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The globalization of marketing has brought about an interesting paradox: as the discipline 
becomes more global, the need to understand cultural differences becomes all the more crucial. 
This is the challenge in an increasingly international marketplace, and a problem that the world’s 
most powerful businesses must solve. From this challenge has grown the exciting discipline of 
ethnic marketing, which seeks to understand the considerable opportunities and challenges pre-
sented by cultural and ethnic diversity in the marketplace. 

To date, scholarship in the area has been lively but disparate. This volume brings together 
cutting-edge research on ethnic marketing from thought leaders across the world. Each chapter 
covers a key theme, reflecting the increasing diversity of the latest research, including models of 
culture change, parenting and socialization, responses to web and advertising, role of space and 
social innovation in ethnic marketing, ethnic consumer decision making, religiosity, differing 
attitudes to materialism, acculturation, targeting and ethical and public policy issues.

The result is a solid framework and a comprehensive reference point for consumer researchers, 
students and practitioners.
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Recent developments have created an unprecedented climate of ethnic, religious and cultural 
changes on a global scale. This situation provides new and exciting opportunities. But, the 
question for academics and businesses, of course, is how best to define, challenge and suggest 
new markets, products and services created by a diverse ethnic, religious and cultural landscape. 
This edited volume by Dr Ahmad Jamal, Professor Lisa Peñaloza and Professor Michel Laroche 
is a rich source of thought for everyone who wants to get deeper insights into this question. I 
highly recommend The Routledge Companion to Ethnic Marketing as a relevant read that also helps 
to generate a dialogue necessary to extend our understand of this important area even further.

Professor Adam Lindgreen, Head of Marketing and Strategy, Cardiff Business School,  
Cardiff University, UK

Judging a book on the effect it has on the reader’s thought processes, The Routledge Companion 
to Ethnic Marketing must be classified as outstanding. Its engaging style and argument clarity 
makes it an invaluable resource for researchers and in the classroom.

Guilherme D. Pires, PhD, Associate Professor of Marketing, Newcastle Business School,  
University of Newcastle, Australia

A most ambitious and comprehensive book geared to master Marketing to culturally diverse 
groups in the US and internationally. I am delighted to see an effort that includes models 
of culture change, cultural segmentation, religion, materialism, ethnic youth, and advertising 
approaches, in one comprehensive piece. This book puts culture at the core of marketing.

Felipe Korzenny, PhD, Founder, Center for Hispanic Marketing Communication, Florida State 
University, USA and co-author of Hispanic Marketing: Connecting with the New Latino 
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1
Introduction to ethnic  

marketing

Ahmad Jamal, Lisa Peñaloza  
and Michel Laroche

Introduction

Growing population numbers, increasing purchasing power and a heightened sense of ethnic 
pride among ethnic minority consumers across the globe represent significant marketing oppor-
tunities ( Jamal 2003; Peñaloza 2007). Cultural and ethnic diversity in the marketplace affects and 
shapes social institutions. As examples, many educational institutions have developed diversity 
offices to accommodate a multicultural student body and staff, while up-and-coming chefs and 
families and pop restaurateurs steadily incorporate ethnic foods into local cuisine. Ethnic diversity 
affects businesses by presenting opportunities in developing new markets for a variety of products 
and services, as well as challenges related to working with diverse workers and consumers.

The extent to which ethnic minority segments of a population integrate into a host society 
has been a major concern in the social sciences since their inception, especially during the last 
seven decades. There is a growing demand for marketing strategies and theories that incorporate 
ethnicity, ethnic identity and culture, and recent scholarly work has provided useful insights 
into ethnic consumers’ responses to marketing efforts such as sales promotions, advertising and 
media, to name a few. Substantial work exists exploring the interplay of ethnicity, identity, 
consumption and marketing in focusing on major ethnic groups in North America and to some 
extent in the UK, Europe and Australia.

Ethnic marketing texts (e.g. Pires and Stanton in press) offer practical insights into the marketing 
opportunities arising out of cultural diversity. Other scholarly work discusses marketing strategies 
in a multi-ethnic environment (e.g. Cui 1997). A substantial body of work in marketing inves-
tigates the impact of migration and resettlement on the consumption experiences of immigrants 
(e.g. Hui, Kim, Laroche and Joy 1992). However, much of this work stands in isolation from each 
other. The current text aims to systematically link scholarly work published across different regions 
of the world, to outline a framework for ethnic marketing and to serve as a reference point for 
consumer researchers, doctoral students and practitioners including marketers and policy makers.

Ethnic marketing in a globalized market economy

Ethnic marketing is an emerging field, and specific texts on the subject like Pires and Stanton 
(in press) highlight the importance of understanding the unique needs of ethnic minority 
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consumers and developing resonant marketing strategies that meet their preferences. In such 
a context, marketers need to be aware of key issues relevant to ethnic minority people, 
for example, ethnic identity and community as these impact consumption. Such work goes 
beyond early concerns limited to the location and socio-demographic characteristics of ethnic 
peoples and the extent to which they differ from ethnic mainstream consumers.

The contemporary global marketplace is characterized by the simultaneous occurrence of 
global integration and persistent ethnic, racial, religious and national difference (Cleveland, 
Laroche and Hallab 2013; Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). Worldwide immigration patterns and 
domestic growth rates of recent decades have contributed towards the creation of large ethnic 
minority subcultures across the Western world ( Jamal 2003). Ethnic marketing public policies 
are highly contested in the USA and Canada as well as across Europe and Australia.

Regarding cultural diversity in the marketplace, it is important to appreciate how marketers 
and consumers are ‘positioned within and traversing multiple cultural spheres’ (Peñaloza and 
Gilly 1999, p. 84). Co-operation between marketers and consumers, and across subcultures of 
consumers, is a cornerstone of social and economic development (Gentry, Jun and Tansuhaj 
1995). One way of enhancing such co-operation is to better understand how marketers, ethnic 
minority consumers and mainstream consumers interact with and adapt to one another. Such 
interactions and adaptations are complex and extend well beyond the segmentation and targeting 
efforts of firms; as cities, tribes and even nations use marketing techniques for their development 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).

However, it remains true that some marketers retain narrow views of the workings of culture 
based on their own experience ( Jamal 1997; Peñaloza 2007; Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). Whether 
it arises from a failure of imagination, a failure to reflect upon the cultural processes, interac-
tions and changes in their own lives and businesses, or a failure to realize that they, too, live in 
an ‘other culture’ from the perspective of others, this blindness is both the cause and effect of 
marketers’ tendency to impose their own perspectives on other consumers as well as workers. 
Traditional approaches to the study of ethnic minority consumer behaviour have been oriented 
primarily as attempts to gain control over such behaviour in order to influence and direct it. This 
instrumentalism, while beneficial in terms of short term strategy, has stymied longer term strate-
gic considerations and understandings of the interweaving of ethnicity and market development.

The rise of global markets and Global Consumer Culture (GCC), the rapid diffusion of 
social media globally and significant changes in lifestyle, global travel patterns and rates of inter-
national migration and mobility present significant opportunities as well as challenges in ethnic  
marketing.

Culture change

The issue of cultural difference, interaction and change is at the heart of ethnic marketing research 
and practice. Building on the work of many researchers, including Askegaard, Arnould, 
Kjeldgaard (2005), Peñaloza (1994) and Wallendorf and Reilly (1983), Laroche and Jamal (this 
volume) provide an insightful analysis and discussion of models of cultural change. A common 
assumption in acculturation research in marketing is that, as a result of prolonged contact and 
mutual influences between two or more cultures, cultural changes take place and these changes 
occur at an individual and a group level.

However, in practice, substantial research focuses on changes that occur to a single cultural 
group, and in almost all cases this is an ethnic minority group. Further work is needed that incor-
porates multiple cultural groups at the same time and includes mainstream consumers. Moreover, 
substantial differences exist in the way the term ‘acculturation’ is conceptualized and applied in an 
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ethnic marketing context. In most cases, acculturation is interpreted as one form of an adaptation 
to new cultural environment, and the paradigm of acculturation as adaption dominates current 
thinking and practice (e.g. Chirkov 2009). Laroche and Jamal build upon the work of Luedicke 
(2011) in calling for future research going beyond the bi-dimensional models of cultural change.

Recent models focused on identity (e.g. Askegaard et al. 2005) broadened acculturation to 
incorporate three sets of institutional acculturation forces and agents: the first is aligned with a her-
itage culture, the second is aligned with a receiving culture and the third is aligned with a GCC. 
The three agents and forces stand in a co-productive yet competing relation to each other as they 
inform the four identity positions of hyperculture, assimilation, integration and pendulum.

The models acknowledge fluid movement between identity positions and such movement 
can take various forms, as the ethnic minority consumers express and experience ‘situational 
ethnicity’ (Deshpandé, Hoyer and Donthu 1986), ‘culture swapping’ (Oswald 1999), an 
‘oscillating pendulum’ (Askegaard et al. 2005) and ‘frame switching’ (Luna, Ringberg and 
Peracchio 2008). Thus, as highlighted by Laroche and Jamal (this volume), ethnic marketers 
need to note that there is considerable diversity within ethnic minority groups and that people 
may take on multiple identity positions over the course of their lives. As their sentiments and 
concerns alter in specific contexts, ethnic minority consumers re-interpret and redefine the 
boundaries of the groups within which they exist ( Jamal 1997). Discursive outcomes such as 
assimilation, integration, rejection and deculturation, as described by Berry (1980) may mani-
fest; however, rather than viewing these conditions separately or independently from each 
other, it is important to note their constant interplay.

As highlighted by Laroche and Jamal (this volume), there remains a need for ethnic marketing 
researchers to go beyond the current conceptualizations of identity formation, acculturation and 
intergroup relations in considering the co-existence of two or more cultures. The distinction 
between acculturation processes and identity positions as outcomes, while useful in demarcat-
ing the scope of particular investigations, results in limited understandings of ethnicity overall 
( Jamal 1997). The idea of an outcome, as the product of a prior process, can only assume sub-
stance if the frame of observation is frozen in time (e.g. Chapman 1995) or is generalized across 
multiple observations. All societies and market institutions are, in some sense, constantly in a 
process of cultural change, and such changes are usefully examined with attention to internal 
and external forces and elements. As experienced by ethnic minority consumers, such notions 
of change may be understood in terms of co-constructive and competing models of time, space, 
being, having and consuming (Askegaard et al. 2005).

Scholarly acculturation work often studies various domains of cultural change like food, 
dress and language choices, which represent important symbolic systems (Barth 1969, pp. 9–38). 
Much further work is needed in other symbolic areas such as fashion, media and music con-
sumption. Food, dress and language choices symbolize the manner in which consumers view 
and define themselves and others as insiders and outsiders (Douglas 1975). The ethnographic 
study of immigrant consumption necessarily touches upon broader questions regarding the 
interplay of culture and consumption more generally in appreciating the complex nature of 
cultural change (Peñaloza 1994; Jamal 2003).

Since the 1960s, immigrants from Latin America, Asia, Africa, the Caribbean and the Middle 
East have settled in North America, Western Europe and Australia. There are tremendous 
differences in the level of development and infrastructure of these nations, as well as differ-
ent standards of living for individual migrants and their families. While somewhat problematic 
in potentially overemphasizing differences between nations and underemphasizing similarities 
between them (Nakata 2009), classifying societies as individualist or collectivist continues to be 
a common practice in ethnic marketing research. Schwartz et al. (2010) attempts to understand 
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the tensions between migrant groups and the societies that receive them in terms of differences 
in their values as approximated by characterizing the nations of the migrants and the hosts as 
collectivist or individualist.

Also in this volume, Yang explains how different social goals impact cultural change. 
Specifically, the author suggests that the socialization goal toward collectivism drives people in 
the Eastern culture of China to exhibit high-context communication patterns in comparison with 
the socialization goal towards individualism in the Western culture of the USA that brings about 
low-context styles of communication. Yang relates differences between the concept- and socially 
oriented parental styles to the susceptibility of adolescents to peer influence. Furthermore, the 
author notes differences in authoritative, authoritarian and permissive parental styles across the 
two cultures. Whereas people from the US consider authoritative parenting to be the most effec-
tive style for socialization, people from China report the authoritarian style to be the appropriate 
means of regulating children’s behaviour. Research implications support Laroche et al. (2007) 
in considering acculturative consistency within generations as a relevant factor in understanding 
family decision-making processes among ethnic minority cultures, while ethnic marketing impli-
cations advise the need to use culturally relevant symbols such as authority figures and elders in 
marketing communications targeting Eastern cultures.

A phenomenon largely under-researched in ethnic marketing is category disturbance 
(Chapman and Jamal 1997). Cultural categories are theoretical concepts that are specific to each 
culture and are acted out in daily life. As Chapman (1992) observed, ‘the meeting of different 
cultures is a sustained experience of classificatory disturbance’ (p. 158). The social-anthropological 
literature is rich in detailing the moral importance that social groups attach to maintaining the 
integrity of their systems of classification (Evans-Pritchard 1956; Lienhardt 1961). Differences in 
social classification can generate perceptual barriers and impact social relations within multicul-
tural environments ( Jamal and Chapman 2000; Chapman and Jamal 1997). In the context of the 
coming together of multiple cultures with varying values and classificatory systems, accultura-
tion can be understood by investigating the structure and direction of the classificatory features 
that impact consumption (Applebaum and Jordt 1996; McCracken 1986). A domain relevant to 
investigating such categories in consumption is the internet.

