 

Disappointment 
Sad 
 

Aesthetics [weimei 唯美]  
 Novelty 

 
 An examination of Table 4.6 reveals that fans from both national cultures experience 

positive and negative emotions when viewing games. Except for a few variations, they 

experience similar emotions. They typically use the metaphor of riding a roller coaster or 

listening to a symphony to describe the spectrum of emotions involved. One American fan 

described his experience this way, “[It feels] like the sound of a roller coaster. It’s an emotional 
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ride, but you hear the screams; you hear all the emotions of “Yahhhh” and “Ohhhh”; it’s up and 

down; it’s unexpected; and you don’t know what to expect” (US8).  

 Another American fan said that, “It is like listening to a symphony. There’s some 

introduction, there’s an ending to it, and there are different movements that invoke different 

emotions. Somebody can be doing really well at the beginning but then they just fall behind, and 

then they have to come back and fight for the victory at the end. There are just different story 

lines” (US16). This view is echoed by the Chinese fans. One Chinese fan also used the metaphor 

of a symphony to describe the variety of emotions elicited by a basketball game.   

Watching a game is like listening to a symphony. It has ebbs and flows. Maybe they play 
really well in the beginning and enter a crescendo. Maybe they have a calm prelude and 
then move smoothly to a crescendo. In the end, all the spectators will applaud for them. 
(CN14) 
 

Such expressions illustrate that the changing pace of the basketball games, the suspense, and the 

drama make the viewing experience sensational. Further, fans of both national cultures 

emphasized the emotional intensity when viewing games.  

While I am watching I will have to stand up or I will have to start to pace back and forth 
just because it was so intense. Then my hands will get sweaty and things like that. When 
the game is going on, there is a lot of pacing and a lot of yelling at the TV. Afterwards I 
need to talk about it to someone and then I try to rest because it was so intense during the 
game. (US13) 
 

As shown in the quote, American fans are deeply involved in the game. The experience is 

emotionally intensive accompanied by somatic symptoms such as sweating. The Chinese fans 

reported similar experiences. One Chinese fan said,  

If it is a crucial game, I will only be concerned with the score and not how they play. I 
even cover the TV screen with a piece of paper and only leave the score bar. If I watch 
the screen, I will be more nervous. I want to remove this anxiety. So, watching scores is 
more direct. Of course, just getting to know the final result will be even more direct. But I 
may not be able to take the final result directly. It would be too much. Another thing is 
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that I do not want to totally give up the process and only pay attention to the result, I 
cannot take that either. (CN13)  
 
This account vividly described the emotional intensity that fans face when watching 

games. Some fans may even choose not to watch the play to reduce the nervousness.  

 It is important to control my emotions (Unique theme to American fans). While 

acknowledging the variety and intensity of emotions involved in viewing games, the American 

fans reported that they consciously control their emotions. This theme is missing among the 

Chinese fans’ accounts. Yet, curbing or managing emotion as a part of their fanship experience is 

salient to the American fans.  

I look at it very light-heartedly and I don’t get angry, like my dad or other people would 
get upset. I am also a huge fan of the Indiana Pacers and they mean a whole lot to me. 
But I’m just kind of like really chilled out. If they lose, it sucks but I’m not going outside 
and smash a window with a brick. I’m not that wrapped up. I just know that life is what it 
is and life is very impermanent and I’m not going to get angry about a basketball game. 
(US11)  
 
I usually turn the TV off so I don't get frustrated. When I see they are not playing well I 
usually have ten other things that I probably could be doing so I just turn it off and do 
those things. I won't allow myself to get in an aspect where I'm so emotional about it that 
I lose control. I'm a fan but I’m not like one of those fans that get crazy when one player 
doesn't do right. (US12) 
 

As these quotes reveal, American fans may refrain from getting angry or staying away from the 

games when frustration starts to mount. In both cases, they purposely contain their emotion to a 

level that they would not “be wrapped up” or “lose control.” Further, the American fans manage 

their emotions to stay strong with their team.  

There was a Spurs-Dallas game not too long ago. This was during the regular season and 
I was getting very frustrated and I felt a lot of calls were going against the Spurs and I 
was frustrated at the referees in the game. See you’re pulled in this direction and get in 
their face and yell and get real mean and say, “this isn't fair.” But at the same time you’re 
getting beat. So you’re getting pulled in different directions and it’s frustrating. But that 
frustration is kind of a test. Are you good enough to overcome that, so when you see a 
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player get frustrated and have that discipline to channel in a good way, that is great. 
(US5) 
 

This account indicates that some American fans choose not to walk away from the game when 

they get emotionally high. Rather, they may treat the frustration as a test and make efforts to turn 

it to positive emotions. Bringing these examples together, American fans seem to apply multiple 

methods to managing their emotions.  

 I consider analyzing the games to be an advanced form of fanship (Unique to 

Chinese fans). While admitting the entertainment value and emotional elements of watching 

basketball, the Chinese fans search for meanings in their fanship by analyzing the games and 

using them to reflect on their lives and to learn. They believe that the ability to appreciate 

basketball objectively is an advanced form of fanship and this type of fanship is beneficial for the 

growth of the fan, the athletes, and the sport. This theme is generally missing among the 

American fans. One Chinese fan described how he shifted to view the games with a rational 

focus. 

I was first attracted to basketball by its direct and emotional elements. After I started to 
watch basketball, I definitely would not stay at its pure competitive aspect. If I am only 
looking for these elements, watching basketball will lose its meaning in the long term. 
[When watching], I naturally think of more than basketball, and doing so allows me to 
make some conclusions [about life, society, and the culture]. I think this is important. 
When I look [at basketball] from a higher level, I have a stronger sense of involvement in 
the game. It is an interaction with the game and with me. (CN13)  
 

Another Chinese fan explained why analyzing the game is desirable. 
 

If you can understand and analyze the games, this is a higher level of watching. I think a 
focus on the passion, speed, and strength in the game is a type of emotional 
understanding [of the basketball]. A grasp of the strategies and tactics of the game brings 
you to the rational level of viewing. I think this [rational viewing] has positive influences 
[on me]. It allows me to reflect and connect with other things in my life through 
basketball. (CN11) 
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As these two quotes illustrate, Chinese fans are initially attracted to basketball by its emotive 

aspects. Nonetheless, the sensation engendered by the game alone may not be considered a 

mentally rewarding experience. The Chinese fans seek meanings from basketball by reflecting 

on the games and linking them back to issues in life. The reflection serves as another channel for 

the Chinese fans to interact with the sport and strengthen their fanship. Further, the Chinese fans 

differentiate emotional viewing from rational viewing. They believe that rational viewing leads 

to a deep appreciation of basketball. This type of appreciation also facilitates reflection of life, 

thus, benefiting the person. Moreover, the Chinese fans believe that rational viewing benefits the 

sport. One Chinese fan explained the logic at length. 

Now, even some Chinese media’s coverage is not rational and objective. Since Yao Ming 
entered the NBA, CCTV would broadcast all the Rockets games. Before Yao Ming, I was 
familiar with many star players, their stats, and their playing styles. After Yao Ming, I 
was only familiar with the Rockets players. When other teams play the Rockets, the 
commentary would treat them as enemies. This is not objective. I now have a strong 
sense of belongingness. I hope the Rockets get better and better. I am happy when they 
win and sad when they lose. It feels like my home team…maybe because we only have 
one Yao Ming struggling in the NBA. If there are eight or ten [Chinese players in the 
NBA], the Chinese fans will be more rational. I think this is ok. As a Chinese, you will 
definitely have these feelings [of supporting the Rockets]. But, from the perspective of 
appreciating basketball, this type of sentiment is not conducive for you to develop 
basketball knowledge. Taking it to a broad level, it is not helpful for the Rockets to grow. 
For instance, Chinese soccer is so very bad, but you like it so very much. Every time 
when you watch their games, you are deeply involved and want them to win. Then after 
the game [if they did not win], you would scold them. I think it will be much more 
helpful if you watch the game calmly and find the problems for future improvements. If 
everybody just cares about the win or loss in Chinese soccer, only cares about the result 
and not the process, it is not conducive to Chinese soccer’s growth and the growth of 
Chinese soccer fans. (CN3) 
 

The complexity in this narrative reveals that Chinese fans are somewhat ambivalent about 

rational viewing. They want to be objective in order to appreciate the games, and they criticize 

the media commentary for its bias toward Yao Ming. But they also acknowledge the need to 

support Yao. The logic is further complicated when they caution themselves that undue support 
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can “spoil” the sport and its players, thus hindering its growth in the same way as their 

experience with Chinese soccer. Here, the desire to support their players unconditionally and an 

urge for objective viewing mingled in the fanship experience make it intriguing and defy 

conclusive definitions. This may also be the reason why a wide range of emotions are involved 

in the fanship.  

 

A Mental Model of Fanship Structure and Meaning 

While the Identity Orientation and Experience Orientation are the most visible aspects of 

fanship in the literature, the findings of this study indicate that these two parts are only a tip of 

the iceberg in sport fanship. A substantial amount of meaning making and interpretation takes 

place outside the realm of two orientations. As shown in the Fanship in Life category, fans 

contextualize their fanship in life (i.e., what means to be a fan, the importance of fanship, and 

application of fanship in life). As shown in the Fanship Socialization category, fans interweave 

fanship to their lives through socialization (i.e., socialize into, socialize back, and socialize 

through sport). As shown in the NBA/CBA Interpretation category, fans situate the league(s) in 

the broad social and cultural environment (i.e., social issues in the NBA, and the NBA’s 

presence in China signaling cultural infusion). As shown in the Sport Definition category, fans 

actively define their perceptions of basketball (i.e., the characteristics of the sport, the nature of 

the game, and elements of a basketball game that enables a satisfying viewing experience). 

Generating meanings and interpretations in these different ways plays a pivotal role when fans 

identify with the sport or team and emotionally experience the game. Thus, all six categories are 

interconnected and intertwined to produce meanings in fanship and embed sport consumption in 

the interstice of the social, cultural, and psychological spheres.   
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By bringing these themes and categories together, a heuristic model of fanship meaning 

and structure is developed. Figure 4.1 describes the model. The model is heuristic for at least 

three reasons: (1) I chose to focus on the level of categories and themes. Hence, the model does 

not capture the lower levels of fanship meaning and structure. (2) Only the most potent 

relationships among themes are identified in the model to provide a conceptual view. Yet, all the 

themes and categories are interconnected either overtly or covertly to some extent, given the 

holistic nature of fanship experience. (3) The model does not pinpoint the effects of the social, 

cultural, and psychological forces on the fans’ generation of meaning and the relationships 

among the constructs based on the ZMET data alone. I develop tentative interpretations to 

explain the fanship similarities and differences across the two national cultures, and why a 

particular theme is present or absent in the discussion chapter. However, these interpretations 

mainly serve to direct future research in order to develop a thorough treatment on how fanship is 

socially and culturally constructed based on the cross-cultural fanship structure and meaning (i.e., 

the what) found in this study. 
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Figure 4.1: A heuristic model of fanship structure and meaning

Notes: DM=themes with different manifestations; ST=shared themes; CN=themes unique to the Chinese fans; US=themes unique to the US fans; 
Oval Shape=category; Rectangular Shape=theme; Blue Rectangular=meaning differences directly affected by social and cultural forces; Yellow 
Rectangular=derivative meaning differences within the model; Yellow/Blue Rectangular=both derivative and culturally/socially affected.   
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An examination of Figure 4.1 indicates that fanship definition serves as the underlying 

foundation that connects themes across categories. Fans of the two national cultures define their 

fanship differently. This difference stems from variations in socialization into fanship and NBA 

interpretation. Recall that different social agents were at work to socialize the American fans to 

the home team and the Chinese fans to the basketball sport. The early socialization experience 

not only frames nostalgic objectives when fans socialize back through their fanship, it also has 

direct bearing on fanship definition. Further, as mentioned in the category of CBA/NBA 

Interpretation, fans of the two national groups see the NBA differently. Specifically, the Chinese 

fans see the NBA as the best representation of basketball. These variations in fans’ early 

socialization experience and their interpretation of the league then lead to a divergence in the 

American’s definition of their fanship as loyalty to their home team versus the Chinese fans’ 

focus on the sport.    

The divergence in fanship definition consequently leads to different fanship 

manifestations. In the theme of identifying with the team and sport, the American fans identity 

with the team that represents their home whereas the Chinese fans identify with the NBA teams 

and athletes that best embody basketball. This difference in points of identification (i.e., team 

versus sport) acts on fans’ sense of identity overlapping as being part of the team and game. The 

theme reveals that the American fans feel they are part of the team when watching the games, 

whereas the Chinese fans feel they are part of the game because watching basketball is a way of 

experiencing the sport. Fans of both national cultures fortify their feelings of identity overlapping 

with either the team or the sport by actively forging connections with the players. 

Further, the variation in points of identification also affects the way the fans approach the 

importance of winning. Despite a burning desire for their home team to win, the American fans 
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stay with a team even if it continues to lose. To reconcile this tension, they have developed some 

elaborate coping strategies. The Chinese fans’ focus on the sport allows them to appreciate the 

NBA as the best basketball. Hence, they are far less affected by the outcome of the games.  

Variations in fanship definition also intersect the category of Fanship in Life with the 

category of Sport Definition. As revealed in the theme of requirements for a satisfying viewing 

experience, the American fans, with a focus on the team, root for the teams in order to enjoy a 

basketball game, whereas the Chinese fans are able to embrace the high performance of NBA 

basketball games without rooting. Following that, the feeling of being part of the team and game 

and the parameters that set a satisfying viewing experience contribute to the varieties and 

intensities of emotions in fanship. Here, the fanship definition, through its cascading effects, ties 

together the categories of Fanship in Life, Identity Orientation, Sport Definition, and Experience 

Orientation.      

One ramification of the way the Chinese fans define their fanship is captured in the theme 

of the role of playing basketball. The Chinese fans consider playing basketball as a direct way of 

interacting with the sport. Further, they attach great importance to the playing dimension of their 

fanship in life as shown in the theme of fanship importance in life. Because of its central role in 

fanship, playing basketball allows the Chinese fans to make sincere friends and they even treat 

basketball itself as an endearing friend when socializing through sport. Here, variation in fanship 

definition links the category of Fanship in Life back to the category of Fanship Socialization. 

The model thus indicates the holistic nature of the fanship experience sustained by and 

embedded in the social, cultural, and psychological spheres. 
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A Summary of Similarities and Differences in Fanship 

 The findings presented have thus far revealed the fanship structure and meaning in the 

two national cultures. For a clear view, it is conducive to extract similarities and differences of 

fanship at the levels of categories and themes. The similarities and differences of fanship 

structure and meaning are summarized in Table 4.7. This summary is based on information 

presented in Table 4.1 and Figure 4.1. Before proceeding to a close examination, it should be 

noted that the themes are weighted equally and summed up in order to quantitatively examine the 

universality and specificities in fanship. Therefore, the numbers included in Table 4.7 are 

heuristic since some themes are far more elaborated than others. The intention behind this 

quantitative approach is to lend an alternative lens, thus providing an additional way to approach 

the study findings. 
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Table 4.7: Similarities and differences of fanship structure and meaning 

 Fanship Structure 
 
Similarities (64% 
of the themes) 

• The six categories are shared grand cognitive schemas. 
• The four (4) shared themes (denoted as ST in Figure 4.1) 

and twelve (12) differently manifested themes (denoted as 
DM in Figure 4.1) are overlapping cognitive schemas. 

• Except for one unique schema, all links are identical in the 
fanship model. 

 
Differences (36% 
of the themes) 

• Nine (9) unique themes are unique cognitive schemas 
(denoted as either CN or US in Figure 4.1). 

 
Meaning Content  

Similarities (16% 
of the themes) 

• Four (4) shared themes have similar meaning content. 
 

 
Differences (84% 
of the themes) 

• Twelve (12) differently manifested themes vary in their 
meaning content. Within the DM themes,   

o Meaning differences in seven (7) themes are 
derivative (coded in yellow in Figure 4.1). 

o Meaning differences in three (3) themes are directly 
affected by cultural and social forces (coded in blue 
in Figure 4.1). 

o Meaning differences in two (2) themes are both 
derivative and directly affected by cultural and social 
forces (coded in yellow/blue in Figure 4.1). 

 
• Nine (9) unique schemes have unique meaning content 

(coded in blue in Figure 4.1). 
 

 

Table 4.7 reveals a high level of convergence in fanship cognitive structure and 

relationships among the themes. Fans of the two national groups share the six (6) categories, and 

the majority of fanship schemas (i.e., 16 out of 25, or 64% of the themes) are overlapping. In 

terms of the links, as revealed in Figure 4.1, fanship definition sets the foundation by connecting 

schemas across different categories. Except for one unique theme on Chinese fans’ view of the 

NBA as the best basketball, the relationship mapping is identical across the two national cultures. 
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Hence, it can be concluded that the fanship cognitive structures across the two national cultures 

are similar. Put otherwise, cognitive representation of fanship is largely universal. 

In terms of meaning content, fans of the two national cultures reported similar meanings 

over four (4) cognitive schemas. Twelve (12) themes with different manifestations vary in the 

way fanship is understood and meanings generated. Together with the nine (9) themes unique to 

one group or other, variation in fanship meaning occurs in 84% or 21 out of the 25 themes. These 

differences in fanship meaning generation reflect the permeation of social and cultural patterning 

in sport consumption.  

Because of the interconnection among fanship themes and thus the mutual and cascading 

influences, meaning variation in seven (coded in yellow in Figure 4.1) of the twelve differently 

manifested themes is derived from its antecedent. For instance, variation in fanship definition is 

mainly a result of the differences in fans’ early socialization experience into NBA basketball 

fanship. Variation in two of the differently manifested themes (coded in yellow and blue in 

Figure 4.1) is considered to be both derivative and directly affected by cultural and social factors. 

Variations in the rest three (coded in blue in Figure 4.1) themes are a direct function of social 

and cultural effects. Bringing the themes together, social and cultural forces bear direct imprints 

on fourteen themes (five differently manifested themes and nine unique themes) and indirectly 

affect all the themes. Thus, sport fanship can be conceptualized as mental models with largely 

universal and interconnected cognitive constructs substantiated with meanings woven into 

fabrics using threads derived from the fans’ social and cultural context.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This chapter includes four sections. First, attempts are made to propose social and 

cultural reasons that might have led to the different manifestations of fanship across the two 

groups. These interpretations were derived from relevant literature and my life experiences in the 

United States and China. They are, by no means, encompassing. Future research adopting a 

“thick description” approach (Geertz, 1973) would be desirable to understand relationships 

among socio-cultural factors and fanship behavior. Second, the fanship meaning and structure 

developed in this study is compared to four existing conceptualizations of sport fanship behavior 

in order to examine the strengths and weaknesses of the model. Third, by linking the model to 

the current knowledge in sport and consumption, I discuss the theoretical contribution of this 

study to the field of sport consumer research, conceptualize sport consumption by using a 

multilevel framework, and make an attempt to outline a research program for the development of 

a sport consumption culture theory. Finally, I comment on specific findings in this study to 

identify theoretical significance, practical implications, and future research directions.       

 

Social and Cultural Underpinning of Sport Fanship 

While social, cultural, and psychological factors underlie the formation of meaning in 

fanship, as shown in Table 4.7, fourteen themes (including five themes with different 

manifestations and nine unique themes across the six fanship categories) require direct social and 

cultural interpretations. They are organized by categories.  

Social explanations of variations in the NBA and CBA interpretation. It seems that 

the differences in the ways the Americans and Chinese frame the NBA and CBA can be traced to 

their social upbringings. Both the NBA and CBA are social institutions that project prevalent 
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social issues in a society. The NBA has been perceived as a contested terrain that reveals the 

gendered, class, racial, and ethnic polarizations of American society (Leonard, 2006; Silk, 2004). 

The concealed racism in portraying Black athletes by the American media has been frequently 

questioned and challenged by sport sociologists (Leonard, 2004; Smith & Beal, 2007). Findings 

of this study indicate that, similar to academics, American fans see the social issues in the NBA 

and actively interpret these issues when making sense of NBA fanship. Consequently, the 

American fans framed the NBA as a reflection of the African-American culture, and regarded the 

excessive wealth of NBA players as a distortion of societal values. They are able to see these 

issues because, being members of American society, these social issues are integral parts of their 

lives that seep into their meaning-making processes when consuming sport.  

Approached from a Chinese perspective, the NBA was considered representative of the 

best basketball sport and the best business model. Consequently, it was treated as the benchmark 

for the CBA. These perceptions are rooted in the Chinese society’s views of the league. In 

response to the society-wide discourse regarding the transformation to a market-based economy, 

the Chinese sport authorities set the agenda to professionalize sports in the early 1990s (Wang et 

al., 2008). The CBA, as part of this sport policy initiative, was founded in 1995 and modeled 

after the NBA (Wang et al., 2008). Since then, numerous articles in Chinese academic journals 

have inquired into what and how the CBA can learn from the NBA (e.g., Wang & Li, 1999; Wen, 

2005). The Chinese fans’ perceptions of the CBA and NBA clearly mirror this societal 

undertaking of developing a market-based sport industry in China. When following NBA games, 

the Chinese fans are conscious of the NBA’s representation as an advanced economic 

mechanism. The NBA is considered to be successful because it is a successful business that 

attracts the best basketball talents worldwide. No wonder Chinese fans did not see the same 
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problems with wealth in the NBA as their American counterparts. For them, the wealth in the 

NBA may even justify why the CBA should learn from the NBA, as the objective of sport 

professionalization in China is to make the sport system financially independent from the state 

(Wang et al., 2008). Interestingly, the Chinese fans’ socially grounded perception of the NBA as 

the best basketball league may simultaneously focus them on the NBA as exemplifying 

basketball, thus, connecting the social with the psychological to make sport central in their NBA 

fanship definition. 

Social explanations of variations in fanship socialization. The findings of this study 

reveal that early socializing processes exert profound influences on shaping fans’ definition of 

what it means to be a fan. The Americans were typically socialized to support their home NBA 

team by their families. For many, supporting the home team has been part of the family tradition 

and a representation of their identity. It is reasonable to expect that the penetration of sport into 

American social life may propel fanship continuity across generations. Basketball was 

Americanized at the turn of the twentieth century (Brownell, 2005), and the NBA was founded in 

1946, a half century earlier than the CBA (Wang et al., 2008). This established tradition of 

following sport, including basketball, has been an integral part of American family and social life. 

Consequently, American young people are socialized into sport through their parents at a very 

early age, and NBA fanship serves as an effective social language through which Americans 

connect with others and maneuver across social strata (Liu, 2002). 

In contrast, findings of this study indicate that family plays a negligible role in Chinese 

fans’ sport socialization. The concept of professional sport and the notion of being a sport fan 

were popularized in Chinese society only a decade ago (Wang et al., 2008). Lacking firm 

traditions, it is possible that Chinese adolescents in the 1990s were socialized to be basketball 
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fans through media and peers. Put otherwise, since professional sport, the NBA, and the CBA are 

recent social phenomena in China, sport fanship in China has spread horizontally across and 

within generations rather than vertically from generation to generation. One interesting question 

to ask is how the fanship socialization pattern in China will evolve as it permeates the Chinese 

social fabric.  

Social and cultural explanations of variations in sport definition. Although fans from 

both national cultures were impressed by NBA players’ athletic prowess, their interpretation of 

this athleticism varies. American fans considered such prowess to be achievable by working hard, 

whereas Chinese fans believed it to be a gift. Both social and cultural factors may contribute to 

this difference. For American fans, NBA players live in the same society as they do, and the 

NBA is a domestic league. Hence, socially shared ground helps close the psychological distance 

between the NBA players and the American fans. Conversely, the Chinese fans watch the NBA 

from a distance. Thus, the psychological gap is both cross-national and cross-cultural.  