The internet has accelerated globalization processes (Angelides 1997), enabling marketers 
to better tailor their marketing communication programs by developing culturally congruent 
websites (Luna, Peracchio and de Juan 2002). In this context, Bartikowski (this volume) dis-
cusses ethnic minority consumers’ responses to the web. Demographic factors, socio-economic 
status and generational differences within ethnic minority groups account for the digital divide 
between the mainstream and ethnic minority consumers. The author finds that ethnic minority 
consumers are adapting social media, mobile devices (e.g. smart phones) and mobile applications 
more quickly than their mainstream counterparts. The strength of cultural identification appears 
to play a dominant role in explaining how ethnic minorities respond to marketing communica-
tions. Bartikowski’s recommendation to ethnic marketers is to make efforts to identify those 
who care about their ethnic identity and position their communications efforts accordingly. 
Ethnic marketers can improve the effectiveness of their marketing communication efforts by 
developing websites that are culturally congruent.

Here, there and everywhere: identity, space  
and ethnic entrepreneurship

In emphasizing the relational dimensions of ethnic identity, Tonkin, Chapman and McDonald 
(1989) note that ‘a group or an individual has no one identity, but a variety (a potentially very 
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large variety) of possibilities, that only incompletely or partially overlap in social time and social 
space’ (p. 17). The term ‘ethnic’ can be used to describe any social group (be it a minority or 
a majority group) and the notions of ethnic identity and ethnicity exist in a context of opposi-
tions and relativities (Tajfel 1981; Jamal 1997). Most of the prior work discusses ethnic minority 
consumers’ identity positions in the context of meeting one’s heritage and receiving cultures. 
Built into such conceptualizations is the notion of space involving a contrast between here (new 
country) and there (back home). The essays in this section detail how ethnic identity, space and 
entrepreneurial activities are intertwined.

Visconti (this volume) emphasizes how identities of ethnic and mainstream consumers con-
front each other in specific spaces that resonate with physical, geopolitical, cultural, social, 
ideological and political dimensions. His research extends previous research on ethnicity and 
acculturation that has addressed the role of space in the context of a contrast between original 
and destination countries by expanding upon spatial metaphors and thus elaborating the rich and 
varied multicultural nature of everyday experience. Visconti elaborates how ethnic minorities 
use local, regional and supranational articulations of physical space in creating more nuanced 
and richer ethnic identities; how they compare, reinforce and modify the ethnic stereotypes that 
others impose on them, and how they become part of a nation in using its social services and in 
contributing to its cultural life. In viewing acculturation phenomena from the lens of physical, 
cultural and social spaces, Visconti suggests new research directions in investigating the accul-
turating experiences of both ethnic minority and mainstream groups and in considering more 
comprehensive social exchanges involving multiple countries and contexts. By incorporating 
spatial metaphors, his work has helped advance ethnic marketing and transformative research 
and public policy.

Visconti’s chapter, like many of the chapters in this book, builds upon previous studies that 
consider consumption to be a personal, social and material process that constitutes identity and 
serves as the terrain for cultural expression. Consumption itself becomes a space (Visconti, this 
volume) where ethnic consumers experience the joys and pleasures of cultural familiarities and 
the challenges and discomforts of differences. In ways parallel to theoretical understandings of 
interpretations and meanings in the consumption of physical goods (Douglas and Isherwood 
1980), the essential feature of space appears to be consumers’ capacity to make linguistic and 
poetic sense. Thus, space is very good for thinking through the contexts, meetings and identity 
and community constructions of multiple cultures. Space is both visible in the physical sense 
and invisible in the social, cultural and ideological sense as vital parts of culture and as the arena 
in which ethnicity and ethnic identity are forged and contested.

The steady rise in ethnic minority populations and their spending power provide significant 
entrepreneurial opportunities ( Jamal 2005; Ram 1994). Previous work by Wamwara-Mbugua, 
Cornwell and Boller (2008) discusses the acculturation experiences of Kenyan immigrants using 
the metaphor of ‘an entrenched African American subculture’ within a U.S. majority culture. 
Jamal (2003) noted that small and medium sized ethnic minority enterprises, ethnic media, and 
religious and cultural centres act as acculturating agents facilitating ethnic identity formulation. 
Mehmood, Jamal and Sriram (this volume), contribute to this previous work by emphasizing 
the social innovations and economic and social contributions to ethnic community of ethnic 
entrepreneurs. These authors explain the importance of social capital in building and bridging 
economic relations and consider social innovation as an ethno-marketing strategy for social and 
economic development and prosperity. The growth of ethnic entrepreneurs moves in the oppo-
site direction from the global consolidation of capital, and thus provides an important source of 
dynamism in ethnic communities. Their work echoes earlier work that considers ethnic minori-
ties not only as consumers but also as producers (e.g. Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). Abid et al. call 
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for benchmarking the socially innovative features of ethnic entrepreneurship for developing and 
implementing innovative ethnic marketing strategies.

Also exploring entrepreneurship, Ojo, Nwankwo and Gbadamosi (this volume) track 
tensions and movements in the UK ethnic marketing landscape, as transnational activities, 
cross-border flows and the diffusion of ethnic minority entrepreneurship into the mainstream 
marketplace blur the boundaries among various ethnic groups. Prior research has attributed the 
growth limits of extended family ethnic minority businesses to family size and trust. The authors 
suggest that things may change when the younger generation takes control of these businesses. 
They elaborate additional dimensions of family owned enterprises, including breaking out of 
ethnic enclaves, business positioning and the role of entrepreneurial, symbolic and cultural 
capital as well as trust in ethnic entrepreneurship. The authors provide implications for future 
research that contextualize and add more nuanced understandings to dynamics of trust among 
ethnic entrepreneurs.

In a related domain, Ruvalcaba and Venkatesh (this volume) investigate internet-technology 
adoption among Hispanic small businesses in the USA. Using an ethnoconsumerist and ethno-
marketing approach to understanding the motivation and barriers to technology usage, they 
identify cultural factors such as the tendency to stay connected with the community, the need 
for personal interaction, the lack of trust towards internet technology and risk aversiveness. 
Their findings identify a culture-based preference among Hispanic entrepreneurs for having a 
physical space instead of a virtual one and stress the importance of developing, maintaining and 
nurturing interpersonal relations with Hispanic clients. The perception that patterns of social 
relations within the Hispanic community are at risk triggers potential users’ reluctance to use 
internet technology. To overcome this reluctance, the authors suggest enhancing the overall 
value proposition of technology products so that it resonates with Hispanic businesses, and 
assisting and empowering Hispanic entrepreneurs to utilize the cultural/social capital of the 
community in their businesses.

Their work raises important lessons for ethnic marketers. For example, the ethnoconsumerist 
and ethno-marketing approaches can provide deeper insights into the cultural dynamics under-
pinning business practices. In researching ethnic business practices, it is important to make explicit 
social relationships of various kinds, such as the value of business practices in the family and 
the community and the organization of time and space. Further, ethnoconsumerist and ethno-
marketing approaches assist market researchers in attending to the specific meanings and rituals in 
business culture and to the culturally constituted nature of market behaviour (McCracken 1986). 
Implicit in such an approach is an effort to understand the entirety of the business system as mani-
fest in the lived practices, through which individuals attribute sense and meaning to artifacts and 
activities. Because efforts to understand a different culture are always partial (Clifford and Marcus 
1986), researchers’ pursuit of holistic analysis and cultural understanding is of tremendous value.

Globalization, religion and materialism

The rapid and widespread movement of people, capital, and products and services is impact-
ing ethnic consumers across the globe. The integration of multiple heritage and receiving 
cultures with multiple consumer cultures globally in markets impacts ethnic minority iden-
tity formation and reformulation (Askegaard et al. 2005). Religion is a significant marker of  
ethnic identity in the global marketplace (e.g., Jamal & Sukor 2014). Recent ethnic con-
sumer research suggests differences between ethnic minority consumers with high levels 
of religiosity as compared to those with low levels of religiosity ( Jamal and Sharifuddin 
2014), with implications regarding materialism (Cleveland and Chang 2009), cultural identity 
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(Lindridge 2005), consumption (Sood and Nasu 1995) and power in the marketplace (Jamal 
1997). Izberk-Bilgin (this volume) examines the myriad ways in which transnational flows 
of people, capital, products and services, and ideas inform ethnicity and religion in people’s 
consumption and connections to brands. She elaborates the conflation of ethnicity and reli-
gion in ethnic marketing research and explains the divergent trends towards and away from 
religion in consumption and markets. Distinguishing between consumer activism, ethno-
religious ideologies, faith-based markets and marketing, the author highlights the convergent 
efforts of consumers, religious organizations, cultural intermediaries and government in alter-
ing the importance of religion in consumption. Her findings are particularly significant given 
the ever larger numbers of migrant workers, tourists, expatriates, refugees and students who 
cross borders and, in the process of doing so, encounter and react to what they perceive to be 
cultural threats and opportunities, thus contributing to an already heightened global sense of 
the ‘religiously other’. In closing, Izberk-Bilgin maps future research directions at the inter-
section of religion, identity and social relations in exploring how markets and consumption 
facilitate people’s pursuit of personal meaning and spiritual transcendence.

Cleveland (this volume) provides a comprehensive account of the extent to which ethnic-
ity combines with acculturation to advance materialistic values across different cultures and 
consumption contexts. The rise of global mass media; significant advancements in technology, 
including the widespread adoption of internet and social media; tourism; cosmopolitanism; 
English language usage as well as an openness to GCC all act as agents of change impacting 
ethnic minority consumers’ predispositions to adapt to other cultures and traditions and gain 
a materialist orientation. Yet at the same time, divergent counter trends also gain momentum, 
such that ethnic minority consumers reassert ethnic and religious identities and consumption 
practices. Ethnic marketers face the challenge of employing themes associated with materialism 
such as achievement, success, abundance, status and glamour, while at the same time reinforcing 
ethnic and cultural identities. The author closes with a timely call for anthropological perspec-
tives in research on materialism across cultures.

Marketing, market segmentation and targeting

Ethnic difference is a basic consideration in market segmentation and targeting. Zúñiga and 
Torres (this volume) analyze demographic and lifestyle features of Hispanics, African Americans 
and Asian Americans in the USA and point to distinctions in education, technology usage, health 
care, and economic and political activities through which the three groups experience and cope 
with the forces of acculturation. Hispanics tend to avoid pan-ethnic labels like Hispanic and 
instead use family origin to identify themselves. They tend to have positive perceptions of the 
US and view learning English as a pathway to success. Self-reported high levels of brand loyalty 
characterize them as a valuable market for companies. Political affiliation continues to strongly 
support Democratic political candidates as 71 per cent of Hispanics voted for Barack Obama in 
2012. African American consumers continue to grow in numbers and economic power. Those 
who strongly identify with African culture prefer adverts featuring African American models 
and these models appear fairly prominently in TV and print advertising, especially in special-
ized media. Asian Americans represent a diverse group in terms of country of origin. Japanese 
Americans are more likely to attend to English language media than Chinese, Vietnamese and 
Korean Americans, who preference their native languages. Most Asians are brand loyal but look 
for high-quality brands at reasonable prices. The significant growth of ethnic diversity, combined 
with growing affluence and purchasing power, active political participation and engagement, and 
greater use of new technologies in the US offers substantial opportunities while challenges remain 
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in targeting and segmenting various minority groups in the diverse nature of ethnic groups and 
their use and preference for different languages.

Sekhon (this volume) explores the links among ethnicity, identity and consumption in address-
ing the bicultural self and identity in the consumption decision making of ethnic minority 
consumers. While acknowledging generational differences, the author suggests that ethnic minor-
ity consumers tend to experience multiple and fluid identities, and that consumption patterns, 
acculturation levels and self-relevant experiences help explain identity formation. She argues that 
ethnic minority consumer decision making is a complex, diverse and nonlinear process impacted 
by globalization, transnationalism and interactivity in the marketplace. Sekhon’s work is consistent 
with recent acculturation work in marketing that considers the impact of macro- and micro-level 
factors on identity formation and the construction of ethnicity in consumption decision making.

In another work in this volume, Alam laments the dearth of marketing efforts targeting 
religious minorities with financial services. The author makes a case for multinational banks to 
enter the niche ethnic area of Islamic banking and finance with specially targeted services, warn-
ing that ethnic minority customers tend to be quite analytical and critical and may have higher 
than normal expectations for financial service providers. He further advises bank marketers to 
engage with ethnic minority customers, particularly those with strong ties in respective commu-
nities, at the very early stages in developing and tailoring their services and then later in helping 
disseminate financial knowledge using their own expertise and social networks.

Also important is attending to the variation within subcultures. The study of consumers 
at subcultural levels poses valuable opportunities to better understand patterns of class, sta-
tus and ethnicity. Lindridge (this volume) discusses the key problems underpinning traditional 
approaches to segmenting ethnic minority markets. He notes that early applications of market 
segmentation by marketers at the turn of the century encouraged assimilation, whereas later 
efforts from the 1970s onward emphasized the unique needs of ethnic groups in segmenting 
markets. He cites the example of Proctor and Gamble targeting promotions for its hugely popu-
lar Gain detergent brand to the African American and Latino market segments in the US. His 
analysis highlights problems in the use of segmentation criteria requiring minimal within-group 
differences and maximal between-group differences. His discussion elaborates the shortcomings 
of demographic, geographic, psychographic and behaviouristic measures and the strengths of 
acculturation measures in segmenting markets and targeting consumers based on ethnicity.

Elliot, Cherian and Casakin (this volume) present the case of transcultural consumers who 
seek to embrace diversity and move beyond the confines of their own cultures by attending 
cultural festivals and purchasing art. Such consumers view cultural artifacts as opportunities to 
adapt and transform their personal and collective selves and rework their multiple, nested and 
elective identities. The authors argue for an approach to marketing ethnicity that considers 
consumption as integral to the construction of a transcultural identity. Citing the case of ethnic 
artists as cultural producers and visitors to the neighbourhood festival as transcultural consumers, 
the authors make a strong case for marketers to develop strategies that are inclusive of multiple 
cultural groups. Such scholarly work is emblematic of the significant opportunities in marketing 
research investigating the role of agency and subjectivity in the production and consumption 
of ethnicity.

Advertising

Yoo and Lee (this volume) explore ethnic consumers’ responses to multicultural advertising 
using a range of theories including identification (Kelman 1961), distinctiveness (McGuire 
1984), in-group biasness (Brewer 1979), accommodation and polarized appraisal (Linville 1982) 
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theories. Overall, those who reported strong sentiments about their ethnicity and identity 
tended to prefer advertisements that were congruent with their culture and behaviour and fea-
ture ethnically similar models. Furthermore, ethnic minority consumers appreciate adverts that 
show sensitivity to their culture, and demonstrate higher levels of trust for culturally sensitive 
advertising messages.

Chávez’s (this volume) attention to the need for cultural reflexivity in advertising practice 
and research is a timely one. Unbalanced representations of ethnicity in the marketplace create 
challenges for advertisers, their clients, consumers and society. The author speaks of particular 
challenges related to misrepresentations, faulty assumptions, and personal and organizational 
interests between cultural producers, consumers and intermediaries. He elaborates on the 
cultural homogeneity that results from the increased institutional concentration in advertising 
agencies, client appeasements and the professional ambitions of advertising executives. Ethnic 
marketers’ tendency to invest authority in cultural intermediaries, in this case advertising 
agencies, can be self-defeating when they devalue the very cultural knowledge and expertise 
they seek. It is important to recognize that cultural knowledge construction in advertising 
is an inter-subjective process incorporating various subjectivities with differences in power. 
Implications from this work point to subtle cultural, personal and organizational barriers 
inhibiting the performance of advertising professionals and the ability of brand managers to 
accept the expertise of the cultural intermediaries they hire to learn about ethnic consumers. 
Chávez recommends that advertisers and marketers reflect upon and overcome their organi-
zational biases in producing, circulating and disseminating cultural knowledge about ethnic 
minority consumers.

Khairullah and Khairullah (this volume) find cultural differences in how ethnic consumers 
perceive advertisements. In six studies of Asian-Indian Americans originating from India the 
authors noted that these consumers are among the wealthiest and highly educated ethnic seg-
ment in the US and include diverse religious, cultural and regional backgrounds. Those with 
low levels of acculturation report a preference for advertisements with Indian models over those 
with American models, although such preferences decrease as level of acculturation increases. 
The authors conclude that level of acculturation can guide firms in segmenting and targeting 
Indian American consumers.

Ethical and public policy in ethnic marketing

Ethnic minorities are a visible part of consumer culture in major cosmopolitan cities around 
the globe, triggering the need to apply a policy of fairness and equal opportunity for everyone. 
Indeed, there exists significant opportunities for making inroads into ethnic minority market 
segments for those who integrate ethics into their marketing strategy. Pires and Stanton (this 
volume) provide a comprehensive overview of ethical concerns regarding the way ethnicity is 
approached and integrated into marketing practices, including the social exclusion and loss of 
self-esteem by ethnic minority consumers that result from marketers’ failure to address specific 
cultural needs and wants. Reinforcement of stereotypes, incorrect ascriptions to communities 
and race-based discrimination are additional ethical issues arising in ethnic market targeting 
efforts, and these issues are rendered increasingly important and complex in contributing to a 
‘digital divide’ in access to information technology globally. The authors conclude by devel-
oping a comprehensive ethical assessment framework for firms to implement ethical ethnic 
marketing efforts.

In closing the book, Peñaloza (this volume) builds upon several of the previous chapters 
in discussing contemporary opportunities and challenges in public policy. She points to a 
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growing trend towards greater awareness and sensitivity of ethnicity as a valid part of society, 
not just in private life, and emphasizes that ethnic minority consumers actively co-create 
value in marketing exchanges as both consumers and producers. In contributing insights to 
public policy regarding ethnic marketing, she highlights the inherently social and relational 
nature of cultural identity and ethnicity and the different positioning of ethnic groups in 
terms of access to resources and power structures. Citing the discussion of social plurality 
and difference in the social sciences, she recommends that public policy workers suspend 
their belief in their ability to truly know another as the means of better attaining the goals 
of dialogic and more effective forms of communication. She further discusses the legacy 
of post-colonial relations for its role in developing markets across the globe, and points to 
the growing realization among ethnic consumers that market activity can be harnessed for 
community development and the need for unifying public policy that serves the national 
mandates of fair and equal treatment. Public policy, ethnic differences and the reproduction 
of unequal power in the marketplace remain at the top of the many issues requiring greater 
understanding. Recommendations for public policy development and implementation point 
to the importance of positioning ethnic groups, and not just individual members, as valuable 
entities in their own right, worthy of recognition and address as agents and to the neces-
sity of treating ethnic groups and people as equal participants in relation to others in the  
marketplace and in society.
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2
Models of culture change

Michel Laroche and Ahmad Jamal

Introduction

Migration involves movements of people from one place to another and many Western 
countries have a long history of attracting immigrants from different parts of the world. The 
impact of migration and resettlement on the consumption experiences of immigrants has long 
been a matter of great interest to researchers (Hui, Joy, Kim and Laroche 1992) in various 
disciplines like anthropology, sociology, social psychology and consumer behaviour. The key 
question of how immigrants remain involved with their culture of origin (even after spend-
ing substantial amounts of time in their respective countries of destination) is an enduring 
one in multicultural environments like the USA, Canada, Australia and the UK. Different 
theoretical frameworks exist explaining the phenomena, and this chapter aims to review such 
frameworks and identify future research directions.

Models of culture change

Melting pot and assimilation

In its purest form, the melting pot ideology ‘assumed that each ethnic group would blend into 
a national whole that was greater than the sum of the ethnic parts’ (Crispino 1980, p. 6). Such 
ideology underpins the phenomenon of assimilation, which is ‘the process of interpenetration 
and fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, sentiments and attitudes of other 
persons or groups and by sharing their experience and history, are incorporated with them in a 
common cultural life’ (Park and Burgess 1921, p. 735, cited in Gordon 1964, p. 62).

From this definition, Gordon (1964) identified seven types of assimilation. First, cultural 
or behavioural assimilation happens when the immigrants change their patterns (including 
religious beliefs and observance) to those of the host society. Second, structural assimilation 
happens when the immigrants enter, at a large scale, cliques, clubs and institutions of the host 
society on a primary group level. Third, marital assimilation occurs when the immigrants have 
large scale intermarriages with members of the host society. Fourth, identifical assimilation 
occurs when the immigrants develop a sense of people-hood or ethnicity based exclusively 
on the values of host society. Fifth, attitudinal receptional assimilation occurs when the immi-
grants do not encounter any prejudiced attitudes. Sixth, behavioural receptional assimilation 
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occurs when the immigrants do not encounter any discriminatory behaviour. Finally, civic 
assimilation occurs when the immigrants do not have any conflict for value and power with 
members of the host society.

According to Gordon, acculturation referred only to what he described as cultural or behavioural 
assimilation. Hence ‘acculturation’ in this sense was presented as part of an overall phenomenon 
called ‘assimilation’. Accordingly, acculturation was treated as a linear bipolar process, by which 
individuals within immigrant communities give up the attitudes, values and behaviours of their 
original culture when acquiring those of the host culture (Gordon 1964). This definition con-
founds acquisition of host-cultural traits with the loss of original-cultural traits (Kim, Laroche 
and Tomiuk 2001). From a theoretical viewpoint, this perspective fails to consider alternatives 
to assimilation such as integrated or bi-cultural identities (Dion and Dion 2001).

Furthermore, a substantial amount of research in the last five decades into immigrants and 
the way they behave, act and consume does not provide significant support for everyone 
in the immigrants’ communities to assimilate in the way described by Gordon (1964). The 
assimilation approach is also criticized on the grounds that the it is ‘uni-directional’, with 
movement always towards replacement of old (country of origin) with new (country of des-
tination) (see for example Hui et al. 1992; Padilla 1980). Rather than assimilating in its purest 
form and in its entirety, immigrants tend to engage in a more complex form of adaptation:  
(a) acquiring some skills and/or traits to function within a host culture and (b) retaining 
aspects of their culture of origin. The former has been referred to as acculturation and the latter 
as ethnic identity (Phinney 1990; 1992).

Acculturation

According to Redfield, Linton and Herskovits (1936), acculturation ‘results when groups of 
individuals having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact, with subsequent 
changes in the original cultural patterns of either or both groups’ (p. 149). The Social Science 
Research Council defined acculturation as the ‘culture change that is initiated by the con-
junction of two or more autonomous cultural systems’ (Palmer 1954, p. 974). Most defini-
tions found in the literature have common denominators: (a) people from two cultural origins;  
(b) continuous contact of two groups and (c) adaptation of cultural dimensions by individuals 
in groups. While cultural change occurs as a result of any intercultural contact anywhere in the 
world (e.g. teenagers around the world adopting Western cultural values due to their exposure 
to Global Consumer Culture (GCC) and engagement with global social media), the cultural 
change (under the term ‘acculturation’) is often studied among individuals (e.g., immigrants, 
refugees, asylum seekers and sojourners such as international students) living in countries or 
regions other than they were born (Schwartz Unger, Zamboanga and Szapocznik 2010).

Within marketing, ‘consumer acculturation’ is the ‘process through which people raised 
in one culture acquire consumption-related values, attitudes and customs of another culture, 
through direct or indirect contact’ (Schiffman, Dillon and Ngumah 1981). Peñaloza (1994) 
identifies three steps in the consumer acculturation process: (1) move, where one immigrates to 
a new country; (2) translate, where one associates host culture’s concepts with home culture’s 
ones to comprehend the new environment; and (3) adapt, where one learns how to function 
in the new culture. These steps of the consumer acculturation process are identified in several 
contexts, i.e., Hispanics, Blacks, European immigrants in the United States and Canada, and 
Muslims in Europe (Palumbo and Teich 2004). However, they do not follow a linear trend, but 
a complex, dynamic, cyclic and irregular process by which immigrants experience foreclosure 
(i.e. acceptance without question), then move to a crisis before finally reaching moratorium 
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(i.e. questioning and experimenting). Immigrants can go back and forth through these phases 
before achieving an identity (Steenkamp 2001).

Ethnic identity

For Phinney (1990) ethnic identity is: (a) based on context and meaningfulness in relation 
to a dominant culture; (b) fluid and malleable after immigration; (c) confounded with accul-
turation; (d) more salient after immigration; and (e) not specific to one ethnic group. In many 
conceptualizations, ethnic identity and acculturation are confounded. This is represented by a 
bipolar model of acculturation or changing ethnic identity (Phinney 1990; Phinney and Ong 
2007; Laroche, Pons and Richard 2009). This model represents an assimilationist perspective 
where acquisitions of host-cultural traits are accompanied by some weakening of the original 
culture. In others, the two constructs are independent. However, a further flexible perspective 
provides a more complex representation of changing culture (Berry 1990; Keefe and Padilla 
1987; Mendoza 1989; Phinney 1990; Laroche et al. 2009). Thus, highly acculturated people 
may exhibit high ethnic identity; and conversely, high ethnic identity people may show varying 
levels of acculturation. This perspective is related to multiculturalism and is a better theoretical 
base for the study of culture change (Berry 1990).

Situational nature of culture change

Acculturation is viewed as a multi-dimensional process. Researchers argue that the acquisition 
of new cultural traits and the weakening of traditional cultures vary from trait to trait (Hui, 
Joy, Kim and Laroche 1993; Keefe and Padilla 1987; Mendoza 1989). This selective acculturation 
explains the tendency of immigrants to adopt some strategic traits such as learning English to gain 
employment while maintaining native values and traditions (Keefe and Padilla 1987). Thus, 
processes like acculturation or ethnic identity are adaptive responses to structural situations 
(Yancey, Eriksen and Juliani 1976; Frideres and Goldenberg 1982). Bouchet (1995) provides 
support by arguing that ethnic identity is like a bricolage whereby one builds self-identity on 
the basis of heterogeneous elements taken from a diversity of cultural representations and prac-
tices. Stayman and Deshpandé (1989) argue that persons in multicultural societies have a set of 
ethnic and other identities that are differentially salient in different situations. Like mainstream 
consumers, immigrants may have multiple selves (Markus and Kunda 1986) and may engage in 
culture swapping ( Jamal 2003; Oswald 1999). Stayman and Deshpandé (1989) gave the example 
of the salience of Irish ethnicity felt by an Irish American on St. Patrick’s Day, and how it might 
affect the choice of a restaurant on that day compared to non-Irish holidays.