At a deeper level, the traditional American values of self-reliance, courage, and beating 

the odds exemplified by prototypical American heroes such as pioneers, cowboys, and whalers 

(Kleinfeld & Kleinfeld, 2004), may be at work when American fans interpret the NBA players’ 

athletic prowess, leading them to implicitly believe that they could also achieve the feat, in effect 

pulling themselves “up by the bootstraps”. Nonetheless, the traditional Confucian teaching in 

China (Nakamura, 1964) emphasizes respecting social hierarchical orders to maintain harmony 

and stability. It is likely that Confucian thinking may both enhance the Chinese fans’ admiration 

and respect toward the NBA players’ athleticism and prevent them thinking they might reach the 

same level.  
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 Further, the egalitarianism in American ideology (Pole, 1978) may highlight the fact that 

basketball is accessible to everybody. In other words, the American fans value basketball’s 

accessibility because it resonates with their cultural tradition. For the Chinese fans, the lack of 

facilities for playing basketball and improving playing conditions are salient. This is essentially a 

reflection of the enormous social transformation and progress Chinese society has gone through 

in the past 30 years. China has achieved unprecedented economic progress since the economic 

policy reforms begun in 1978. Yet, the disparity in wealth has widened (Zakaria, 2008). These 

social factors may affect Chinese fans’ meaning interpretation. While the awkwardness of barely 

having a decent place to play basketball is still fresh in their memories, fans in major cities in 

China can now rent time at state-of-the-art basketball courts. Indeed, I interviewed one Chinese 

fan in a sport university before he joined his friends for a basketball game at a rented university 

facility. It is plausible that many Chinese fans mentioned facility issues because the changes (i.e., 

the previous lack of facility to the current status of renting facilities) conditioned by the broad 

social and economic climate have fundamentally shaped their fanship experience. Meanwhile, 

Chinese fans are also cognizant of the deficiency of basketball facilities in rural areas, which 

mirrors the widening gap between the urban rich and the rural poor in China. In both instances, 

we see the social and existential conditioning of fanship experience, and the fans’ utilization of 

their sport consumption experience to make sense of their social lives. 

 Finally, the findings of this study show how Chinese fans link basketball and the spirit it 

embodies, a trait that was absent or dormant for the American fans. The association between 

sport and spirit made by the Chinese fans can be traced to both social and cultural roots. Sport 

has been a means to signify a modern China and facilitate nation-building (Brownell, 2005; 

Dong, 1998). Chinese women’s volleyball in the 1980s offers an illustrative example. After the 
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team won five consecutive world championship titles, the slogan of “learning from the spirit of 

women’s volleyball” was prevalent in every corner of Chinese society. The use of sport spirit to 

promote hard work has been carried into the 21st century in China. This social meaning attached 

to the sport can be persistent and become a powerful lens through which consumers draw 

meaning from their personal sport experiences.  

 In terms of culture, traditional Confucian thinking encourages reflection (Nakamura, 

1964). Hence, the Chinese fans may be oriented to observe abstract elements that basketball may 

embody. The combination of a culturally oriented reflective thinking style and the sport’s social 

significance yields an emphasis on spirit embodied by basketball when the Chinese fans account 

for their fanship.  

Cultural explanations of variations in experience orientation. While fans of both 

national cultures intensively experience a variety of emotions when watching NBA games, the 

Americans consciously manage their emotions and the Chinese fans seek to reflect through the 

games. This pattern seems to mirror findings in cross-cultural and social-psychological studies. 

 When studying European American and Chinese adults’ recollections, Wang and 

Conway (2004) found that the Americans reported more memories of individual experiences and 

focused on their own roles and emotions. Chinese participants tended to draw upon past events to 

convey moral messages. Although other researchers have observed situations in which European 

American individuals use their memories to guide behavior, they tend to use their experiences to 

solve current, practical problems. The Chinese tended to use experiences as a route to moral or 

intellectual self-perfection, a metaphysical goal (Singer & Salovey, 1993; Webster, 2003). Wang 

and Conway believe that the Chinese focus on reflection stems from the Confucian teaching of 

ren. Ren means the supreme virtue of benevolence, moral vitality, and a sensitive concern for 
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others. It is considered the highest purpose of life. An individual must actively seek it through 

practices that help to cultivate and perfect the self. One essential way to achieve ren is self-

reflection (zi xin), which urges individuals to examine their own mistakes and reflect upon 

historical events as a caution to their current and future behavior.  

It is reasonable to expect that the Chinese cultural orientation toward reflection, guided 

by Confucian teaching, may have led the Chinese fans to seek higher spiritual attainment through 

their fanship. Hence, they deem reflection about the games to be an advanced form of fanship. 

Since the Americans generally are more sensitive to their own emotional status, the practice of 

managing emotions when viewing NBA games stood out when narrating their fanship experience.  

Social and cultural explanations of variations in fanship in life.  Fans of both groups 

learn life lessons from their fanship but differ in what they learn. The Chinese fans’ emphasis on 

learning from basketball spirit seems to be affected by the social significance of sport for nation 

building (Brownell, 2005; Dong, 1998). Just as they define basketball as the embodiment of 

spirit in Sport Definition, the Chinese fans learn from the manifestation of spirit. 

The American fans both question the NBA players’ qualifications as role models and 

treat them as such. It is unclear whether there is a cultural root that leads to this perception. Yet, 

the notion that celebrity athletes should be role models seems to be popular in the American 

society. When appearing in a 1993 Nike commercial, Charles Barkley commented that he should 

not be a role model for the American youth. This sparked extensive controversy among the 

public (Smith, 2003). Meanwhile, Americans have been bombarded by the many scandals 

involving their top athletes. Consequently, whether athletes should be role models has been a 

favorite topic for college student essays and talk radio. The topic even attracted philosophical 

musing regarding the definition of athletes as role models, role models as objects for behavior 
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mimics in a specific context, or role models as moral exemplars (Feezell, 2005; Wellman, 2003). 

It seems that American fans have been engaged in a process of locating the appropriate role of 

athlete celebrities. Regardless of the result of this debate and the direction of this social discourse, 

it is clear that American fans incorporate this player-as-role-model schema in making meaning 

from their fanship. Here, we see the interplay of a prevalent social notion and its imprint on 

consumers’ psychological experience.    

The notion of basketball players as role models is absent in the Chinese fanship narratives, 

perhaps for several reasons. First, role models (bangyang in Chinese) are often associated with 

the national pride of China and the construction of a modern nation. The NBA’s foreignness may 

prevent Chinese fans from associating its players with the concept of role model entrenched in 

the Chinese social fabric. At a cultural level, sport is associated with wu (meaning martial arts) in 

the Chinese culture. Wu is often juxtaposed with wen (scholarship) in Chinese language. 

Although the Chinese culture stresses that a capable person should possess both wen and wu 

qualifications (wen wu shuang quan), wen is typically valued over wu (Brownell, 2005). It is 

likely that this culturally undervalued meaning of wu may prevent the Chinese fans from treating 

basketball players, even the Chinese NBA players, as role models. Taken as a whole, it can be 

argued that both social and cultural factors lead to the absence of the player-as-role schema in the 

Chinese fans’ narrative.  

 Social explanations of variations in identity orientation. Yao Ming’s rise in the NBA 

was perceived to be significant for the Chinese fans. Further, the Chinese associated winning in 

sport with national glory even when narrating their experience of following the NBA, a Western 

professional sport league. These perceptions were absent in the American fans’ narratives. The 

Chinese fans’ strong perceptions that sport victories render national glory and that Yao Ming’s 
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achievement in the NBA brings glory to China are closely related to the social significance 

attached to sport in China through policymaking (Xu, 2006).  

 Brownell (2005) notes that the stigma of “Chinese as sick Asian men” is still salient to 

the Chinese and they see Chinese athletes’ superb performance on the international arena as 

manifestations of a strong Chinese man. Echoing Brownell’s view, Hong, Wu, and Xiong (2005) 

attributed the Olympic gold medal fever in China to a mixture of an extreme sense of pride and 

an extreme sense of inferiority among the Chinese people. Hong et al. noted that modern Chinese 

history is a history of humiliation, struggle, and striving to restore national pride and 

international recognition. Sport serves a central role in this process. The links among the pride of 

being a Chinese, assigning sport to represent this pride, and the still-fresh memory of the–

hundreds-of-years-of-national-humiliation may affect Chinese fans’ interpretation of Yao Ming’s 

performance in the NBA. As a result, he is perceived as a symbol of a rising China (Wang, 2004), 

and exerts a profound effect on NBA fanship in China.  

 

Comparing the MFMS to Existing Models in Sport Fanship 

 This study inductively developed a Model of Fanship Meaning and Structure (MFMS) 

based on ZMET interviews of fans of professional basketball in the United States and China. As 

part of the theory building process, it is necessary to situate the MFMS in the existing work of 

fanship theorization. The rapid development of sport management as a research field has resulted 

in a plethora of scales and models describing fanship behavior in the past few years. Four fanship 

models were chosen to compare and contrast with the MFMS. They are (1) Spectator-Based 

Brand Equity Model (Ross, 2006; Ross, Russell, & Bang, 2008), (2) Brand Image and Fan 

Loyalty Model (Bauer, Stokburger-Sauer, & Exler, 2008), (3) the Social Identity and Brand 
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Equity Model (Boyle & Magnusson, 2007; Underwood, Bond, & Baer, 2001), and (4) the Team 

Identification—Social Psychological Health Model (Wann, 2006). 

  These models were chosen because they represent the latest development in the field. 

Further, they were deemed to be appropriate for comparison for one of the two reasons. First, the 

context used to examine or develop the model is similar to that of the MFMS. The Spectator-

Based Brand Equity Model, and the Brand Image and Fan Loyalty Model belong to this category, 

both of which were tested in a professional team sport setting. Second, the theoretical grounding 

of the model is germane to that of the MFMS. The Social Identity and Brand Equity Model, and 

the Team Identification—Social Psychological Health Model belong to this category, both of 

which subscribed to the identity theory (cf. Stryker, 1968, 1980) and social identity theory (cf. 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The following section examines these models in sequence with reference 

to the MFMS. 

 The Spectator-Based Brand Equity Model (Ross, 2006; Ross et al., 2008) treats 

professional teams as brands, and believes that team brand equity can be quantified by measuring 

consumer perception of unique characteristics associated with team sport. Ross et al. (2008) 

empirically verified the Spectator-Based Brand Equity Model which was operationalized to 49 

items and thirteen constructs by using a sample from professional basketball consumers. Ten of 

the thirteen constructs in Ross et al.’s model are either directly or indirectly represented in the 

MFMS. For instance, the constructs of rivalry, and team play correspond to sport interpretation 

in the MFMS where the study participants see characteristics that make some games particularly 

good; the construct of social interaction speaks to the fanship-related socializing experience in 

the MFMS; the construct of commitment, and team success relate to identity orientation in the 
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MFMS where the American participants consider themselves as loyal fans and develop 

elaborated cognitive schema around team victories and losses. 

 One major weakness of Ross’ model lies in the inclusion of specific characteristics of the 

sport product such as concessions, stadium without differentiating them from other more abstract 

constructs such as symbolism embodied in the brand mark, fan’s commitment to the team. Hence, 

Ross’ model fails to appropriately conceptualize the cognitive structure through which 

consumers perceive values inherent in the sport team by consuming team-related products. To 

this end, the MFMS is superior to Ross’ model in that it not only captures a broad spectrum of 

fanship dimensions (e.g., themes in the categories of fanship in life, the interpretation of the sport 

entity, and experience orientation), but also delineates the relationships among these dimensions. 

 The Brand Image and Fanship Loyalty Model (Bauer et al., 2008) provides a better 

conceptualization compared to Ross’ (2006) model. Bauer et al. (2008) conceptualize that 

constructs at different abstract levels explain fan’s behavioral loyalty. They argue that in 

consistent with the means-end theory, “a brand-image model should incorporate causalities 

among brand attributes, benefits, and attitudes” (p.205). By using a sample from fans of German 

soccer teams, Bauer et al. quantitatively tested the causal relationships from product-related and 

non-product-related attributes associated with the soccer team to benefits, from benefits to brand 

attitudes, and from brand attitudes to behavioral loyalty.  

 Of particular note is Bauer et al.’s finding that the effect of non-product-related attributes 

on benefits is almost twice greater than that of product-related attributes. Bauer et al. reasoned 

that because participants in their study had been fans of the team for a long period of time and 

they followed the team win or loss, product-related attributes revolving around team 

performance stopped augmenting to the perceived benefits. This is consistent with the MFMS 
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which reveals that although loyal fans attach great importance to team winning, they have 

developed elaborated cognitive mechanisms to cope with team losses in order to maintain self-

esteem. In other words, because loyal fans have developed some immune systems to team 

performance, they do not see a strong association between team winning and perceived benefits 

of their fanship.  