Hyperacculturation

Wallendorf and Reilly (1983) found that Mexican Americans, Anglo Americans and Mexicans 
living in Mexico all had different consumption patterns, with Mexican Americans consuming 
the most ‘American-type’ products. Thus, Mexican Americans over-assimilate to prior percep-
tions of American cultural styles and these conceptions of American lifestyles may originate 
from inferences drawn from the mass media (ibid.). Similar patterns are found among Korean 
Americans (Wei-Na and Koog-Hyang 1992) and Italian Americans (Celeste 2006).

According to cultivation theory, people are brought up in a mass-mediated environment 
(Gerbner, Gross, Morgan and Signorielli 1980) and immigrants to the United States – while 
learning its culture – rely more on material symbols and indirect exposure (e.g. through 
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television) than on direct exposure and participation in related events (Wallendorf and 
Arnould 1988). Television viewing studies find that people with little direct social experi-
ences more likely assume that these images of the host society are real (Conway Dato-on 
2000). Thus, immigrants may become over-assimilated to the host culture, falsely accepting 
the consumption cues provided by the mass media. The notion of hyper-acculturation 
or over-acculturation may also apply to members of the host society who may experi-
ence cultural change following their exposure to immigrant cultural groups ( Jamal 2003). 
For example, Jamal (1996) documents instances of over-acculturation among the native 
English in Bradford (UK) who consumed spicier and hotter Asian dishes than did the British 
Pakistanis in the same town.

Askegaard, Arnould and Kjeldgaard (2005) studying Greenlandic immigrants in four Danish 
cities found evidence in support of Greenlandic hyperculture. Immigrants idealized cultural 
possessions associated with Greenland and consumed hyped commercial elements as emblems 
of authentic culture—with their identities becoming more Greenlandic than the Greenlandic 
people. This hyperassimilated identity involving elements of cultural maintenance and authen-
ticity represented a reverse of the hyperassimilated identity identified by Wallendorf and Reilly 
(1983) in a North American context (Askegaard et al. 2005). There are other examples where 
immigrants seek to become more ethnic than their counterparts in the host culture. For exam-
ple, Jamal (1997) documents the case of British Pakistanis in Bradford (UK) who sought 
to experience Islamic and cultural identities in the UK more strongly than the Muslims in 
Pakistan.

Dimensions of culture change

The indicators of acculturation are classified into behavioural, attitudinal, linguistic, psycho-
logical and socio-economic dimensions (Olmedo, Martinez and Martinez 1978). They vary in 
types and numbers from one group to another and from one study to another. For any specific 
group, these dimensions are the salient features of identification (Christian, Gadfield, Giles and 
Taylor 1976). Some of the accepted indicators of cultural change are: (a) language, (b) friendship 
networks, (c) religion, (d) participation in ethnic organizations, (e) food preferences, (f ) ethnic celebra-
tions, and (g) politics (e.g. Driedger 1975; Phinney 1990; Rosenthal and Feldman 1992). Other  
indicators of culture change include music, dress and media consumption (e.g. Peñaloza 1994).

An exhaustive literature search on ethnic identity and acculturation shows that some dimen-
sions appear with higher frequencies (Laroche, Kim, Tomiuk and Belisle 2005). Thus, a structure 
of ethnic acculturation or identity applicable to many but not all groups may include: (a) one 
or more language-based dimensions and (b) an ethnic attachment dimension. Various language-
based factors emerge as dimensions for several ethnic groups (Aboud and Christian 1979; de la 
Garza, Newcomb and Myers 1995; Giles, Taylor, Lambert and Goodwin 1976). Most measures 
include language-based items in contexts, which include media consumption/exposure (e.g. Keefe 
and Padilla 1987) and family (e.g., Keefe and Padilla 1987; Valencia 1985). Ethnic attachment 
also emerge as an important dimension of ethnic identity (Keefe and Padilla 1987; Kwan and 
Sodowsky 1997; Phinney 1992).

Bi-dimensional models

Scholars state that when original and host-cultural identities are independent, the cultural 
adaptation process can be better understood (Berry 2005; 2009). Congruent with this view-
point, studies of ethnic groups in the United States and Canada find that the adaptation process 
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does not necessarily cause the loss of one’s original ethnic identity (Lambert, Mermigis and 
Taylor 1986). There are six key bi-dimensional models: (1) Berry’s model, (2) Mendoza and 
Martinez’s model, (3) Laroche and colleagues’ model, (4) Cleveland and Laroche’s AGCC 
model, (5) Cleveland and colleagues’ extended model and (6) Laroche and colleagues’ non-
linear model.

Berry’s model

For Berry (1990), countries with official multiculturalism policies and acceptance of ethnic 
cultures and identities allow for high degrees of culture maintenance across generations of 
immigrants.

Berry (1980) states that change occurs along two independent dimensions: (1) the degree of 
maintenance of the original culture and (2) the degree of conformity to the attitudes and behaviours 
of the host culture. Dichotomizing these two dimensions provides four acculturation patterns 
(ibid.). Thus, adapting to the values, norms and traditions of the host society does not require 
or accompany a weakening cultural maintenance. Those who maintain their original identity 
while adopting traits of the host culture follow an integrationist route. Those who maintain their 
original culture while rejecting host-cultural traits adopt a separatist position. Those who aban-
don their ethnic identity in favour of host-cultural traits follow the assimilation route. Finally, 
those who neither maintain original cultural traits, nor adopt host cultural ones are marginalized 
or decultured. Research on Berry’s (1980) conceptual framework (e.g., Kim, Laroche and Joy 
1990; Laroche, Kim, Hui and Tomiuk 1998; Hui et al. 1992) found strong support for the inte-
grationist – rather than the assimilationist – perspective. Integrated (or ‘bi-cultural’) consumers 
often experience high levels of self-esteem, confidence and pro-social behaviours (e.g. Chen, 
Benet-Martínez and Bond 2008) and are better able to adapt to cultural differences (Benet- 
Martínez and Haritatos 2005).

Berry (1990) stated that the acculturation process may operate unevenly, i.e. ethnic minor-
ity consumers may exhibit varying levels of acculturation while acting on different social and 
family roles (O’Guinn and Faber 1985). For Stayman and Deshpandé (1989) the degree of 
acculturation is context-specific, i.e. one may acquire aspects of the host culture when deemed 
appropriate (e.g. at work), and reject the same when they are no longer appropriate ( Jun, Ball 
and Gentry 1993). Many ethnic minority consumers seek the ‘best of both worlds’, valuing 
both heritage and host cultures, expressing positive attitudes towards consumables emblematic 
of both cultural environments (Askegaard et al. 2005).

Mendoza and Martinez’s model

Mendoza and Martinez (1981) suggested a different four-typology conceptualization of accultura-
tion patterns: (1) cultural resistance (i.e. actively or passively resisting acquisitions of host-cultural 
norms and behaviours while maintaining traditional customs), (2) cultural shift (i.e. new host-
cultural norms are substituted for traditional customs), (3) cultural incorporation (i.e. customs are 
adapted from both original and host cultures) and (4) cultural transmutation (i.e. a unique subcul-
tural entity is developed from a modification or combination of both native and host-cultural 
norms). One key aspect of Mendoza and Martinez’s  framework is that ethnic groups may use 
one acculturation pattern for certain customs while using other patterns for others: ‘immigrant  
individuals are generally multifaceted with respect to the various types and dimensions of 
acculturation’ (Mendoza 1989, p. 374). Despite differences in terminologies, there are overlaps 
and similarities between models proposed by Mendoza and Martinez (1981) and Berry (1980).
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Laroche and colleagues’ (Chinese, French/English,  
Italian and Greek) models

Derived from the bi-dimensional perspective to the immigrant adaptation process, a growing 
number of researchers (e.g. Laroche, Kim, Hui and Joy 1996) took a different approach by 
measuring the two dimensions (i.e. acculturation and ethnic identity) separately. Acculturation 
is multi-dimensional (Rogler, Cortes and Malgady 1991), implying that the adaptation pro-
cess likely occurs at different rates in different socio-cultural spheres such as at work or in the 
family. This can be significant in collectivist cultures such as China that emphasize solidarity 
to the group and greatly value family life. Most acculturation research focuses on adult immi-
grant consumers and Laroche, Yang, Kim and Chan’s (2006) attempt in incorporating influences 
in the family represented a step in the right direction. Interactions among children and parents 
play a significant role in the resettlement process in a new cultural environment and in inter-
generational discourse within immigrant families. Laroche, Yang, Kim and Richard (2007) 
introduced the concept of family acculturative distance and showed it led to differing patterns of 
family decision making.

Chinese family triadic acculturation

Research by Laroche et al. (2006) fills a void in family studies by the development and valida-
tion of an empirical family triadic self-report instrument that examines the acculturation levels 
of Chinese immigrant families in North America. The Chinese Family Triadic Acculturation 
(CFTA) scale conceptualizes acculturation as part of the immigrant adaptation process with 
multi-dimensional measures, and enables researchers to assess attitudes and behaviours in a vari-
ety of situations. Unlike previous studies, they developed and validated an acculturation measure 
through multiple-respondent, multiple-item data from fathers, mothers and children. The use 
of multiple respondents as multiple methods required a strict measure purification process in 
which both internal consistency and inter-group agreement had to be taken into account. Of the 
twenty-two initial items, the purification process produced nine items that probed three distinct 
facets of acculturation. The CFTA scale included three factors, namely English-Chinese (E-C) 
identification and attachment, English language use at home and E-C social interaction. This solution was 
confirmed by another study conducted by Kim, Laroche and Tomiuk (2004).

The test of the construct validity of the CFTA scale entailed applying confirmatory factor 
analysis to the data, regarding three dimensions of acculturation as ‘traits’, and the average scores 
from different respondents on the multiple-item measures as ‘methods’. Analyses yielded con-
sistent evidence of the convergent and discriminant validity of the triadic measures. Therefore, 
the CFTA scale was treated as a reliable instrument in assessing the relative acculturation levels 
incorporating views of all family members for Chinese immigrant families.

One issue that arose concerned acculturation measurement. Media consumption embed-
ded in the category of English language use in the questionnaire (i.e. language use when reading 
newspapers/magazines and watching movies/videotapes) neither showed up as a distinct 
dimension of acculturation nor was it revealed as significant factor loadings in factor analyses. 
This finding was surprising since media exposure has been found to relate significantly to 
immigrants’ acculturation (Lee and Tse 1994). According to Douglas and Macquin (1977), the 
differences in lifestyles of consumers from different countries may lead to different effective-
ness for different media. Given the distinctness of Chinese ethnic groups, further studies should 
extend media exposure measures to the exposure of TV and radio programs to investigate its 
role in the acculturation assessment of family triads.
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Overall, as an exploratory investigation of the CFTA scale, the results were encouraging. 
Although further research is required with a larger sample and revised measures of mass commu-
nication, findings propose that the CFTA scale may exhibit satisfactory validity and reliability, and 
that it shows promise as a useful tool for researchers working with Chinese immigrant families.

French/English acculturation

Studies by Laroche et al. (1996) revealed that French Canadian (FC) ethnic affiliation and accultur-
ative tendency toward the English Canadian (EC) culture were two major dimensions underlying 
FC ethnic change brought on by continuous contacts with English Canadians. FC ethnic affiliation, 
as indicated by FC social interactions, FC family, FC self-identification and attachment to FC 
culture, in essence reflected FC individuals’ psychological, social, as well as cultural identification 
with their ethnic origins. On the other hand, the acculturative tendency dimension, as indicated by 
EC social interactions, attachment to EC culture and attitude toward cultural exchange,  reflected 
FC individuals’ social and psychological affinity towards the EC culture.

Italian/Greek ethnic identity

Laroche et al. (2005) adopt a general perspective on ethnic identity rather than a specific one in 
that the structure of ethnic identity is applicable to at least two groups, such as the Greeks and 
the Italians in North America. Traditional Greek and Italian cultures appear to be heterogene-
ous when aspects of identity are considered. Each is defined by specific cultural practices and 
traditions, yet they exemplify strongly imbedded characteristics that are common and equally 
important to both groups. Specifically, Laroche et al. suggest that ethnic identity, in such a 
context, involves multiple dimensions, which include: (a) ethnic language use with family members, 
(b) ethnic language media exposure and (c) ethnic attachment. The three dimensions formed impor-
tant aspects of Greek and Italian ethnic identities within multicultural Canada. Language issues 
are clearly relevant to Italian and Greek identities.

The extant literature provides support by suggesting that ethnic language use with family mem-
bers is very important to Greek and Italian ethnic identity maintenance (Lambert, Mermigis, 
and Taylor 1986; Rotunno and McGoldrick 1982; Stycos 1948). Similar conclusions appear 
with respect to ethnic language media exposure. For instance, both the Italian and Greek com-
munities in major metropolitan areas of Canada (e.g., Montreal and Toronto) have their own 
ethnic language newspapers, magazines and radio stations. Also, print media forms from the 
original country are numerous and readily available within their ethnic neighbourhoods. The 
importance of ethnic attachment is also clear with either group. For example, Ramirez (1989) 
discusses the emergence of Italian churches/parishes, issues related to the creation of Italian 
schools and the number of Italian grocery stores, clubs, cafés and community organizations. 
Moreover, Italian immigrants from the same area in Italy tend to intermarry and form residential 
clusters in cities. Similar patterns and findings appear for the Greeks (Chimbos and Agocs 1983; 
Kourvetaris 1971; Lambert, Mermigis and Taylor 1986).

Acculturation to the global consumer culture

The issue of culture change is relevant and applicable to consumers around the world. We 
live in a global world that is characterized by social and cultural interconnectedness, facilitated 
by advancements in technology and, more than ever, exposure and use of social media and 
global consumer culture. The unprecedented improvements in worldwide systems of transport 
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and communication are speeding up the velocity of the diffusion of ideas, information, goods, 
capital and consumer culture. In the backdrop of such trends, Cleveland and Laroche (2007) 
examined the complex interaction and contextual nature of local and global cultural influences 
on consumer behaviour and, in doing so, developed and validated a scale for Acculturation 
to the Global Consumer Culture (AGCC), which considered ‘how individuals acquire the 
knowledge, skills and behaviors that are characteristic of a nascent and deterritorialized global 
consumer culture (GCC)’ (p. 59). Their study identified seven drivers of culture change:  
(1) exposure to and use of English, (2) exposure to global and foreign mass media, (3) exposure 
to marketing activities of multinational corporations, (4) social interactions (e.g. travel, migra-
tion and contacts with foreigners), (5) cosmopolitanism, (6) openness to and desire to participate 
in the GCC and (7) self-identification with the GCC. This scale has been successfully tested in 
several different countries (Cleveland 2006; Hallab 2009; Naghavi 2011; Sobol 2008).

Exposure to global and foreign mass media

The key assumption is that the greater the exposure to global and foreign mass media, the 
greater the AGCC will be. The wide use of electronic media allows consumers from around 
the world to watch the same television shows and movies, listen to the same music and read 
the same news (Cross and Smits 2005); thus they are exposed to the same messages and brands. 
Western media is the ‘teacher from which Third World countries learn to assimilate’ (Schiller 
1976, cited in Roedl 2006, p. 3). It is natural to ‘want what others have’, especially the rich 
and famous portrayed in television programs (Douglas and Isherwood 1978). American televi-
sion is present in many countries as an agent of popular culture. The American film industry 
dominates domestic and international markets, accounting for 58 per cent to 93 per cent of the 
Western-European markets (Hesmondhalgh 2002). Also, the mass media developed from one-
way communication to two-way interactions between sender and receiver (Castells 2000) to 
more interactive social media, which is ‘democratizing the spread of information’ (Legrain 2002, 
p. 313). However, the uneven penetration of electronic media leads to an imbalance of cultural 
influences in the development of the GCC. This is clear through the Western nature of internet 
content, 75 per cent of which is written in English (Gilsdorf 2006).

Exposure to and use of English

The key assumption is that a greater exposure and use of English language facilitates the 
AGCC. English is the language of science (Tenbruck 1990), business, tourism and diplomacy 
(Huntington 1996), and the symbol of modernism and internationalism (Ray, Ryder and Scott 
1994; Alden, Steenkamp and Batra 1999; Graddol 2000). Many consumers around the world 
learn to read and write English (as part of secondary and higher education) and are thus able to 
use the English language as a main tool for operating in most fields: internet, commerce, bank-
ing and travelling. Almost all global brands originate from Western countries and extensively 
use English on product packaging and other forms of marketing communications. While the 
preference for mother tongue and national language has an impact, greater appreciation and use 
of English language facilitates acquisition of consumption-related phenomena such as the GCC.

Exposure to marketing activities of multinational corporations

A greater exposure to marketing activities of global brands and multinationals also facilitates 
culture change. In addition to mass media and language, marketing activities cross borders 
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and influence consumer behaviour worldwide, facilitating culture change. In using advertising 
marketers inform consumers about their products, but in doing so they diffuse cultural values 
through a ‘meaning transfer’ (McCracken 1986). Brands are associated with ‘an image, a set 
of emotions, a way of life’ and ‘are about meaning, not product attributes’ (Legrain 2002,  
pp. 121–3). We live in a world of ‘global brands’ (e.g., Coca-Cola, Nike, Apple, BMW), 
‘global logos’ (e.g., Nike’s ‘swoosh’, McDonald’s ‘golden arches’), ‘global icons’ (e.g., Michael 
Jordon, Paris Hilton, James Bond), ‘global products’ (e.g., cell phones, fast foods, jeans, sushi) 
and ‘global campaigns’ (e.g., McDonald’s ‘Loving It!’, Nike’s ‘Just Do It!’) – all diffusing 
traits of the GCC. Multinationals advertise their products through branding and celebrity/
movie endorsements (Tanner 2002). Coca-Cola portrays the consumption of its beverage as 
‘America’s promise of peace, freedom, prosperity, democracy, and shopping’ (Tanner 2002,  
p. 42). Endorsement strategies are used by companies such as Nike sponsored by Tiger Woods 
in the PGA golf tournaments, Rolex – the wristwatches of James Bond – and FedEx, which 
was promoted in various blockbuster movies such as Cast Away and Spiderman.

Social interactions

Culture change is also facilitated by social interactions occurring through business and leisure 
travel, international studies and migration. People bring in their cultural heritage, which they 
unconsciously diffuse into the mainstream population (Graddol 2000). In addition, the same peo-
ple returning home ‘act as walking displays for glittering consumer goods they bring back from 
their adopted cultures’ (Ger and Belk 1996, p. 281). Social interactions, through direct and indirect 
contacts, facilitate the propagation of the GCC (Appadurai 1996). Tourism is the largest industry 
in the world (Fırat 1995; Legrain 2002). Today, travel is a mainstream activity that has become 
less expensive, faster and accessible to all. Migration is considered as a common occurrence with 
175 million people living outside their country of origin in 2000 (Doyle 2004). Lower travel costs, 
relaxing barriers, advances in information and communication technology, better opportunities 
abroad, and the widespread use of English encourage and facilitate migration (ibid.).

Cosmopolitanism

Cultures are territorially bound, and people belonging to transnational cultures are frequent 
travellers, interacting with people from all around the world to become a part of local social 
networks (Thompson and Tambyah 1999). These individuals are ‘cosmopolitans’ described as 
‘intellectuals who are at home in the cultures of other peoples as well as their own’ (Konrad 
1984, p. 209), as people who have the ‘willingness to explore and experience the panoply 
of transcultural diversity’ (Thompson and Tambyah 1999, p. 216), as individuals ‘participat-
ing in many worlds without becoming part of them’ (Thompson and Tambyah 1999, p. 
220), as cultural gatekeepers  ‘deciding what gets in, and what will be kept out, ignored, 
explicitly rejected’ (Hannerz 1990, p. 258), and as ‘core agents of global cultural flow’ 
(Cleveland 2006, p. 71). Cosmopolitans are distinct from tourists, who only visit different 
countries and act as spectators of, rather than participants in, the culture (Hannerz 1990). 
Cosmopolitans ‘want to be able to sneak backstage rather than being confined to the front 
stage areas’ (Hannerz 1990, p. 242). To be labelled as cosmopolitan, an individual needs to 
possess enough competencies and flexibility (i.e. ‘cultural intelligence’) to adequately experi-
ence world cultures. Cosmopolitanism has been related to educational attainment (Robertson 
and Zill 1997), high motivation predisposing to cosmopolitan consumption practices (Holt 
1998, cited in Thompson and Tambyah 1999, p. 217), and frequent travelling (Santora 2006).  
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Technology and television programs provide the opportunity to experience diverse lifestyles 
and cultures without leaving their country, and thus to be cosmopolitan (Hannerz 1990). 
Cosmopolitans use consumption as a means to integrate into the diverse societies they encoun-
ter. First, it allows them to live like the locals do, by eating the same foods, wearing the same 
clothes, listening to the same music and enjoying the same leisure activities. Second, consump-
tion provides the opportunity to establish a network of local friendships, which further facili-
tates integration into the mainstream culture (Thompson and Tambyah 1999).

Openness to and desire to participate in the global consumer culture

Globalization has created a single forum, where all members live their daily lives and pursue 
their goals in relative terms, comparing themselves with others (Robertson 1992). It is human 
nature to admire and envy the possessions of others. Researchers found that individuals who 
admire the lifestyles and consumption patterns of other countries are more prone to desire 
the ownership of such goods (Appadurai 1996; Alden, Steenkamp and Batra 1999; Batra et al. 
2000). However, individuals do not usually emulate all aspects of a foreign culture, but rather as 
Cleveland (2006, p. 74) stated ‘the acculturation to the global consumer culture is believed to 
be a selective, contextual and adaptive process’.

Also, one does not need to be cosmopolitan to desire to participate in the GCC. For 
example, the ‘global youth’ segment desires consumer goods promoted through global media 
(Alden, Steenkamp and Batra 1999). However they do not necessarily integrate themselves 
into different world societies. Ji and McNeal (2001) explained that the younger generations are 
‘less culture-bound and more open to Western lifestyles and accompanying products’ (p. 80) 
than older ones. Schlegel (2000) stated that it is increasingly difficult to differentiate adolescents 
based on their nationality because their dress, hair styles, music and restaurants tend to be the 
same worldwide. They increasingly speak the same language, namely English. The author also 
stated two reasons to explain the transportability of the global youth culture: first, its elements 
are often banal and require little effort from the listener, viewer, eater and wearer (e.g. fast 
food); second, it propagates universal concepts such as love, sex, fashion, wealth and power, 
which relate to adolescents everywhere.

Self-identification with the global consumer culture

Greater self-identification with the GCC also facilitates culture change. This dimension refers 
to ‘self-ascribed membership in or outright identification with some form of global consumer 
culture’ (Cleveland 2006, p. 165). Consumers around the globe are exposed to foreign cultural 
elements through travel, mass media and global advertising. Thus, they are free to select how 
much they want to identify with some lifestyles and belief systems (Ogden, Ogden and Schau 
2004), which affects their patterns of thinking and behaving. This freedom of choice is contin-
gent on individual factors such as accessibility, income, education and exposure. An individual’s 
self-identification to the GCC allows to go beyond the mere interest or desire to be part of a 
global segment and leads to behaving in accordance with the values of the GCC (i.e. actively 
seek to purchase international products and become a global consumer).

Cleveland and colleagues expanded model

Cleveland, Laroche, Pons and Kastoun (2009) propose a new typology of culture-change  
patterns, based on the relative influence of ethnic identity and acculturation from a consumption 
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perspective. Expanding on the culture-change categorizations proposed by others (Mendoza and 
Martinez 1981; Berry 1980), they propose a classification scheme composed of seven distinct 
culture-change patterns, as summarized in Table 2.1.

As opposed to the absolute boundaries implied by the categorizations proposed by Mendoza 
and Martinez (1981) and Berry (1980), their conceptualization of culture-change patterns and 
subsequent consumption behaviour is more of a matter of degree. Researchers (e.g., Belk 1974; 
McGuire, McGuire, Child and Fujioka 1978; McCracken 1986; Stayman and Deshpandé 1989) 
share the view that an individual’s level of felt ethnicity is, at least in part, situationally deter-
mined. This suggests a ‘heterogeneic’ (McGuire et al. 1978) or elastic conceptualization of 
ethnicity, in that ‘particular contexts may determine which of a person’s communal identities 
or loyalties are appropriate at a given time’ (Paden 1967, as cited in Okamura 1981, p. 452). 
They propose that – depending on the particular context – (home-culture) ethnic identifi-
cation and/or (host-culture) acculturation will play greater, lesser, or non-significant roles in 
predicting consumption behaviours. Under certain conditions, consumption is unrelated to the 
cultural variables (culture-change pattern 1), whereas in other cases, consumption may reflect 
a uni-dimensional process of culture change: assimilation (pattern 7). Consumption behaviour 
may also be a ‘purely monocultural’ occurrence (whereby either acculturation or ethnic iden-
tification is strongly predictive of consumption, patterns 2 and 6, respectively), a ‘relatively 
monocultural’ occurrence (wherein either acculturation or ethnic identification dominates con-
sumption, patterns 3 and 5, respectively), or a bi-cultural occurrence (whereby consumption 
is a more or less balanced function of both acculturation and ethnic identification, pattern 4).

Table 2.1  A proposed typology of culture-change patterns, as a function of acculturation and ethnic 
identification

Culture-change pattern Description, relationship to 
consumption behavior (CB)

Mendoza’s (1989) 
typology*

Berry’s (1980) 
typology

1. Deculturation No relationship of acculturation 
(Acc) nor ethnic identification (Id) 
to consumption behavior (CB).

Marginalization

2. Pure Acculturation Acc strongly predictive of CB, Id 
non-significant.

3. Acculturation 
dominant

Both Acc and Id predictive of CB; 
the former with substantially 
greater magnitude.

4. Balanced Both Acc and Id rather equally 
predictive of CB.

Cultural 
incorporation* Integration

5. Ethnic 
identification 
dominant

Both Acc and Id predictive of CB; 
the latter with substantially 
greater magnitude.

6. Pure ethnic 
identification

Id strongly predictive of CB, Acc 
non-significant.