 Bauer et al. further reasoned that because the association between product-related 

attributes and perceived benefits was downplayed, the contextual factors (i.e., the non-product-

related attributes) such as stadium atmosphere, other fans, club history and tradition, logo and 

club colors born greater relevance to the fans. While Bauer et al.’ explanations is plausible, the 

MFMS provides a more cogent explanation. The MFMS indicates that American fans 

appropriate symbolic and social meanings, when socializing with other fans, to define what it 

means to be a fan and to enact their fanship identity. It is likely that participants in Bauer et al.’s 

study reap symbolic benefits of their fanship by extracting meanings from objects that represent 

the team such as club history and tradition, logo and color. This may be the reason why the 

contextual factors furnace substantial amount of benefits to Bauer et al.’s study participants.  

 Although Bauer et al. did a reasonably good job to conceptualize their model, they failed 

to separate the two types of benefits—the symbolic benefits which include items such as pride in 

place, fan identification, and peer-group acceptance, and the experience benefits which include 

items such as emotions, escape, and companionship. As revealed in the MFMS, these two types 

of benefits, captured in the identity orientation and experience orientation in the MFMS, 

although related, are distinctive dimensions of fanship behavior. By lumping items associated 

with symbolic benefits and experience benefits, Bauer et al. failed to capture many important 

relationships between product-related and non-product related attributes of the sport team and the 
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manifestations of the fanship experience. In this sense, the MFMS provides a much refined 

treatment of sport fanship. Further, MFMS captures aspects of fanship such as fanship 

socialization, fanship in life, sport definition, which are not included in Bauer et al.’s model.  

 Based on the identity theory (cf. Stryker, 1968, 1980) and social identity theory (cf. 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979), Underwood et al. (2001) proposed that venue, team history, rituals, and 

social groups, which they termed as service marketplace characteristics, enhance consumers’ 

identification with a team. This heightened social identity then contributes to the team’s brand 

equity building. Underwood et al.’s Social Identity and Brand Equity Model was later 

empirically tested by Boyle and Magnusson (2007) who surveyed three distinct fan groups (i.e., 

current students, alumni, and the general public) of a university’s men’s basketball team. Boyle 

and Magnusson’s findings supported Underwood et al.’s conceptualization.  

 Of particular interest to the MFMS is Boyle and Magnusson’s finding that the team venue 

operationalized as (1) a unique place, (2) a container of memories associated with attending 

games, and (3) an object to which fans have developed psychological attachment, played a 

negligible role across the three fan groups in nurturing a sense of identification with the team. 

This is consistent with what was found in this study. Indeed, none of the NBA basketball fans 

across the two national cultures mentioned the significance of the stadium when narrating their 

fanship. Boyle and Magnusson’s finding, thus, corroborates with this study supporting the view 

that venue does not contribute to fanship meaning making and the formation of fanship social 

identity.  

 Further, Boyle and Magnusson’s study reveals that the team’s place representation 

(captured in the construct of community group) supplies symbolic meanings for fanship identity 

enactment—this is consistent with the MFMS in that sport consumers define their fanship in 
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terms of the home and the place the team represents; social interaction enabled by attending 

games (captured in the construct of salient group) contributes to identity building—this 

corroborates with the MFMS which shows that social connections activated by sport 

consumption afford meanings to the fanship; the rich history of the team (captured in the 

construct of history) taps in to the emotional aspect of fanship and allows the older fans (i.e., the 

alumni and the general public) to appreciate meanings from the team’s history to their life—this 

agrees with the MFMS which reveals that the early socialization experience with the team 

provides the objects for nostalgia, thus heightening the sense of fanship identity. To summarize, 

a great amount of commonalities is found between the Social Identity and Brand Equity Model 

and the MFMS. Yet, the MFMS is more comprehensive than Underwood et al.’s (2001) and 

Boyle and Magnusson’s conceptualization of fanship. In addition to the antecedents for emerging 

fanship social identity identified by Underwood et al., and Boyle and Magnusson, the MFMS 

delineates constructs and relationships among constructs in the categories of fanship in life, 

experience orientation, interpretation of the sport entity, and sport definition. 

 Finally, when developing a Team Identification—Social Psychological Health Model, 

Wann (2006) provides an extensive and systematic treatment on antecedents to sport team 

identification, enduring social connections resulting from identification, temporary social 

connections resulting from identification, threats to the fanship identity and fans’ coping with the 

threats, and the effects of sport team identification on the fans’ social psychological health status. 

While similar critiques can be applied when comparing the MFMS to Wann’s model with regard 

to the breath of fanship spectrum covered by the MFMS, Wann’s work shed light on how a 

fanship identify is maintained when being threatened. Based on the literature, Wann assembled a 

comprehensive list of coping strategies that fans use to resolve cognitive dissonance and 
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continue to support the team. Fans do so by manipulating associations with a team, derogating 

out-group persons, using selective perception when evaluating players and team performance, 

and increasing the perception of group cohesion (Wann, 2006). Hence, the coping mechanisms 

Wann identified add to those, through which the American fans justify their loyalty to a losing 

team, as shown in the MFMS.  

 To summarize, the MFMS shares many theoretical and operational features with the 

recent models in sport fanship. Yet, unlike the models reviewed above which are mainly based 

on a psychological or social psychological framework, the MFMS theorizes sport fanship as an 

outcome of interactions among social, cultural, and psychological forces. This broad theoretical 

grounding allows the MFMS to incorporate and integrate elements across a broad spectrum when 

conceptualizing sport fanship. This signals that rather than comparing the MFMS to individual 

models of fanship, a more fruitful approach is to situate the MFMS in a collection of work in 

sport and consumption adopting different theoretical perspectives in order to facilitate theory 

development.                  

 

Toward a Sport Consumption Culture Theory 

Integrating multiple research aspects in sport and consumption. Work in sport and 

consumption has revealed (1) sport as a fertile site for symbolic representation (Chalip, et al., 

2000; Derbaix, et al., 2002), (2) the effects of culture on meaning augmentation in sport 

consumption (Green, 2001; McCracken, 1986), (3) sport consumption as everyday practice 

(Crawford, 2004), (4) fans’ relationship with a sport team as identity building projects (Heere & 

James, 2007a, 2007b; Holt, 1995), (5) the socio-historical patterning in sport consumption 

(Brownell, 2005; Smith & Beal, 2007), (6) the relation between early childhood socialization and 
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fanship loyalty (James, 2001), (7) nostalgia through sport as a way of reliving past social 

experience (Fairley, 2003), and (8) consuming sport as hedonic, aesthetic and sensational 

experience (Madrigal, 2006; McDaniel, 2003). The six fanship categories and 25 themes that 

emerged from this study encapsulate these aspects in sport and consumption, and to some extent, 

piece together these research streams in building an integrated research program.  

Approached discretely, each aspect of sport and consumption in literature was 

represented in this study. Consistent with the view of sport consumption as symbolic 

representation (Chalip et al., 2000; Derbaix, et al., 2002), this study showed that the American 

fans perceived teams as representative of their homes, and the Chinese fans saw sport as a 

signifier of a rising Chinese nation. Echoing the view of meaning augmentation through culture 

(Green, 2001; McCracken, 1986), it was found that the Chinese fans sought meanings through 

their sport consumption by practicing thinking styles endorsed by the Chinese Confucian values 

(i.e., being reflective on their fanship), whereas the egalitarianism in American ideology and the 

prototype of American heroes oriented the American fans to espouse the NBA players’ athletic 

prowess as aspiration for personal excellence and appreciate basketball for its accessibility across 

social strata,  which signifies social equity to them.  

Following Crawford’s (2004) view of consuming sport as an ongoing process ingrained 

in one’s social life, fans of both national cultures actively defined the role of sport in their lives, 

and interacted with sport as a way of extracting meanings and making sense of their lives. 

Similar to Heere and James’ (2007a, 2007b) conceptualization of the interplay among a person’s 

sport-focused identity and other external identities, national identity propelled the Chinese fans 

to follow Yao Ming, and the perception of being a member of the home city forged a powerful 

connection between the American fans and their home team. The institutional structure and the 
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socio-historical narratives of a nation dictate sport’s social significance and the subsequent 

meaning appropriation when consuming sport (Brownell, 2005; Smith & Beal, 2007). Findings 

of this study reinforce these views, as participants situated the NBA and CBA in their respective 

societies and saw them as social institutions.     

Supporting James’ (2001) finding of fanship loyalty as a function of early childhood 

socialization, the American fans’ narrative revealed that their relationship with the team was 

entrenched by social experiences in their early childhood. These early socializing experiences set 

the tone for consumers to yearn for the past through their fanship (cf. Fairley, 2003). Agreeing 

with Madrigal (2006) and McDaniel (2003), the sensational and hedonic nature of consuming 

sport was revealed in the variety of emotions in sport fanship, the experience of which was 

depicted as riding a roller coast.  

Taken as a whole, the model of fanship meaning and structure developed in this study 

sheds light on some potential structural connections among the eight aspects of sport and 

consumption. The model indicates that sport socialization and the socio-historical patterning of 

sport are pivotal to consumer conceptions of their fanship. Variations in meanings contained in 

the schema of socialization into sport and Chinese fans’ interpretation of the NBA as the best 

representation of basketball lead the Chinese to forge connections with basketball as a sport 

through their fanship, while Americans identify primarily with their home team. Further, 

variations in fanship definition, in turn, shape the way sport penetrates the consumers’ daily lives. 

Notably, because of Chinese fans’ emphasis on the sport, playing basketball takes a central role 

when they consume sport in their life. Thus, there are some structural connections among sport 

socialization (James, 2001) and the socio-historical patterning of sport (Brownell, 2005), and 

consuming sport as an everyday practice (e.g., Crawford, 2004).    
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The model also reveals that the way consumers define an enjoyable sport (in Sport 

Definition) and the connections they develop with the team and sport (in Fanship in Life and 

Identity Orientation) give rise to the experiential facets of sport consumption. Americans’ 

fanship definition of being loyal to their home team leads them to feel they are part of the team 

when watching games, and makes rooting for their team a prerequisite for a satisfying viewing 

experience. Both serve as antecedents to the emotions engendered when consuming sport. The 

seemingly similar emotional experience takes place through different routes for Chinese fans. 

They focus on the sport and seek games played by the best teams and athletes.  

Consistent with a cognitive processing model of emotion (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992), 

consumers appraise their fanship based on the social and cultural significance of sport in their 

lives and the relations they have forged with the team and sport. These appraisals form the 

foundation that enables passions and emotional outbursts when consuming sport. What appear 

here are links among fanship in life (Crawford, 2004), identity building through sport (Heere & 

James, 2007), sport definition, and the sensational and passionate experience of following sport 

(Madrigal, 2006; McCracken, 2003).   

Further, sport symbolism both enables and constrains sport identity construction. The 

model reveals that framing the NBA as a foreign league, the connection between home 

representation and sport fanship is suppressed among the Chinese NBA fans. The symbolism of 

home is salient to the American fans and renders a sense of being in the game when watching 

because of their identification with the team which represents their home city. Here, the 

fundamental role of sport symbolism (Chalip et al., 2000) in constructing fanship identities 

(Heere & James, 2007a, 2007b) is highlighted.  
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Finally, the percolation of cultural influences was directly observed in Sport Definition 

where the egalitarianism in American ideology leads the Americans to embrace basketball as a 

sport that everybody can play, in Experience Orientation where the Confucian teaching of ren 

directs the Chinese to be reflective when viewing games, and in Fanship in Life where the 

Chinese fans appropriate meanings from the abstract quality in sport (i.e., spirit represented by 

the sport) in accordance with their culture’s  reflective thinking pattern, and do not treat celebrity 

athletes as role models since sport, as a form of wu, is not culturally valued in China. Although 

the cultural effects on sport consumption were not captured in the other three categories of 

fanship structure and meaning, it is implied at least in Fanship Socialization and Identity 

Orientation where (for instance) different construals of the self, of others, and of the 

interdependence of the two (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) may shape the way sport consumers 

connect with others through their social network, and formulate relationships with the team and 

sport in compliance to either the independent or interdependent self-orientation. Therefore, it can 

be argued that culture supplies meaning to each and every aspect of sport consumption. 

Approaching sport consumption through a multilevel framework. Admittedly, by 

making statements about what and how cultural and social forces affect sport consumption, one 

is left open to criticism for not covering the full spectrum of factors that influence behaviors of 

consuming sport. Some conceptualization at a broad theoretical level would be beneficial to 

resolve this tension. The framework implied in the fanship structure and meaning model 

indicates that the practice of consuming sport, as a social phenomenon, shares conceptual 

characteristics with other social activities beyond the domain of consumption. For instance, when 

studying women’s experience of work-family conflict in sport organizations, Dixon and 

Bruening (2005, 2007) and Bruening and Dixon (2007) argued for an onion-layered structure 
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where socio-cultural and structural (i.e., organizational) factors, functioning as the outer layers of 

an onion, shape and constrain organizational and individual behaviors, which can be treated as 

the inner parts of the onion. Dixon and Bruening further argued that it is imperative to integrate 

the multiple layers (i.e., socio-cultural, organizational/structural, and individual) and situate them 

in the larger society where individuals make sense of the self and their social identities.  

Dixon and Bruening’s (2005, 2007) and Bruening and Dixon’s (2007) application of a 

multilevel framework to conceptualize social activities in sport contexts is equally applicable to 

sport consumption. Resorting to the concept of world view (Kearney, 1975), the findings of this 

study can be conceptualized as outcomes of three interrelated processes. (1) Social, cultural, 

historical, and individual factors are projected to consumers’ cognitive organization of the world. 

(2) This cognitive organization is applied to extract meanings from sport. (3) The process of 

meaning making is carried out in consumers’ everyday sport consumption.  

In this conceptualization, at least two critical questions remain to be answered: (1) how 

do the three processes integrate? and (2) Are there logical connections linking the one to the 

other? Kearney’s (1975) theorization of world view would illuminate this inquiry. When 

incorporating cognition into the study of cultural anthropology, Kearney argued that world views 

were culturally organized systems of knowledge (i.e., culturally specific cognition) patterned by 

social structures. By coining the term “logico-structural integration”, Kearney commented the 

relationships among cognition, culture, and society. 

…[there are] “logical” implications…among various categories of a world view. For 
example, given certain assumptions in a world view about time, certain assumptions 
about space, causality, etc should be expected and others not expected, due to internal 
logical implications. But it is also apparent that there are often relationships among such 
categories which, though intelligible, are non-discursive and not of a logical nature, but 
nevertheless integrated structurally. (p. 249) 
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Kearney (1975) sees world view as a logico-structural uniformity, the cognitive internalization 

of which both confirms and contradicts the cultural, existential, and social conditions.  

Applying Kearney’s conceptualization to the findings in this study, it is reasonable to 

argue that meanings in sport consumption, filtered through consumers’ cognitive organization of 

the world, are conditioned by cultural, social, and existential factors. The relationships among 

fanship structure and meaning, and cultural, social, and existential factors in the larger society 

are logico-structural. Hence, fanship meanings bear the social, cultural, existential, and historical 

imprints, but these meanings are manifested through consumers’ interpretations of various 

aspects of sport, and their incorporation of these interpretations to their life experiences. Thus, 

while social, cultural, and psychological conditions set the tone of the ways through which 

fanship is enacted, the actual enactment is improvising and situation-specific. This makes the 

study of cultural meanings in sport consumption complex and intriguing.   

 Mapping the blueprints of a research program for sport consumption. Although it 

would be premature to build a Sport Consumption Culture Theory (SCCT) based on findings 

from one single study, the model of fanship meaning and structure reported in this study provides 

an organizational framework for a research program that integrates knowledge in current sport 

consumer research and sets directions for future research. Such a research paradigm should both 

inform, and be informed by the general Consumer Culture Theory (Chalip, 2006).  

When synthesizing consumer research addressing the socio-cultural, experiential, 

symbolic, and ideological aspects of consumption, Arnould and Thompson (2005) proposed a 

framework of Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) to denote “a family of theoretical perspectives 

that addresses the dynamic relationships between consumer actions, the marketplace, and 

cultural meanings” (p. 869). They divided this research tradition into four interrelated areas. (1) 
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Work on consumer identity probes how consumes construct narratives of identity through 

consuming. (2) Work on marketplace cultures investigates how consumption practices are 

influenced by cultural milieu and how consumers actively reconfigure cultural blueprints through 

the marketplace. (3) Work on socio-historic patterning of consumption interrogates how 

institutional and social structures systematically influence consumption. (4) Work in mass-

mediated marketplace ideology and consumers’ interpretive strategies examines how commercial 

media canonize messages in consumption and how consumers respond to those messages. 

This study and earlier work in sport and consumption indicate that practices of 

consuming sport encompass all four areas in CCT. Sport consumers apply meanings in sport 

substantiated by the cultural milieu to nurture a sense of belongingness at multiple identity levels 

(i.e., with sport and team, being a member of a community, and being a citizen of a nation) 

(Green, 2001; Heere & James, 2007a, 2007b). The socio-historic patterning of consumption was 

prevalent in consuming sport, as sport itself is socially constructed (Brownell, 2005). In this 

study, consumers see both the NBA and CBA as social institutions and integrate sport’s social 

significance to their fanship narratives. Finally, fans of both national groups follow the NBA 

mainly through the mass media. In this sense, the observed pattern of fanship structure and 

meaning is based on consumer narratives subsuming consumer digestions of media messages and 

their subsequent critical responses to those messages (Smith & Beal, 2007). Thus, the 

development of an SCCT should be informed by the work identified in the four areas of CCT 

(Arnould & Thompson, 2005). 

Yet, an SCCT distinguishes sport consumption behavior from general consumption 

activities in at least two aspects. Sport symbolism makes consuming sport a rich terrain for 

meaning representation and interpretation (Chalip et al., 2000). Although all consumption 
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activities are symbolic from a symbolic-interactionism perspective, and consumers rely on the 

social meaning inherent in products for guidance when enacting their social roles and defining 

the self (Solomon, 1983), sport consumption enables symbolic representations at a much larger 

scale and at multiple levels (Heeres & James, 2007a, 2007b). Findings from this study indicate 

that by narrating their fanship, consumers actively interpret and locate their social selves in 

particular places (a home city for the American fans) and a nation (for Chinese fans).  

Further, a defining feature of sport consumption is the basic and tangible sport products 

being consumed, most commonly sport-related performances, and activities. The model of 

fanship meaning and structure reveals that the characteristics of basketball are salient in fanship 

narratives. Fans of both groups appreciate basketball because it is characterized by constant 

movement, admire NBA players’ athleticism, enjoy both teamwork and individual play styles, 

and are attracted to the drama and suspension in basketball games. Clearly, these features 

differentiate watching and attending NBA games from other entertainment choices and enable a 

sport-centered passionate and hedonic experience. 

Bringing these two focal aspects of SCCT together and situating them in the CCT 

framework, it can be argued that the potency of symbolically enabled identity construction in 

sport consumption and the characteristics of the sport products constitute  the core of a research 

program for building a Sport Consumption Culture Theory. This core should guide the 

generation of sport consumer research questions in the areas of consumer identity projects, 

marketplace cultures, socio-historic patterning of consumption, and mass-mediated marketplace 

ideology while building on the current body of knowledge in sport consumer research and 

general consumer research work. The answers obtained should then enrich the core of an SCCT 
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research program and stimulate innovative research, thus, making the SCCT a vibrant domain for 

advancing understanding in sport consumption, sport management, and human society.  

Findings from this study also provide methodological implications for the 

implementation of an SCCT research program. First, the findings of this study advocate the 

application of a social network perspective in untangling the social influences and identity 

building in sport. Second, the findings of this study challenge the utility of culture as 

geographically bound units for selecting sites when conducting cultural studies of sport 

consumption.  

In both national cultures, consumers are socialized into sport and socialize through sport. 

The penetration level of sport consumption in a society conditions how a person is introduced to 

sport (American fans mainly through family, and Chinese fans mainly through peers and media) 

and limits a consumer’s ability to use sport as resources to connect with others (i.e., sport is 

ingrained in the American social fabric). Hence, sport enables American fans to traverse various 

social circles. This phenomenon is not observed in Chinese society as sport fanship is still 

relatively new to Chinese society. The fact that fanship arises from and is maintained through the 

social structure calls for a social network perspective to study fanship socialization. The social 

network paradigm treats the world as individuals embedded within structured systems of 

connections exerting profound influences on its members (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003). By mapping 

the social structure and the nature of relationships among group members, a more precise 

understanding of the infusion of fanship through social structure and the effects of sport 

consumption on strengthening or reconfiguring social structures can be obtained (Reingen, 

Foster, Brown, & Seidman, 1984).    
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Further, this study also revealed that socio-historical factors have fundamental impacts on 

fanship meaning generation. While traditional values in the United States and China help explain 

variations in fanship meanings across the two national groups, the influence of culture seem to be 

less obvious than expected. At this point, it is helpful to step back and revisit the question, ”What 

is it this thing called culture?” The common textbook definition of culture as values, norms, 

beliefs, and attitudes is clearly oversimplified. The practice of quantitatively differentiating 

national cultures by a set of value dimensions (Hofstede, 2001) is another example of culture 

being oversimplified. Theorization of culture in anthropology typically renders a complex and 

sticky picture. In fact, culture is defined in relation to the cognitive, socio-cultural, structural, and 

symbolic systems (Keesing, 1974). To Geertz (1973), culture defies definition and explanation, 

and one can only attempt to describe and understand culture. In this sense, it is highly unlikely 

that culture as a complex theoretical construct, derived from cognitive, social, structural, and 

symbolic conditions of a system, can be used to explain behavioral variations across 

geographically bounded groups. 

One argument is to compare the theory of culture to that of a linguistic system. Culture, 

in this framework, is divided into cultural structure and cultural competence. The cultural 

structure is equivalent to that of the linguistic grammar from which one can formulate cultural 

competence when making sense of a social world (Keesing, 1974). If this conceptualization is 

adopted, then, meaning in sport fanship in culture enacted in accordance with a set of cultural 

rules (grammars). Sport consumers who forge meanings through sport are then analogous to jazz 

musicians who improvise and perform with rules. The focal question here is whether there is a 

set of cultural rules and what they are.  
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If culture is defined in the context of the social, structural, cognitive, and symbolic 

systems (Keesing, 1974), the imagined cultural rules would be highly detailed and vary by 

individuals and groups within a country. These characteristics make the cultural rules essentially 

amorphous and remove the utility of culture as boundary conditions for selecting sites to build a 

universal fanship structure and meaning. Further, in view of an increasingly integrated world 

economy and cultural interchange between the East and the West, cultural variations between 

two generations within a country may be greater than those between the same generational 

groups in two different countries (Schwarz, 2003). This reasoning indicates that caution should 

be taken when the concept of national culture is used to set “experimental conditions”. 

Specifically, rather than treating the observed differences as a consequence of culture, a 

parsimonious approach is to seek explanations in the cognitive, socio-historical, structural, and 

symbolic realms. Alternatively, communities and groups bound by subcultures are typically 

more coherent and make culture (in the sense of subculture) a useful explanatory variable (Green, 

2001).  

Instead of viewing culture as causes of behavioral outcomes, it is more accurate to see it 

as outcomes of the social, historical, and cognitive conditions. Hence, culture in the context of an 

SCCT research program is synonymous to “meaning structure and content,” which is culture 

enacted (i.e., analogous to a jazz song) and patterned by social, symbolic, structural, and 

cognitive forces. Therefore, one should not consider culture as a monolithic system of values, 

beliefs, and systems when designing a study, and one should select sites for cross-cultural studies 

based on their social and historical conditions and with an aim to identify cultural meanings (i.e., 

culture enacted) in sport consumption (Belk, Ger, & Askegaard, 2003; Wallendorf, & Arnould, 

1988).  
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Other Theoretical Significance, Practical implications, and Future Research Directions 

Implications for a sport-centered fanship mode. This study revealed another mode of 

fanship. Unlike the American fans, the Chinese fans define their fanship in terms of a 

relationship with basketball as a sport. This shift of definition leads to different forms of fanship 

consumption practices. For instance, Chinese fans seek to follow the NBA teams and players that 

best represent basketball. They consider playing basketball to be way of enacting their fanship. 