Cultural 
resistance

Separation

7. Assimilation Unidimensional process of 
acculturation: CB negatively 
related to Acc.

Culture shift Assimilation

Note
*Under certain consumption characteristics/circumstances, Mendoza’s (1989) fourth categorization, cultural trans- 
mutation (i.e., ‘an alteration of native and alternate cultural practices to create a unique subcultural entity,’ p. 373) may 
be a more appropriate descriptor.

} }
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Nonlinear model of acculturation

Following a review of the literature on the empirically found correlations between accultura-
tion and ethnic identification, Laroche et al. (1998) proposed that linguistic acculturation was 
nonlinearly related to ethnic identity. An empirical study was conducted to test this relationship 
using data gathered from multiple studies investigating four different ethnic groups over a period 
of seven years. The findings indicated that these two dimensions of ethnicity were related, and 
that the postulated function provided an excellent fit to the data. The findings suggested a new 
model of adaptation called the ‘attraction-resistance model’, in which the acculturating group 
would initially resist any loss of ethnic identity. Over time, this resistance would weaken with 
increased losses of identity associated in increasing acculturation. The proposed model was con-
sistent with the opposing needs of Brewer’s (1991) social self: need for assimilation and need 
for differentiation.

Moving beyond the bi-dimensional models of acculturation

Flannery, Reise and Yu (2001) proposed a three-dimensional model as an alternative to the uni-
dimensional and the bi-dimensional ones. Their model includes the dimension of home (identity) 
and host (acculturation) orientations, to which they add a third dimension of ethnogenesis, defined 
as the creation of a new culture or ethnicity (e.g. Oswald 1999). The key assumption is that when 
acculturation phenomena overlap with ethnicity phenomena, a new sense of ethnicity is formed 
that goes beyond the typical distinction between home and host cultures. For example, being 
a Chinese American is more than the simple sum of ‘being Chinese’ and ‘being American’. As 
examples, Flannery et al. cite Glazer and Moynihan’s (1970) descriptions of Italian Americans liv-
ing in New York City, whereby such immigrants experience a new culture and a new sense of 
being shaped by distinctive experiences of life in the US. This dimension of ethnogenesis might 
well be related to Mendoza’s (1989) cultural transmutation change pattern as well as reflecting 
Laroche et al.’s (1998) attraction-resistance model.

Flannery et al.’s (2001) argument is particularly relevant to immigrants who, after immigra-
tion and having lived in the new cultural environment for a while, can relate and identify with 
what Wamwara-Mbugua, Cornwell and Boller (2008) call an ‘entrenched’ subculture. In many 
Western countries, worldwide-immigration patterns of recent decades led to the creation of 
noticeable ethnic minority subcultures. Interactions with ethnic enclaves generate ongoing pro-
cesses of cultural consolidation pertaining to traditional elements of the heritage culture (e.g., 
moral imperatives about sex, marriage and kinship responsibilities) and cultural reformulation in 
adjusting to the wider society of the receiving community (Weinreich 2009). Entrenched sub-
cultures act as an important source of social, cultural and economic capitals for ethnic minority 
entrepreneurial initiatives and activities (e.g. Jamal 2005) and even cause marketers to change and 
adapt to acculturation processes in the marketplace (e.g. Peñaloza and Gilly 1999).

Askegaard et al. (2005) identify and emphasize the key role of transnational consumer cul-
ture as a third acculturation factor in addition to heritage and host cultures. In the context of 
Greenlandic being and Danish having, the Greenlandic immigrant identity formation became 
persistently self-reflexive. Strong evidence emerged in support of participants reclaiming 
Greenlandic identity through consumption and the integration of Greenland and Denmark 
in a transnational consumer and communications economy providing additional inputs to 
Greenlandic identity formation in Denmark. High awareness of global cultural economy and 
engagement with the GCC fuelled a questioning of ethnic identity as both Greenlandic and 
Danish identities were refracted through experiences in other parts of the world.
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Moreover, Askegaard et al. identify the oscillating pendulum as an identity position not 
reflected in the acculturation research incorporating the bi-dimensional models of accultura-
tion. The oscillating pendulum reflects the notion that, while acculturating, an ethnic minority 
consumer can experience the alienations and attractions of both heritage and host cultures. 
For example, participants expressed a need to retreat from the perceived mechanistic stric-
tures of the market-mediated Danish world through repeated physical border crossing, desiring 
unadulterated doses of idealized Greenlandic cuisine and sociality and experiences of being in 
an authentic Greenland. At the same time, they felt that while in Greenland they would miss 
their experiences of being in Denmark (e.g., more variety and choice while shopping or less 
family obligations).

Jamal and Chapman (2000) also document the positivity and negativity of experiencing the 
heritage and host cultures and the ambivalent nature of being and having in an acculturative 
context. Everyday acculturative experiences involving interactions and perceptions of herit-
age and host cultures, ethnic minority consumers continuously revisit identity positions. The 
process of construction and deconstruction of identity is a continuous one and is based on day-
to-day apprehension of reality, including understanding and awareness of having and being in 
the heritage and host cultures and in the transnational consumer culture.

The identity positions taken by ethnic minority consumers reflect multiple and often con-
flicting ideological positions in a given context; such identity positions are not a matter of 
strategic choices to be taken but are fluid depending perhaps on situational factors, lifestyle stages 
(Askegaard et al. 2005; Jamal 2003) and developments in global consumer and transnational 
culture (Cleveland and Laroche 2007).

Directions for future research

In order to develop a better understanding of cultural change that occurs due to acculturation, 
Weinreich (2009) calls for an alternative perspective on acculturation and identity forma-
tion processes. In doing so, the author makes a case for exploring primordialist sentiments 
and situationalist perspectives on ethnicity. Primordial consumers adhere to an ethnicity as 
an unquestioned one and a given one that continues through the generations, whereas situ-
ationalist consumers often amend or change their ethnic allegiances and behaviour to suit 
historical and biographical exigencies. Identity formation, reformulation and maintenance by 
ethnic minority consumers occur in a socio-historical context. According to Weinreich, ethnic 
minority consumers are unable to relinquish their biographical history of successively made 
identifications with individuals throughout childhood and beyond, even after integrating into 
the mainstream society. While experiencing conflicts and tensions and attempting to resolve 
conflicted identifications, many may generate creative expressions of newly formulated identities 
(Weinreich 2009). However, further empirical research is needed to investigate the fundamental 
identity processes that occur prior to and after migration and that underpin acculturation experi-
ences of ethnic minority consumers.

With the socio-historical context, intercultural relations, the compatibility (or incompat-
ibility) in values, attitudes and religion between (or among) cultural groups, countries and 
nations are important considerations for understanding acculturating experiences of ethnic 
minority consumers. For example, Üstüner and Holt’s (2007) study demonstrates how class-
based domination can shape rural-to-urban migrants’ acculturation to their new social setting. 
Özçaǧlar-Toulouse and Üstüner (2009) further argue that quite often the migration is from less 
developed, mostly colonized countries to more developed, mostly colonizing countries, and 
hence the historical tensions between the host and home countries and the stigmas associated 
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with each other’s cultures can also shape immigrants’ collective memories and acculturation 
experiences. Ethnic identity processes are quite nuanced and generally without explicit con-
scious awareness (despite Berry’s 2009 call to study consciously adopted acculturation strategies) 
and issues such as racism, intolerance of differences and xenophobia play an important role in 
identity formation of immigrants (e.g. Kosic, Mannetti and Sam 2005; Weinreich 2009)

There are calls to consider the resulting changes in both groups (the heritage and receiving 
groups) that emerge during the process of acculturation (Berry 2005; 2009). In this context, 
further research can investigate cultural transformations of places, communities and political and 
social systems due to acculturation encounters.

At the individual level, Berry (2005; 2009) calls for considering the psychological changes 
that individuals undergo and their eventual adaptation and adjustment to their new situations. 
Such calls are normally made in the context of meeting of two cultures or living successfully in 
two cultures (e.g. Berry 2005). Research on bi-cultural consumers provides support by suggest-
ing that such consumers internalize two cultures and elements of both cultures influence their 
thoughts, feelings and behaviours (e.g. Luna, Ringberg and Peracchio 2008).

In reality, a person may internalize more than two cultures. In the context of ethnic minority 
consumers, one can find many examples whereby consumers speak more than two languages. For 
example, there are many British Pakistanis in the UK who speak Urdu, Punjabi, Pushto, Arabic 
and English who frequently navigate in-between and within multiple cultural spheres (Jamal 
1997). While prior research explored the notions of culture swapping (Jamal 2003; Oswald 1999), 
frame switching (Luna et al. 2008) and oscillating pendulum (Askegaard et al. 2005), further 
research is needed to investigate the extent to which ethnic minority consumers internalize more 
than two cultures and the subsequent impacts of such internalization on cognitions, thoughts and 
behaviours. This is particularly significant given that a growing number of scholars (e.g. Visconti 
et al. 2014) identify cultural sojourning, cultural tourism, cosmopolitanism, global citizenship, 
pan-ethnicity and transnational ethnicity all having similar or differential effects on being and 
consuming in multicultural, global market economies. Such work can focus on exploring specific 
learning mechanisms, coping strategies (for adjusting and responding to new environments) and 
acculturating identities (various ways of being and having) in a multicultural context.

Askegaard (2010) points to the direction that ethnic identity can be seen as a confluence 
of cultural, social, temporal and contextual influences, and hence there is a need to focus on 
the mechanisms with which factors like gender, temporal evolution, in-group differences or 
generational factors operate in the identity formation of ethnic minorities. In this context, 
Chytkova and Özçaǧlar-Toulouse (2010) examine the relationship between immigrant wom-
en’s gender roles and the power discourses in the society and advocate considering consumer 
acculturation as a network of power relations in the ethnic minority consumers’ lived experi-
ences. Similarly, Visconti (2010) identifies different levels of cultural visibility/invisibility in 
the consumption of second-generation ethnic minority consumers when moving back and 
forth in ethnic and local consumption. Moreover, Peñaloza (2010) promotes considering the 
temporality in the study of identity projects of ethnic minority consumers with particular focus 
on dissecting changes in consumers’ identities over time, as impacted by intergroup relations 
and marketplace activities.

Such scholarly work has added valuable insights into the social, cultural and contextual 
aspects of consumer acculturation experiences. Future work can examine the dynamics involved 
in acculturation experiences and ethnic minority consumer identity projects involving different 
contexts (e.g. private vs. public consumption, family vs. communal consumption and market-
based vs. non-market based) and different actors (e.g. family members, friends, teachers and 
work colleagues). While previous research considered identity formation and acculturation 
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experiences of ethnic minority consumers in relation to specific categories (e.g. food, clothing 
and media consumption), further research is needed to cover other areas such as financial ser-
vices, public utilities and services, education, career choices and technology products.
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Parental style and consumer socialization

Zhiyong Yang

Introduction

A substantial portion of the U.S. population consists of immigrants and all the indications are that 
the segment is growing in numbers. According to the 2010 Census, 37.9 per cent of the American 
population consisted of non-European ethnic groups; this proportion is expected to be at 48 per 
cent in 2030 (United States Census Bureau 2012). On the contrary, the non-immigrant popula-
tion is expected to have a lower growth rate of 4 per cent to 12 per cent over the same period. 
With the steady rise in immigrant population and subsequent diversity in the marketplace, particu-
larly in North America and across Europe and Australia, the topic of cultural influences on immi-
grants’ consumption behaviour is attracting increasing attention (e.g., Forehand and Deshpandé 
2001; Forehand, Deshpandé and Reed 2002; Laroche, Yang, Kim, and Richard 2007).

Traditionally, prior research has examined ethnic consumption, primarily focusing on 
adults and largely ignoring children (Laroche et al. 2007). A move towards understanding how 
rising immigration levels and subsequent cultural adaptation impact ethnic minority children’s 
consumption attitudes and behaviours is particularly warranted because ethnic children now 
account for approximately 21.8 per cent of the American school-aged children (Humes, Jones 
and Ramirez 2010). Not only are children themselves important customers, but also their 
influence on family purchase decisions is steadily increasing (Caruana and Vassallo 2003). 
American children in the 1990s had three times the disposable income than they had in the 
1980s, spending approximately an average of $23.4 billion each year (McNeal 1999). In addi-
tion to their direct spending, the American children’s influence in family purchases increased 
from $5 billion in the 1960s to about $188 billion in 1997. Corresponding to this trend, every 
year over $1 billion is spent on media advertising to children through youth-oriented market-
ing channels that include television advertising, in-school marketing, the internet, product 
placements, kids clubs and toys/products (Austin and Reed 1999; Story and French 2004).

Acknowledging the important role of children as consumers, marketing researchers have paid 
serious attention to the topic of consumer socialization, which is broadly defined as the pro-
cesses through which children accumulate consumption-related skills, knowledge and attitudes 
(Ward 1974). These processes encompass various socialization agent–learner relationships and 
modes of learning. One aspect of consumer socialization that has attracted considerable research 
concerns parental style, which is defined as ‘a constellation of attitudes toward the child that are 
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communicated to the child and that, taken together, create an emotional climate in which the 
parent’s behaviors are expressed’ (Darling and Steinberg 1993, p. 488). This chapter provides 
a comprehensive overview of the extent to which parental style affects consumer socialization 
in the Western and Eastern countries. Building upon the cross-cultural literature, the chapter 
further elaborates on how processes of culture change (e.g., cultural adaptation) among ethnic 
minority groups may affect such a socialization process. The chapter also outlines future research 
avenues in this relatively untapped domain.