This sport-centered fanship mode has several ramifications for our current understanding of sport 

marketing. 

 First, it alludes to a potential connection between sport participation and sport spectation. 

Green and Costa (2007) argued that there are two distinctive sets of motives—one leads to sport 

participation and the other leads to sport spectation. Since the two sets do not overlap, it is 

possible that a person who is an avid fan of a sport team may not be interested in playing the 

sport. Based on findings from this study, one can argue that, in a sport-centered fanship mode, an 

overarching motive of experiencing the sport may mobilize a fan both to attend and watch games 

and to play the sport. Future research should examine how a sport-centered fanship mode can be 

activated across cultures and the extent to which it can be leveraged to cross-promote sport 

participation and spectation. 

Further, a sport-centered fanship mode expands the scope of consumption activities that 

consumers can utilize to enact their fanship identity. Applying Scott et al.’s (1998) structuration 

theory of identity and identification, in the context of a sport-centered fanship mode participating 

in a sport helps the fans form their identities as members of group defined by interest in sport. If 

this reasoning is true, it is logical to expect other forms of consumption, which enable consumer 
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interaction with the sport, to be integral to consumption activities surrounding a sport-centered 

fanship mode. One such possibility lies in fantasy sports and digital gaming.  

Starting some 40 years ago, fantasy sports have become an important revenue source for 

the sport industry (Shipman, 2004). By allowing the participants to assume the role of a team 

coach, fantasy sports emphasize competition, empowerment, and participation (Shipman, 2004). 

Love for sport is one of the motivations that explains why consumers play fantasy sports (Lee, 

Seo, & Green, 2008). In terms of digital gaming, empirical evidence suggests that participating 

in digital gaming does not negatively affect levels of sport participation. Indeed, digital gaming 

even increases participants’ interest in and knowledge of sport (Crawford, 2005). Thus, both 

fantasy sports and digital gaming focus consumers on the sport.  

Moreover, when playing fantasy sports, consumers form their teams by recruiting the best 

players in the league and closely following a variety of teams in which their fantasy team players 

play. Hence, their identification with a specific team is downplayed. This organization of fantasy 

sports is germane to a sport-centered fanship mode in that the sport embodied by the players is 

central to the consumption activities. Future research could examine the dynamic relationships 

among sport fanship, sport participation, digital gaming, and fantasy sports. It would be 

fascinating to explore, when connected by a general love for sport, whether they can reinforce 

one another and be used for social intervention. If so, how can this be done?    

 Finally, the Chinese fans’ focus on sport when following the NBA may represent one 

particular type of meaning making in sport consumption amid the globalization of professional 

sports. Findings from other studies suggest that the sport-centered fanship mode exhibited by the 

Chinese NBA fans resembles those in other Asian markets. For instance, research found that the 

three primary motives (i.e., interest in baseball, interest in players, and quality of games) explain 
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why the Japanese follow major league baseball (Hong, McDonald, Yoon, & Fujimoto, 2005). 

These motives are consistent with findings of this study in that the Chinese NBA fans are 

interested in basketball sport, follow the top NBA players and teams, and seek to watch games 

played by the best teams in the league.  

In reference to the cores in an SCCT, it can be inferred that Asian consumers highlight 

sport characteristics when consuming a global sport brand. However, this is only half the picture. 

Findings of this study also suggest that the presence of Yao Ming and the social significance of 

sport in China afford symbolic meanings to the Chinese NBA fans. Here, we see the presence of 

the sport symbolism in Asian sport fans’ consumption of global sport brands. Thus, both the 

sport core and the symbolism core of an SCCT are functioning even when the global aspects of 

sport is the dominant force in a consumption setting. 

 This presents particular challenges for marketing a domestic league in the presence of 

superior international competitors. Research suggests that the intrusion of the global leagues 

negatively affects the market for locally produced professional sport. For instance, it was 

reported that the growing popularity of major league baseball in Korean was chiefly responsible 

for the sharp decline in attendance of the Korean Professional Baseball League between 1995 

and 2000 (Lee, 2006). Findings of this study indicate that Chinese consumers juxtapose the CBA 

with the NBA. As shown in the themes of “I prefer to watch NBA games but am concerned 

about the CBA’s development”, when Chinese fans position CBA as another form of the NBA, 

they consider CBA to be inferior to the NBA. When they consider the CBA as a local league, the 

social issues in China projected through the CBA become salient to the Chinese fans. In both 

cases, the CBA failed to attain a positive image in the Chinese fans’ minds.  
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Ideally speaking, raising the quality of the games and positioning a local league as an 

authentic representation of the culture would enhance its competence to fend off competition 

from global sport brands. Nonetheless, none of the two strategies are easy to achieve particularly 

against the aggressive global expansion strategies adopted by the international sport brands such 

as the European soccer clubs. The essence of these strategies is well captured by Bale (1993). 

Bale believes that the global sport brands typically “stage dramatic spectacles on a continental 

sporting stage in anonymous and boring venues in which relations of place and community have 

given way to those of space and capital” (p. 179). Here, the global sport brands consciously tease 

out its local flavor in order to cater to a heterogeneous market by emphasizing the drama and 

excitement of the sport. Moreover, the increasing international migration of elite athletes to 

premier professional leagues (Maguire & Pearton, 2002; Falcous & Maguire, 2005) severely 

undermines the local leagues’ ability to capitalize on sport symbolism for identity building as 

fans can easily relate to their home players in global leagues for meaning appropriation. To 

summarize, findings of this study portray a pessimistic outlook for local sport leagues to survive 

in an increasingly integrated global sport market.    

Implications for the winners’ curse in marketing sport. Previous work reveals that 

when identifying with a losing team, sport fans highlight the attractiveness of the team members 

and downplay the importance of team performance to resolve the cognitive dissonance (Fisher & 

Wakefield, 1998). Although the constructs identified in Fisher and Wakefield’s (1998) study 

were not measured in the study, the results of this study revealed three coping strategies applied 

by the American fans to justify their loyalty to a losing home team. To recap, the American fans 

believe that (1) the process is as important as the result; (2) victory is personally more rewarding 

193

 



after going through bad times with the team; and (3) there is always hope that their team will win.  

Of particular interest in these three coping strategies is the application of hope.  

Hope is an important construct that affects the economic viability of many industries 

(MacInnis & de Mello, 2005). By applying the appraisal theory of emotion and the information 

processing model, MacInnis and de Mello (2005) proposed that regardless of the outcome, 

consumers for whom hope is strong are more satisfied with a product or service than are 

consumers for whom hope is weak. To discuss the utility of hope in marketing sport, it is helpful 

to provide a simplified version of MacInnis and de Mello’s arguments.  

MacInnis and de Mello argue that when the outcome is positive, the uncertainty 

surrounding the occurrence magnifies the intensity of positive emotions such as joy, excitement, 

happiness, or pride. Applying that to sport, a victory will render more meanings to fans 

possessing strong hope for the team to win than to fans with weak hope. This mechanism may 

partially explain why the American fans believe that the victory is personally more rewarding 

after going through bad times with the team. It is likely that they need to nurture a strong hope to 

stay with their team at those times, their unswerving hope for the team, in turn, amplifies the 

positive emotions obtained from a team victory. In other words, going through hardship with a 

team nurtures hope and consequently enables a more rewarding experience when the team wins.   

On the other hand, when the outcome is negative (i.e., when a team loses), consumers 

yearning for team victory are more motivated to perceive some positive benefits, even though 

actual victory has not been realized (MacInnis & de Mello, 2005). Thus, strong hope for a team 

to win, through the process of selective attention, may lead the fans to emphasize other benefits 

provided by the game. This mechanism may partially explain why the fans believe that they will 

equally enjoy the process and the outcome of a game.   
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Based on the three coping strategies found in this study, and the cognitive mechanism of 

hope (MacInnis & de Mello, 2005) behind these three strategies, it is clear that sport marketers 

should nurture a sense of hope when marketing either a winning or a losing sport team. Taking 

the NBA as an example, at the league level a capped salary structure and the off-season draft 

rules that favor the lower ranked teams help competitive balance and the chance of each team to 

win. These organizational arrangements ensure the possibility of nurturing hope. To fully 

capitalize on the power of hope in sport consumption, future research should develop and test 

effective marketing messages that elicit hope when promoting a sport entity. This may help the 

sport marketers to get around the winners’ curse. However, it should also be noted that the three 

coping mechanisms were found among the American fans, most of whom strongly identify with 

their home teams. Future research is warranted to examine the role of hope in other market 

segments such as fans with different involvement level with a sport team, fans who are mainly 

interested in sport, and fans from different cultural and social backgrounds.       

Meanings in sport consumptions and the experience economy. Consuming sport is 

packed with meaning across six categories and 25 themes. The richness of meaning in 

consuming sport clearly counters the common notion that sport is mere entertainment. Ten years 

ago, Pine and Gilmore (1998) eloquently argued that we are entering an experience economy as a 

progression from the industry economy of two centuries ago and the service economy of thirty 

years ago. They believe that while commodities are fungible, goods are tangible, and service is 

intangible, experience is memorable. This description of experience fits well with the 

characteristics of consuming sport as depicted in this study which found that fans are immersed 

in the sport games, actively participate in meaning production (for instance, playing basketball as 

part of the fanship), and learn life lessons from the consumption experience. 
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Further, Pine and Gilmore (1998) reason that the end purpose of a memorable experience 

is to transform the person. To illustrate the transformation function of experience, they cite the 

example that people pay good money to join fitness centers where they experience physical pain 

because they want to change their body and the perception of the self. Findings of this study 

show that sport consumption can be a particularly suitable setting for personal transformation. 

Fanship is ingrained in one’s social life. Hence, it allows the person to change by using fanship 

to reshape the lifestyle. Further, sport consumption affects one’s social circles. This provides 

consumers tools to actively construct their social selves by projecting a desired self image 

through social interaction. Finally, consuming sport enables personal reflection. Therefore, it 

provides a venue for the consumer to learn from the past, thus making corresponding adjustment 

in life. To this end, sport products can be designed to enable memorable experiences and 

facilitate personal transformation. Future research is necessary to tap into the rich meaning 

generated through sport consumption and how it can be used to package sport as a site for 

personal transformation through sport participation and sport spectation.  

Capitalizing on the effects of early sport socialization. Findings of this study reveal the 

powerful and persistent influence of early sport socialization on meaning interpretation in 

fanship. Consistent with findings from James’ (2001) study, this study found that the American 

fans started to follow and develop commitment to sports teams early in their life, and the father 

was usually an influential social agent that introduced children to sports teams. More importantly, 

findings of this study provide compelling evidence that the early sport socialization experience 

shapes the way the current fanship is manifested. For instance, the American fans were 

socialized into their home NBA team through their family. Consequently, their loyalty to the 

team hinges primarily on the team’s representation of their home and the home city. These 
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representations enabled by early sport socialization experience inject meanings to their current 

fanship and allow them to relive the feeling of at home when watching NBA games from other 

cities. Thus, by activating their childhood sport socialization experience, fans consume sport to 

obtain a sense of spatial and temporal continuity to connect different life stags and to bridge their 

distance from home.  

This finding has important theoretical implications. Although the current fanship models 

typically treat socialization as one of the motives for sport consumption (e.g., Ross, 2006; Wann, 

2006), all fail to incorporate the influence of early socialization experiences in their 

conceptualization. As shown in this study, early socialization not only makes one to be a fan, but 

also shapes what type of fans the person becomes. This effect is especially salient when 

examined across national cultures. Because of the differences in early sport socialization, the 

American fans were socialized to be loyal to their home team, and the Chinese fans were led to 

focus on basketball-as-a-sport. In addition, fans’ reminiscence of their early fanship experience 

triggers a collection of affect states making them being nostalgic, feeling the comfort of being 

home when watching games, and connecting with those people in the past. Given the profound 

effects of early sport socialization in fanship, it is imperative that these socialization experiences 

are incorporated to sport consumer theories. Our understanding of sport consumption is 

incomplete if we only treat a consumer’s early sport socialization as a path to make that person 

to be a fan while fail to recognize that it is truly a stage setting the backdrop for fanship meaning 

interpretation throughout one’s life.        

Other practical implications. Findings of this study also lead to several other marketing 

implications. First, many companies use athlete endorsements to promote their brands. 