Differences in socialization across cultures

Consumer socialization, as a profile of social realities, is an inherently cultural process (Laroche et al. 
2007). Socialization processes and outcomes may differ due to distinct socialization goals followed 
by people in a given society. Socialization goal differences are manifested through several dimen-
sions, including collectivism–individualism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance and sex-role 
orientation (Hofstede 1983). The socialization goal in mainstream Western cultures (e.g. the US, 
Canada and UK) is to develop an individual sense of identity and self-sufficiency away from family 
members (Triandis 1995). With this foundation, children are considered well-prepared to advance 
to adulthood and make decisions for themselves with less reference to family expectations. Even 
in the presence of family expectations, a sense of honour and integrity is attached to those who are 
able to follow their own initiatives and achieve their personal goals. By contrast, the socialization 
tasks in mainstream Far Eastern cultures (e.g., China, Korea and Japan) are to: 1) help children 
learn to control individualistic acts and to reduce unique individual characteristics; 2) develop 
collectivistic ideology and co-operative skills and behaviour including obedience, conformity and 
interdependence; 3) become an integral part of the larger group and make contributions to the 
achievement and welfare at collective societal level (Chen 2000; Triandis 1995).

The differences in socialization goals in Eastern and Western culture significantly impact 
marketing practices. For example, the socialization goal towards collectivism drives Eastern cul-
tures to exhibit high-context communication patterns, whereas the Westerns prefer low-context 
styles due to their socialization goal towards individualism. This explains why advertisements 
in the West are vested in the explicit code, whereas Eastern adverts are often implicit and indi-
rect (Gao, Ting-Toomey and Gudykunst 1996). More recently, Yang, Kim, Laroche, and Lee 
(2014) find that the Eastern and the Western consumers differ in other consumption-related 
patterns. For example, the Eastern adolescents are less susceptible to peer influence than their 
Western counterparts, suggesting that marketers should place a relatively stronger emphasis on 
targeting parents for children’s merchandize in the East than in the West. Also, Eastern parents 
tend to be less concept-oriented and more socio-oriented than the Western parents, indicating 
that Eastern parents are less likely to engage in an open exchange of ideas with their children 
and to allow them to exercise much decision influence. Therefore, it would behove marketers 
to direct marketing communication more towards parents when launching children products in 
the Eastern countries (Yang et al. 2014).

Effect of parental style on socialization in Western cultures

Parental style plays a critical role as a transition belt to pass normative values and socialization 
goals of society from one generation to another (Yang and Laroche 2011). From an early age, 
parents provide their children with information about cultural priorities and parental expecta-
tions (LeVine et al. 1994). Through extended interaction with their parents, children internalize 
these inputs, slowly building up the desired cultural orientations (Yang and Laroche 2011).
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In family socialization research, the most widely used approach in studying parenting style 
is Baumrind’s (1971) authoritative-authoritarian-permissive typology, which was developed in 
the context of the United States. This tripartite model was later reconceptualized by Maccoby 
and Martin (1983) to reflect two specific underlying dimensions: demandingness refers to the 
extent to which parents show control, maturity demands and supervision in their parenting, 
and responsiveness refers to the extent to which parents show affective warmth, acceptance and 
involvement (Aunola, Stattin and Nurmim 2000; Maccoby and Martin 1983). The combined 
effects of these two dimensions yield a four-fold classification of parenting style.

Authoritative parents (both demanding and responsive) are warm and supportive, but 
also exert firm control. They value children’s autonomy but at the same time expect disci-
plined conformity (Yang et al. 2014). Authoritarian parents (demanding but not responsive), 
on the other hand, maintain high levels of control over their children and limit children’s 
autonomy. They judge and evaluate children’s conduct by a set of standards endorsed by 
higher authority figures. They strictly enforce rules, favour children’s unquestionable obedi-
ence and punish willful behaviour (Baumrind 1968; Carlson and Grossbart 1988). Permissive 
parents (responsive but not demanding) view children as having adult rights but few respon-
sibilities (Baumrind 1978). These parents show emotional warmth and support and avoid 
confrontations, allowing their children to do what they want. Last, neglectful parents (neither 
demanding nor responsive) provide no structure and little or no monitoring of children’s 
behaviour. They see children as having few rights or responsibilities that require parenting 
attention (Carlson and Grossbart 1988). Therefore, they do not support or encourage their 
children’s self-regulation or impose control on their child’s behaviour (Maccoby and Martin 
1983; Baumrind 1991).

Socialization research has extensively used this typology for examining the role of parental 
style in explaining children’s adjustment with respect to a wide array of developmental fac-
tors. Many of these studies have found authoritative parenting to be the most effective style 
for a variety of positive outcomes, such as pro-social development, psychological competence, 
school achievement and self-esteem (Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg and Dornbusch 1991). In 
contrast, authoritarian parental style has been associated with decreased or more negative child 
outcomes such as increased internalized distress, problem behaviour and drug use, and poorer 
self-esteem (Lamborn et al. 1991). Substantial research has focused on investigating the effec-
tiveness of parenting styles on childrens’ or young adults’ academic achievement. Findings 
suggest that a positive relationship exists between authoritative parenting style and high aca-
demic achievement (Steinberg, Lamborn, Darling, Mounts and Dornbusch 1994; Steinberg, 
Lamborn, Dornbusch and Darling 1992) and that a negative relationship exists between 
authoritarian parenting and low academic achievement (Steinberg 2001). Such research studies 
were primarily conducted in the United States involving middle class White American parents 
and their children.

In the context of consumer socialization, however, there is a paucity of research on the role 
of parenting style in children’s consumer behaviour. Among the rare exceptions, Rose (1999) 
reports that the indulgent parenting style fosters greater purchase participation and influence 
by children in family purchase decisions than the authoritarian style. More recently, Yang et al. 
(2014) find that authoritarian parents are more socio-oriented than authoritative, permissive and 
neglectful parents, whereas authoritative and permissive parents are more concept-oriented than 
authoritarian and neglectful parents. Furthermore, adolescents with authoritative and permis-
sive parents are more likely to use bilateral influence strategies (e.g., reasoning, bargaining) than 
those with authoritarian parents, while those with neglectful parents more likely use unilat-
eral influence strategies (e.g., playing on emotions, stubborn persuasion) than those with other 
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parental styles. These findings are generally in line with the socialization goals that these parental 
styles intend to transfer. From a managerial standpoint, a better understanding of the potential 
impact of parental styles on consumer socialization process is important to marketers. Parental 
styles are meaningful segmentation variables (Rose 1999). Knowing about the strategies children 
use to persuade their parents and the communication patterns in each segment helps market-
ers design adverts that best reflect their target consumers’ communication style. For example, 
Yang et al. (2014) reveal that authoritative parents tend to promote a more open parent–child 
communication and allow their children greater consumption autonomy and influence in fam-
ily purchases. As a result, if a marketer of teenagers’ educational products wants to target the 
authoritative parental segment, it would be effective to direct marketing communication to 
both the child and the parents in view of the two-way, concept-oriented communication that 
is likely to be prevalent in authoritative families (ibid.).

Effect of parental style on socialization in Eastern cultures

Consistent with collectivistic socialization goals, the primary concerns in Eastern societies consist 
of getting along with others (i.e., group harmony), conforming to the group (i.e., family and 
society) and being well behaved (Chao 1996; Triandis 1995). Self-directed willingness and indi-
vidual interests are subordinated to those of the collective, and individual behaviours that may 
threaten the group functioning are discouraged or even prohibited (Ho 1986; Triandis 1995). 
Accordingly, Eastern socialization and formal education systems stress discipline, morality, ethics 
and collectivism (Yang and Laroche 2011).

The general social orientation of the Eastern culture towards collectivism has great impact on 
parenting styles (Triandis 1995). It has long been found that Eastern parents tend to use a more 
authoritarian parenting style that discourages children’s independence, creativity, assertiveness 
and individuality in order to foster conformity and interdependence in favour of the goals and 
interests of the family (Kagitcibasi 1996). As a result, Eastern parents are high in parental control 
and restrictiveness (Chao and Sue 1996; Ho 1986; Yang, Schaninger and Laroche 2013) and 
use more physical punishment and yelling at their children than middle class American parents 
(Kelley and Tseng 1992). Since the Eastern cultures ‘legitimatize’ parents’ role as ‘trainers’ as 
well as their use of more power-assertive forms of discipline, authoritarian parenting does not 
seem to have as much negative impact on Eastern children’s well-being as that on Western 
children’s (Yang et al. 2014).

These findings provide a rich foundation for consumer researchers to understand cultural 
differences in some important socialization outcomes, for example susceptibility to peer influ-
ence among adolescents. Worldwide, adolescents are the most vulnerable (compared with older 
adults or younger children) to the opinions of their peers, such as their friends, activity partners 
and co-workers (Yang, Schaninger, and Laroche 2013). Marketing practitioners recognize the 
importance of peer influence when targeting adolescent consumers and spending huge amounts 
of money every year on advertising in youth-oriented channels, including television advertising, 
in-school marketing, product placements and children’s clubs (Austin and Reed 1999). In inter-
national marketing, the conventional wisdom would suggest that, when targeting adolescent 
consumers, one should allocate larger budgets for interpersonal communications in collectivist 
cultures than in individualist ones, because Eastern children are often encouraged to sacrifice 
personal goals for the sake of having good relationships with others, whereas their Western 
counterparts are socialized to be independent from an early age (Triandis 1995). However, this 
is not the right strategy according to Yang and associates (Yang 2008; Yang and Laroche 2011). 
In their pioneering work, Yang and Laroche (2011) show that in individualist cultures, parental 
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responsiveness reduces adolescents’ susceptibility to peer influence mainly through an indirect 
effect by undermining their interdependent self-construal, fostering self-esteem and impairing 
self-monitoring. However, in collectivist cultures, responsive parenting reduces susceptibility 
primarily through a direct effect. These findings suggest a counterintuitive international mark-
ing strategy: in Western cultures such as in Canada or the United States, marketers should 
allocate larger budgets for interpersonal communications towards adolescents such as buzz mar-
keting and opinion leaders. In Eastern cultures, it may be more profitable to target parents, who 
would in turn influence their adolescents. Furthermore, within each culture, parental respon-
siveness can be a meaningful segmentation variable to identify adolescents who are high or low 
in susceptibility to normative influence from peers (Yang and Laroche 2011). Ethnic marketers 
can use these insights in developing effective marketing strategies.

When the East meets the West: role of cultural adaption

Immigration to a new culture adds a new layer to the normal socialization process as it involves a 
cultural adaptation in aspects of social and psychological functioning (Taft 1986). The immigra-
tion case can be classified into one of the following situations: (1) the West meets the West (e.g., 
British migrating to the US), (2) the East meets the East (e.g. Philippines moving to Malaysia), 
(3) the West meets the East (e.g., Americans moving to Japan and living there) and (4) the East 
meets the West (e.g., the Chinese migrating to the US). Of these four conditions, this chapter 
mainly focuses on the forth category, ‘the East meeting the West’, as this is the major trend of 
the immigration in the world and is the focus of the literature when discussing about cultural 
adaptation.

According to Berry (1990), cultural adaptation is a special case of socialization that changes 
an immigrant’s values, attitudes, abilities, motives, personal identity, ethnic identity and life-
style preferences. A unique aspect of the socialization processes applicable for the immigrants 
under the ‘the East meets the West’ category is that migrants in such a situation may face 
somewhat contradictory socialization goals. For example, the socialization goal of the host 
(Western) country may require them to pursue individualism – a cultural orientation that 
promotes independence and an individual sense of being (e.g., Hofstede 1983). On the other 
hand, the socialization goals of their own country of origin can still be based on collectivistic 
cultural values and norms, whereby people are supposed to be interdependent, having strong 
and cohesive ties with in-group members (Kim, Yang and Lee 2009). While many have stud-
ied the acculturation processes and agents of cultural change in cultural encounters such as 
this (e.g., Peñaloza 1994), not many have investigated the role of contradictory socialization 
goals on socialization outcomes among migrant families facing the push and pull factors from 
original and host cultures.