Admittedly, signing a million dollar contract with an athlete endorser involves risk for the 
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company as fluctuation of the athlete’s performance may affect financial contributions that the 

endorsement may make to the company. Findings of this study show that American fans evaluate 

athletes based on both on-court and off-court behavior, but that Chinese fans do not do so. 

Consequently, the choice of athlete endorsers should reflect these differences. When marketing 

their products to the American market, it will be a safer investment for the companies to pick 

athletes that fit role model standards. On the other hand, for marketing campaigns targeting the 

Chinese market, a company should select teams and athletes at the top of their craft to appeal to 

Chinese fans’ passion for sport or choose Chinese NBA players to tap into the national glory 

sentiment.   

 Second, this study found that the Chinese and the Americans use different criteria to 

define a good game that offers a satisfying viewing experience. American fans root for a team 

and differentiate playoff games from regular season games, whereas the Chinese fans appreciate 

the sport. Hence, when marketing NBA games to the Chinese fans, emphasis should be put on 

the best teams and players and use brand association such as thrill, excitement, and excellence. 

Conversely, a marketing campaign geared toward the American NBA fans may use messages 

such as “coming to support your home team” in the regular season, and highlight the excitement 

and high quality of the games at the playoff stage.  

 Finally, findings of this study suggest that when narrating their fanship, characteristics 

unique to basketball or sports in general are salient to fans of both national groups. This indicates 

that in both national cultures people become fans partially because they are attracted to the 

features of specific sports. Fans of both national groups converged on the attractions they see in 

basketball, including its fast movement, fluidity, unexpected outcomes, teamwork, individual 

play, and athleticism. This finding may mean that people’s perceptions of a sport’s observable 
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features are largely universal across cultures. In other words, sport characteristics may transcend 

national, cultural, and social boundaries and render universal values. From a marketing 

perspective, promotional campaigns highlighting sport characteristics may be well received in 

the global market. This finding is of particular interest to marketers of international sport events 

when they seek to develop visuals and mentions required to be resonant to consumers from 

diverse cultural and social segments. It might be a safe bet for them to base their marketing 

materials on sport characteristics appeal to various cultural groups. 

Methodological dilemmas in cross-cultural studies. As with any research, 

methodological caveats and dilemmas associated with this study should be noted in order to 

critically examine the strengths and weaknesses of the work and to inform future research. At the 

onset, this study was designed to compare cultural differences and similarities of consuming 

sport. A substantial amount of effort (including extensive discussions with researchers and 

practitioners in sport consumption and culture in both the United States and China, and three in-

depth interviews with sport consumers in China) was undertaken to identify a consumption 

activity comparable across the two countries. Consequently, fans of professional basketball were 

chosen because basketball enjoyed a similar level of popularity in the two countries, both of 

which had their own professional leagues (i.e., NBA in the United States, and CBA in China).  

However, in the process of data collection, it turned out that most of the Chinese fans of 

professional basketball followed the NBA instead of the CBA, and their narratives of fanship 

experience revolved around the NBA—a Western league—rather than CBA—the domestic 

Chinese league. This raised a few methodological concerns. First, from an anthropological 

perspective, the Chinese fans may take an outsider’s view when narrating their experiences of 

following NBA teams and athletes; whereas American fans view the NBA from within the 
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cultural setting in which the league is embedded. Second, since basketball is a Western sport 

imported to China, it is not clear whether the meanings of consuming basketball in China are 

manifestations of the local culture. Third, since the developmental stage of professional 

basketball is different in the United States—where the NBA has been in existence for more than 

half a century—than in China—where it was introduced only a decade ago, it is not clear 

whether the observed differences are a function of cultural differences rather than differences 

residing in other factors—for instance, the effects of socio-historical patterning, or the different 

stages of adopting professional basketball as a consumption activity. 

These concerns boil down to the question of whether this study compared apples to 

oranges. This matter can be addressed from two perspectives. First, let’s assume that we 

compared “apple” to “orange”. Even so, a significant number of commonalities were obtained in 

this study—fans of the two national cultures shared six categories of fanship meanings and the 

majority of structural connections among themes. Hence, even if the two groups are arguably 

different taxonomically, one finds that the underlying grammar of fanship meaning 

representations is shared (despite different social, historical, and cultural conditions).  

Second, if comparison demands precise comparability, then comparison becomes neither 

possible nor meaningful.  In this study, it is simply a fact that the majority of Chinese fans 

preferred the NBA to the CBA.  That fact becomes an added basis for comparison.  It is part of 

the cultural, social, and historical fabric that is being compared.  In situations when there is no 

absolutely comparable consumption object in a cross-cultural study that integrates emit and etic 

components it is always a challenge to assess the value of the findings (Berry et al., 2002), but 

that does not render those findings moot.  
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From a conceptual point of view, culture, defined as meaning enacted (Geertz, 1973), is 

grounded in the social, historical, symbolic, and environmental systems of a society (Keesing, 

1974). Indeed, when outlining a Consumer Culture Theory, culture is seen as consumer identity 

construction through consuming, effects of the marketplace on the reconfiguration of cultural 

milieu, influences of institutional and social structures on consumption, and mass-mediated 

marketplace ideology on consumer responses to consumption objects (Arnould & Thompson, 

2005). In all these instances (e.g., Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Geertz, 1973; Keesing, 1974), 

culture is treated as fluid—varying with, embedding in, and being influenced by other systems. 

Hence, when studying the emic aspects of culture, it is of quintessential importance to 

incorporate the social, historical, ideological and institutional systems whose manifestations 

would never be fully comparable across two societies/communities. Seeking absolutely 

comparable conditions exist would defeat cross-cultural research as the researcher would 

squander all time and resources in the pursuit of a chimera. In this sense, the incompatibility may 

simply speak to the extreme complexity of culture as a theoretical construct and reveal a 

consistently unsettling issue with which researchers who endeavor to integrate the emic and etic 

aspects of cross-cultural studies have to wrestle. In other words, to rule out cross-cultural 

comparison on the grounds of differences would be tantamount to embargoing comparative 

research, in which case we would never explore the differences that we need to understand.  

Further, it would be self-defeating insomuch as it would require that only universals could be 

compared.  

From a critical thinking perspective, acknowledging and accommodating the 

incompatibilities in cross-cultural studies can be empowering and liberating. By not imposing a 

“comparability” paradigm when recruiting Chinese participants (i.e., by not identifying a handful 
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of CBA fans, selectively tuning to Chinese fans’ experience of following the CBA and stifling 

their thoughts and feelings about the NBA, while juxtaposing Chinese fans’ experience of 

consuming CBA to American fans’ experience of consuming NBA), this study revealed the 

complexity of sport consumption in the context of globalization. Rather than following their 

domestic sport leagues, sport fans in developing countries and Eastern cultures (e.g., Hong et al., 

2005; Lee, 2006) are often mesmerized by the dazzling attractions of global sport brands armed 

by the arsenals of sophisticated marketing strategies and world’s top athletes (Maguire & Pearton, 

2002; Falcous & Maguire, 2005). In this study, although some Chinese fans acknowledged their 

support to the CBA, they clearly construed the NBA as a representation of a strong culture, and 

embraced NBA games and marketing wholeheartedly. Hence, findings of this study alluded to 

the manifestation of cultural hegemony in a sport consumption context. Further, the study 

revealed the psychological mechanisms the Chinese consumers developed to position the CBA—

a nascent domestic league—in the presence of the NBA—the intrusion of a global league. This 

may inform newly formed leagues in their efforts to develop strategic plans when competing 

against the powerful global brands or established leagues. 

While acknowledging the methodological dilemma in designing cross-cultural studies 

and the empowering elements enabled by this type of dilemma, one should also not lose sight of 

the need for future studies that will inform, complement, and strengthen the Sport Consumption 

Culture Theory proposed in this study. Basketball is a Western sport imported to China. In order 

to ascertain that sport consumption is a genuine manifestation of local culture, future studies 

might also choose sports grounded in traditional Chinese culture, for instance, the consumption 

of martial arts or dragon boat racing. Nonetheless, while so doing may resolve the emic issue 

relative to the Chinese culture, the etic aspect when studying the comparable consumption of 
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martial arts in the West may be compromised in precisely the same way as studying basketball in 

China.  In other words, we can add comparisons and vary the trajectories of sport diffusion, but 

so doing does not mitigate the challenges of undertaking etic analyses from emic data.  

As we know, there is no single study that can resolve all research questions and 

uncertainties. The creation of knowledge, in essence, is achieved by a multi-vocal academic 

community (Kuhn, 1996). Hence, a collection of cross-cultural studies of sport consumption are 

necessary to invigorate a Sport Consumption Culture Theory. This calls for future studies 

following in the footstep of this study.  

 



Appendix A: Demographics of the American Study Participants 
 

Participants* Age NBA 
team 

NBA 
fan 

tenure 

Occupation Education Marriage Income 
Annul 
($US) 

Ethnicity Playing 
basketball 

US1 23 Spurs 15 Tax 
Preparation 

Bachelor  Single 25K-
50K 

White Intramural 

US2 37 Pacers 29 Judge Graduate Married 100k-
125k 

White Intramural 

US3 45 Spurs 13 Freelance Graduate Married 50k-75k White No 

US4 44 Spurs 35 Delivery 
driver 

High school Married Below 
25K 

African 
American

Intramural 

US5 (F) 26 Spurs 20 Graduate 
student 

Graduate Single Below 
25K 

White Intramural 

US6 24 Mavericks 12 Accountant Graduate Single 50K-
75K 

White Recreational 

US7 21 Lakers 10 Delivery 
driver 

Junior college Single Below 
25K 

White Recreational 

US8 26 Rockets 15 Campus 
minister 

Bachelor Single 25K-
50K 

African 
American

Recreational 

US9 26 Mavericks 15 Campus 
minister 

Bachelor Single 25K-
50K 

African 
American

Recreational 

US10 23 None 19 Graduate 
student 

Graduate Single Below 
25K 

African 
American

Intramural 

US11 24 Pacers 15 Film maker Bachelor Single 25K-
50K 

White Intramural 

US12 45 Spurs 25 Technician Junior college Divorced 50k-75k White Intramural 
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US13 24 Celtics 22 Campus 
minister 

Bachelor Single below 
25K 

Asian 
American

Varsity 

US14 34 Warriors 26 Teacher Graduate Single 25K-
50K 

White Recreational 

US15 (F) 24 Mavericks 10 Marketer Bachelor Single 25K-
50K 

African 
American

Varsity 

US16 23 Rockets 15 Engineer Bachelor Single 50K-
75K 

Asian 
American

Recreational 

* F = Female 

 

205



Appendix B: Demographics of the Chinese Study Participants 
 

Participants* Age NBA team NBA 
fan 

tenure

Occupation Education Marriage Monthly 
Income 
(RMB) 

Playing 
basketball 

CN1 24 Bulls/Rockets 12 Designer Junior college Single 2500-
3999 

Recreational

CN2 24 Rockets 5 Graduate student Graduate  Single Below 
1000 

Recreational

CN3 24 Rockets 5 Accountant Graduate Single 4000-
5999 

No 

CN4 26 Bulls/Rockets 10 Foreign trade Bachelor Single 2500-
3999 

No 

CN5 (F) 21 Rockets 10 College student Undergraduate Single Below 
1000 

Intramural 

CN6 22 Cavaliers 10 Printing factory Junior college Single 1000-
2499 

Recreational

CN7 25 Sun 10 Property management Junior college Single 1000-
2499 

Recreational

CN8 29 Rockets 4 Financial analyst  Bachelor Married 6000-
7999 

No 

CN9 24 Bulls 11 Engineer Bachelor Single 2500-
3999 

Recreational

CN10 (F) 24 Rockets 8 Graduate student Graduate Single Below 
1000 

Recreational

CN11 25 Lakers 10 Doctoral student Graduate Married 1000-
2499 

No 

CN12 26 Jazzs/Rockets 10 Marketer Bachelor Divorced 1000-
2499 

Recreational
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CN13 25 Suns 3 Unemployed Bachelor Single Below 
1000 

No 

CN14 29 None 12 Medical sales Junior college Single 6000-
7999 

Recreational

CN16  27 Lakers 12 Property management Junior college Married 4000-
5999 

Recreational

CN17 (F) 24 Spurs 6 Sales Bachelor Single 2500-
3999 

Recreational

* F = Female; all the Chinese participants are han ethnicity. 



Appendix C: Recruitment Flyer  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are you an NBA 
basketball fan? 

Want to make $$$50? 
While helping out a doctoral student’s 

dissertation study? 
 

If so, would you like to participate in a study about the experiences 

and meanings of being an American NBA basketball fan?  This 

study is for any American who loves watching NBA basketball 

games.  You’ll be interviewed about your experiences as an NBA 

basketball fan.  The interview will take about one to two hours.   

 

Unlike the conventional interview, you will be asked to collect 

several pictures before the interview.  Then, during the interview, 

you will get to talk about them, and even t tell some stories.  So, it is 

going to be fun! 
 

To learn more about this research and set up an interview time, 

please contact: 
Xiaoyan Xing (pronounced as Shawyen Shing) 

Phone: 512-784-1241 
Email: xiaoyanxing@gmail.com 

I am a doctoral student in sport management at the University of 

Texas at Austin.  We can meet at the UT campus or another location 

more convenient to you for the interview. 
Please tell other basketball fans you know, and ask them to call me. 
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Appendix D: ZMET Interview Protocol 
 
In the beginning of the interview, the researcher will first establish a tone of the interview and 
clarify what will happen.  The researcher might say: 
 

I am going to be asking some seemingly strange questions, asking for clarification of your 
comments and explanations of ideas that you think should be obvious.  Just imagine that I 
am from another country (or another planet, yes, I do came from another country) and I 
don’t understand much about the topic or people.  So I am going to ask a lot of questions.  
This is just part of the research process, so please bear with me. 

 
 
Step 1: Storytelling.  Using the participant-supplied pictures for inspiration, the participants 
will be asked to describe how each of the pictures they bring with them to the researcher 
related to the feelings and thoughts of being a basketball fan.  It is expected that the 
participants have invested time and energy thinking about the topic and searching for 
meaningful images the time they are ready for the interview.  Hence, they come to the 
interview with ideas about the stories they want to share with the researcher.  During this step 
the researcher will probe for the deep meanings of the visual metaphors that participants 
describe.  The story-telling may take a full hour or even more.   
 
The researcher will first number the pictures the participants bring so the pictures can be 
identified.    
 
The researcher may use these questions: 
Questions for describing a picture. 

 Ok, this is picture number ____.  What is this picture about? 
 How does this picture express your thoughts and feelings about being a basketball 

fan? 
 What thoughts and feelings about being a basketball fan does this picture represent? 

 
Questions for clarifying and elaborating. 

 Can you help me understand what you mean by ________________? 
 Let’s play with that idea a bit. 
 You talk about ________with this first picture.  Is this the same type of ______as 

you talked about with the first picture? 
 I believe that you said a while ago that_____________, I would like to understand 

that idea better. 
 You know, ________can mean different things to different people.  What do you 

mean by________? 
Examples of metaphor probing.   
Sport is sunny and peaceful.   

 When you say “sunny”, what do you have in your mind? 
 What visual image do you think of when you think of “sport is sunny”? 

 
Watching sport games brings me to a state of a war. 

 A war?  What does the war represent? 
 What is your role in that war? 
 How does it feel when you are in that war state? 
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It [medication] is like a knight on a horse … with armor and a shield. 

 What is the knight trying to do? 
 What does the armor and shield represent? 
 Why is the knight on a horse? 

 
Laddering questions. 

 Is [state the concept] important to you? Why is [state the concept] important to you? 
 What does [state the concept] get/give you? 
 Why is [state the concept] something you want to have? 
 What does [state the concept] lead to? 
 When you have/feel [state the concept], what happens then? 

 
Questions for stating the overall theme of a picture. 

 With regard to the experience of being a basketball fan, can you describe the main 
theme of this picture for you in a word or two? 

 Thinking about the experience of being a basketball fan, how would you title this 
picture in a couple of words or a phrase? 

 
 
Step 2: Missed Images.  Occasionally participants may have an idea about the topic but are 
unable to find a picture that they think adequately expresses their thoughts and feelings or 
would help them tell their story.  The participants will be asked to describe any pictures they 
want to find but could not.  The researcher then probes for the deep meanings of the missed 
images using a process similar to the one described in step one. 
 
Question for missed images. 

 Are there thoughts and feelings of you being a basketball fan not represented in these 
pictures?  If so, what image would express that idea?  What will that picture look 
like? 

 
The researcher can then use similar clarification, elaboration, metaphor probing, and 
laddering questions listed in step one. 
 
Step 3: Triad Sort and Image Comparison.  The researcher randomly selects three of each 
participant’s pictures and asks how any two are similar yet different from the third with 
respect to their relation to the meanings of being a basketball fan.  The process of randomly 
selecting three pictures and laddering on the constructs they elicit continues until the 
constructs surfaced become redundant.   
 
Questions for triad sort and image comparison. 

 Now, tell me how two of these pictures are similar, yet different from the third with 
respect to your thoughts and feelings about being a basketball fan. 

 Is there another way that two of these pictures are similar and different from third? 
 
If new concepts are elicited, the researcher will use probing and laddering questions to find 
the deep ideas. 
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Step 4: Metaphor Elicitation.  The researcher will selects one or more images for which the 
participant seemed to have more to say during storytelling but didn’t, images that seem to 
hide something, and/or images that seem amenable for expansion (i.e., not totally abstract 
images).  Participants are asked to imagine, in their minds’ eye, in widening the frame of the 
picture, placing themselves in the picture, and inviting someone or something to join them.  
The researcher will seek the deep meanings in the new stories the participants create.  The 
goal is to understand the relevance of these new stories to the participants’ experiences of 
being a basketball fan. 
 
Questions for expanding the picture. 

 If you could enter the picture, what might you be doing, thinking, feeling or saying? 
 How will you interact with [anyone or anything already in the picture]? 
 Tell me what else could enter the picture that would further express your thoughts 

and feeling of being a basketball fan?  
 Now imagine that something or someone can enter the picture that would make your 

experience of being a basketball fan better/worse in some important way.  Who and 
what would it be? 

 What thoughts and feelings about being a basketball fan does [this thing] express?   
 
If new constructs emerge, the same probing and laddering questions will be used to get the 
deep ideas. 
 

Step 5: Sensory images.  In this step, the images will be taken away.  The researcher will 
elicit metaphors via the other senses besides the visual.  The participants are asked to explore 
their non-visual senses to convey what is and is not representative of the meanings of being a 
basketball fan.   
 
Questions for sensory images.   

 What is [the taste/ smell/ color/sound] of the best basketball game you have ever 
watched? 

 Why [that taste/smell/color/sound]?  How does [that taste/smell/color/sound] express 
your thoughts and feelings of being a basketball fan? 

 
The participant will be reminded that the sense should express their thoughts and feelings of 
being a basketball fan, not the physical object itself.  If the participants have trouble with this 
step, the researcher will provide a thorough explanation: 
 

 For example, in a study about motorcycles, we asked respondents to choose a sound 
that described the experience of being on a motorcycle.  We didn’t want literal 
sounds – so “vroom vroom” wasn’t what we were looking for.  Rather, what sound 
would be a symbol or represent what the experience of riding was like.  One man 
said the roar of a lion, because the experience of riding a motorcycle made him feel 
powerful.  Another man said classical music, because he felt like he was peaceful 
and relaxed while riding his motorcycle.  So what sound would express your 
experience of watching an ideal basketball game? 

 
Step 6: The Vignette.  In this step, participants are asked to use their imagination to create a 
short movie, play or story that represent their thoughts and feelings of being a basketball fan.  
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This step is based on theories and evidence that different areas of the brain become active 
when engaging in moving images (Zaltman, 2003).  New ideas may emerge as a new area of 
the brain is activated during the vignette creation and articulation.   
 
The participants are required to include at least three characters in their vignette: the social 
self (themselves seen by others), the actual self (the way they see themselves), and the 
basketball-related consumption activities.  They will be told that each character could take on 
physical characteristics and think, feel, speak, and so forth. The researcher will then ask a 
series of questions that encourage participants to describe in detail what the “plot” of the 
story is; how the “characters” interact with each other; and finally how the story ends, what 
thoughts and feelings the “audience” might have after seeing their story unfold, and what 
thoughts and feelings the participants discover about his/her own fanship experiences in the 
process of creating the vignette.   
 
Instruction for creating a vignette. 

 Now, I would like you to use your imagination to create a story about your 
experience of being a basketball fan.  You might create a short story, a short movie, 
play, or maybe even a fairy tale… whatever works for you.  But this movie or short 
story should express your main thoughts and feelings of being a basketball fan. 

 In creating your story, I want you to include the following characters (1) your social 
self (the you perceived by other people), (2) your self self (the you you see yourself), 
and (3) all basketball-related consumption activities as a person. 

 Each of the characters has a physical form and a personality.  They can move 
around and do things.  They can speak and interact with each other and with you. 

 You must include at least these characters in your story, but you can add more 
characters if you want. 

 Remember, your story should help an audience understand your thoughts and 
feelings about being a basketball fan. 

 Please think it for a few minutes, then describe your story or movie. 
 
Questions for probing the story. 

 What is happening in your story? 
 Could you describe the personality of the characters?  What are they like? Why do 

you describe them that way? 
 Tell me some more about how the characters interact with one another?  How do 

they think or feel about each other? [ask for each interaction] 
 How does your story end? 
 What sense (thoughts) do you want the audience for this story to have?  What is the 

theme of your story? 
 What thoughts and feelings do you obtain from this story about your own 

experiences of being a fan? 
 
Step 7: The Digital Image.  In the final ZMET step, each participant will be asked to create 
a summary image or digital montage that gives a visual overview of their thoughts and 
feelings about meanings of being a basketball fan.  The researcher who is familiar with 
Adobe Photoshop software will help the participants create the digital image.  If an image the 
participants bring to the interview are not in the digital format, it will first be scanned and 
enter the computer.  The researcher, then acting as the “hands” of the participant, and with 
the facility of Adobe Photoshop, will work with the participants to construct an overview 
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image.  Participants have the opportunity to digitally alter their original images through the 
varied tools in Photoshop by changing colors, editing, cutting and pasting, and the like.  
Participants are then asked to summarize the “story” of their digital image.   
 
This step may uncover deeper insights about participants’ thoughts and feelings.  Similarly, if 
a new construct arises in the participants; summary of the digital image, the researcher will 
use probing and laddering questions to obtain the participant’s deep ideas of being a 
basketball fan. 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Letter to the Participants 
 
 
Dear ______________________: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my dissertation study.  This letter contains important 
instructions to prepare you for your interview. 
 
I am interested in your thoughts and feelings about: being a basketball fan.  I want to know 
when you think or engage in activities of being a basketball fan such watching games, 
reading basketball news, and discussing basketball with friends and other fans, what thoughts 
and feelings come to mind?   
 
Please find and bring with you to your interview eight to ten pictures that express your 
thoughts, feelings about being a basketball fan.  Please note that each picture should represent 
a different thought or feeling. Your pictures may come from any source such as a newspaper, 
catalogue, magazine, or photos you take. 
 
Although it is ok to include some pictures that come from basketball, it is particularly 
important to select pictures that represent your thoughts and feelings about basketball.  So, 
most or even all of your pictures may not be basketball pictures; they may simply be 
metaphors that describe or illustrate the way you think and feel about basketball. 
 
Some examples of pictures people have used in unrelated projects include: a child sleeping in 
a grandparent’s arms to show trust; a cow in a field to show the contentment that comes with 
eating a favorite food; a butterfly to show the freedom of being on vacation; and a steaming 
kettle to show anger at having to wear certain clothes. The pictures need to be meaningful 
only to you, not to anyone else. So, let your imagination guide your selection.   
 
Please start to collect your pictures that help you express thoughts and feelings of being a 
basketball fan now.  It usually takes up to a week to find the suitable pictures that allow you 
effectively express your feelings and thoughts. 
  
I will schedule your interview location and time with you in the follow-up communications.  
Please allocate two hours for your interview.  Meanwhile, if you have any questions, please 
call me at 512-784-1241 or email me at xiaoyan@mail.utexas.edu. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Xiaoyan Xing 
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