Cultural adaptation and consumer socialization

To better understand how cultural adaptation affects socialization among immigrants, we need to 
first introduce two important concepts that capture the gist of cultural adaptation: acculturation 
and ethnic identification. While many conceptualizations exist, acculturation can be considered as 
the degree to which an immigrant learns the traits of the mainstream consumer culture, whereas 
ethnic identification refers to the extent to which one retains the cultural traits from the country of 
origin (Laroche et al. 2007). Through adaptation, coping and learning processes, some individu-
als are more acculturated than others, whereas others still keep a strong maintenance of original 
cultural traits.
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There are two schools of thoughts regarding the relationship between acculturation and 
ethnic identification. One research camp holds the view that ethnic consumers who are 
highly acculturated behave similarly to the mainstream individualists. This view reflects the 
assimilation perspective of culture change (Laroche and Jamal, this volume), whereby the key 
assumption is the loss of cultural values associated with culture of origin. The view is sup-
ported by some research findings. For example, Tan and McCullough (1985) find that Chinese 
Americans high in acculturation are more similar to Anglo-Americans in terms of a high reli-
ance on price and quality, whereas Chinese low in acculturation put more weight on image 
during their decision-making process. Highly acculturated Koreans, as compared with their 
less acculturated counterparts, are more likely to adopt American cultural styles in terms of 
observing friends’ purchasing behaviour, taking peers’ advice in selecting products and listen-
ing to advertising. Consistent results are also found based upon ethnic identification measure. 
For example, Deshpandé, Hoyer and Donthu (1986) report that significant differences exist 
in responses to ethnic advertising within the Hispanic subculture. Specifically, the preference 
for the ethnicity-congruency cues appears to be higher for respondents with stronger ethnic 
identity with their racial/ethnic group (Whittler 1989; Williams and Qualls 1989) than those 
with weak ethnic identity

The other research camp believes that acculturation and ethnic identification are not the 
bipolar ends of a single-continuum and, therefore, adopting cultural values of the host cul-
ture does not necessarily cause the loss of one’s original ethnic identity (Lambert, Mermigis 
and Taylor 1986). To varying degrees, immigrants can incorporate two co-existing cultural 
self-identities (Ryder, Alden and Paulhus 2001). Along this bi-directional approach to cultural 
adaptation, Laroche et al. (2007) find that acculturation and ethnic identification are orthogonal 
and interact with each other to jointly affect children’s purchase influence at home. Highly 
acculturated individuals with weaker ethnic identification tend to accept more individualistic 
values than those with stronger ethnic identification, whereas lowly acculturated individuals 
with stronger ethnic identification have more preference towards the collectivistic culture than 
those with weaker ethnic identification. Based on these findings, Laroche et al. suggest that 
advertisers, when targeting ethnic minority consumers, need to identify the primary target fam-
ily member(s) based on the level of cultural adaptation the family has experienced. Advertisers of 
family products may be rewarded by launching advertisements whose messages are primarily tar-
geted towards the parents for ethnic families who still largely identify with their traditional values. 
Messages reflecting traditional family values should be integrated into the promotion of products 
to enhance the market response. Advertisers may also use ethnic-congruent spokespeople in 
the advertisements, because high ethnic identifiers have been found to have more favourable 
responses to advertising that features ethnically similar actors or spokespeople (Whittler 1991; 
Torres and Briggs 2005), which in turn, elicits greater source honesty and attitudes towards the 
brand being advertised (Deshpandé and Stayman 1994; Toffoli and Laroche 2002).

Cultural adaptation and the effect of parental  
style on socialization

The socialization research has extensively used the authoritative-authoritarian-permissive-neglect-
ful typology for examining the role of parental style in adolescents’ adjustment with respect to a 
wide array of developmental factors. Many of the studies involving mainstream Western cultures 
find authoritative parenting to be the most effective style for a variety of socialization outcomes: 
pro-social development, psychological competence, school achievement and self-esteem. In con-
trast, authoritarian parental style has been associated with more negative outcomes: increased 
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internalized distress, problem behaviour, drug use and poorer self-esteem (Lamborn et al. 1991). 
In consumer research, scholars (Carlson and Grossbart 1988; Rose 1999) have also associated 
parental styles with consumption-related socialization outcomes. They find that authoritative 
and permissive parents grant more consumption independence to their children and engage in 
higher levels of intergenerational communication about consumption than authoritarian parents. 
Focusing on children’s use of influence strategies, Yang et al. (2014) find that children with 
neglectful parents tend to use more unilateral influence strategies than those with other parental 
strategies, including both stubborn persuasion and playing on emotions, whereas adolescents in 
authoritarian families use higher levels of both unilateral and bilateral strategies to get their way. 
This pattern exists in both Western societies and Eastern societies. In fact, a majority of studies 
involving diverse Western and non-Western cultures have shown support for the universal appli-
cation of these parental styles (Chen 2000; Rohner 1986; Wu et al. 2002).

Although the parental style typology exists in both Western and Eastern cultures, two points 
are worthy of notification. First, the prevalent parental style differs in different cultures. Yang 
et al. (2014), for example, report that the most prominent parenting in Canada is authoritative 
parental style, followed by permissive parental style. By contrast, the most prevalent style in 
China is authoritarian, followed by authoritative parental style. Second, the effect of a specific 
parental style may be different in different cultures. Although authoritarianism is viewed as uni-
formly negative in the United States (Barber 1997), it is found to be more frequently used and 
more acceptable as a means of regulating children’s behaviour in both China (Wu et al. 2002) 
and Japan (Rose 1999). For example, love withdrawal (e.g., threats of abandonment), shaming 
and guilt induction seem to be a prevalent part of Chinese children’s socialization (Olsen et al. 
2001). Not only do parents shame their children, but also primary schools use shaming (e.g., 
group ostracism or abandonment) as a principal moral training technique to correct children’s 
misbehaviour (Fung 1999; Ho 1986).

An increasing number of researchers argue that the patterns found among White American 
families (e.g., link between authoritative parenting and positive outcomes, as well as between 
authoritarian parenting and negative outcomes) may not hold for ethnic minority groups (e.g., 
Asian Americans and African Americans) (Dornbusch et al. 1987). Sue and Abe (1995), for 
instance, find that although the majority of Chinese American parents tends to be authori-
tarian in parenting style, Chinese American children are likely to achieve higher test scores 
(e.g., SATs) and better school and college school grades. Similarly, focusing on the Chinese 
immigrant mothers living in the US, Wang and Phinney (1998) find that authoritarianism is 
positively associated with higher cognitive competence of pre-school children. Apparently, 
this explains why some researchers believe that the cultural traditions of the country of origin 
are so firmly entrenched among ethnic groups that their core cultural values do not change 
rapidly (Laroche et al. 2007). According to Ho, Peng and Lai (2001), the traditional values and 
ideologies, such as those concerning respect for authority figures and parents, continue to play 
a significant role in affecting socialization and child development among ethnic groups due to 
the enduring and resilient nature of the culture. For example, Wu (1996) shows that Chinese 
parents from Shanghai, Southern Taiwan, Bangkok, Singapore, Honolulu and Los Angeles 
share many basic traditional values, socialization goals and parenting practices, despite varying 
degrees of geographical and ideological differences. The recent debate on ‘tiger mom’ lends 
anecdotal evidence in this regard as well. However, as shown in the following, this view may 
be applicable for some ethnic groups, but not for others. Even in a particular ethnic minority 
group such as Chinese Americans, this view may only be applicable to high ethnic identifiers. 
Therefore, there is a need to exercise caution when generalizing findings from one cultural 
context to the other.
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Potential issues and future research directions

Idiocentricity in the effect of parental style

Previous research involving effects of parental styles on socialization outcomes has mainly 
centred on the aggregated level of evidence while the idiocentricity of the immigrants is 
largely neglected. In an attempt to address this issue, Laroche et al. (2007) introduced the 
construct of ‘generational dissonance’ at the family, further segmenting the Chinese Canadian 
immigrants. Based on this measure, the Chinese Canadian families were classified into two 
categories: generationally dissonant families (i.e., dissimilar levels of acculturation between 
parents and children) and generationally consonant families (i.e., similar levels of accultura-
tion between parents and children) (Portes and Rumbaut 1996). According to Laroche et al.,  
children in generationally consonant families had more influence over both frequently and 
infrequently purchased family product purchases than children in dissonant families. In addi-
tion, for members of consonant families, higher-acculturation and lower ethnic identification 
resulted in higher children’s purchase influence on purchase decisions for all product cat-
egories. On the other hand, some of the findings for dissonant families were in the opposite 
direction. Specifically, acculturation affected children’s influence negatively in dissonant fam-
ilies for both categories of the family products and infrequently purchased children products.

Future family research should consider idiocentricity in their studies. One way of doing so is 
to take both family-level and individual-level factors into consideration. By nature, families are 
multilevel entities where individuals (lower level units) are nested within families (higher level 
units). On the one hand, individuals are influenced by the families to which they belong. On 
the other hand, the properties of a family are in turn influenced by the individuals who make up 
that family. These kinds of interactions between the individuals and the families can be specified 
as a hierarchical system, in which individuals and families represent different hierarchical levels. 
This leads to research into the interplay between variables that describe the individuals and vari-
ables that describe the families. As shown in prior research (Laroche et al. 2007; Laroche, Yang, 
Kim and Chan 2006), including the family-level variables into the study opens a new avenue 
for research insights.

Another research avenue is to disentangle the differences among ethnic groups that share 
some common cultural values. Apparently similar looking cultures may not be the same. Let’s 
use Hispanic Americans and Chinese Americans as an example. Similar to Chinese Americans, 
Hispanics are also under the category of collectivists (Hofstede 1983). However, readers should 
be cautious about the cultural difference between these two ethnic groups. For example, 
Koslow, Shamdasani and Touchstone (1994) find that among Hispanic consumers, there exists 
the effects of language-related inferiority complex (i.e., negative attitudes towards the advertise-
ments when the ethnic language is exclusively used); nonetheless, prior research does not report 
similar effects among Chinese consumers. Such a cultural difference may cause the effects of 
parental style on consumer socialization to be dissimilar across these two groups.

Heterogeneity in responsiveness to parental influence  
among ethnic youth

The literature paints a mixed picture of the effect of parental style on children’s behaviour. Some 
researchers argue that parenting strategies exert significant impact on children’s behaviour after 
they become adults (Peters 1989; Shim 1996), while others suggest that parents have little influ-
ence on children’s behaviour after they enter adolescence (McNeal 1991; Youniss and Smollar 
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1985; Yang, Schaninger and Laroche 2013). This chapter proposes that such mixed findings may 
be due to behavioural heterogeneity among children: different children may have different levels 
of sensitivity to parental influence. Parenting strategies may have positive, negative or null effects 
on children’s behaviour, depending upon the characteristics of these children and, as such, may 
require marketers to use different strategies towards different types of families.

In the case of youth smoking, researchers show that intervention strategies that ignore this 
heterogeneity, ask the wrong questions, or those that take too harsh of an approach may actu-
ally exacerbate the maladaptive adolescent behaviour that they are designed to minimize (Berger 
and Rand 2008; Fitzsimons and Moore 2008; Yang and Netemeyer 2015). For example, deliv-
ering anti-smoking messages to the wrong audience may boost rather than curtail tobacco 
usage, which is termed as a ‘boomerang effect’ (Wakefield et al. 2006). To disentangle the 
behavioural heterogeneity among children’s smoking, Yang and Netemeyer (2015) simultane-
ously examine the effects of parenting strategies on a child’s: (1) probability to follow a specific 
trajectory for smoking growth; (2) growth pattern within a particular smoking trajectory; and  
(3) tobacco dependence at adulthood. Using nationally representative longitudinal data gathered 
over twelve years, they reveal five distinct smoking trajectories and demonstrate that parenting 
strategies have differential effects on these segments. Future researchers should examine how 
such heterogeneity is augmented or reduced by the process of cultural adaptation.

Future research may also want to examine the potential underlying mechanisms through which 
parental style affects socialization outcomes across different ethnic groups. Yang and Schaninger 
(2010) study the effects of a distal factor – parenting strategy – on child smoking development, 
after controlling for the effects of proximal factors. Findings suggest that parenting strategies have 
a direct impact only on the onset of smoking (smoking intercept), but not on smoking progres-
sion (smoking slope). However, after introducing the self-esteem trajectory as a mechanism, they 
find that parenting strategies affect child smoking progression indirectly – through child self-
esteem trajectory factors. Similarly, from a developmental perspective, Yang and Laroche (2011) 
focus on how parental responsiveness affects adolescent susceptibility to normative influence both 
directly and indirectly through the key elements of adolescent self-concept (i.e., interdependent 
self-construal, self-esteem and self-monitoring). The findings suggest that, in individualist cul-
tures such as Canada, responsiveness reduces susceptibility mainly through an indirect effect by 
undermining interdependent self-construal, fostering self-esteem and impairing self-monitoring. 
However, in collectivist cultures such as China, responsive parenting reduces susceptibility pri-
marily through a direct effect (Yang and Laroche 2011). These findings indicate that one 
should use more interpersonal communications in individualist cultures than in collectivist 
ones; a suggestion that contradicts with conventional wisdom.

Moderating role of other socialization agents

Prior research has long considered parents, peers and mass media as the primary social influence 
sources for affecting the consumption-related behaviour among young consumers (Benezra 
1995; Moschis 1987; Moschis and Churchill 1987; Shim 1996). More recently, the internet has 
become another important socialization agent, especially for university students. According to 
McKenna and Bargh (2000), the influence of the internet is so powerful that it even starts to 
erode the amount of human interactions among teenagers. In the context of ethnic marketing, a 
fruitful future research agenda could be to examine the extent to which parental styles moderate 
the effects of other socialization agents, such as mass media.

According to Peñaloza (1994), the media plays a significant role in socialization processes 
and acts as an important agent in the acculturation process. Extending previous research in this 
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domain, this chapter argues to consider the role of parental style in enhancing media’s impact 
on socialization outcomes. Consistent with this argument, research has shown that mass media 
health campaigns are most effective when utilized in conjunction with other sources of infor-
mation (Wallack 1990). Family members have the ability to help young children understand 
what they see on television and in public, as well as understand what is true and what advertis-
ers are trying to do in the commercials (Austin, Chen and Grube 2006). Furthermore, parental 
and family guidance can be a teaching aide in improving children’s processing of information 
received via any media channel. As children further develop these skills, the pattern of influence 
becomes more effective and longer lasting (Austin, Chen and Grube 2006). When children and 
family experience messages via media channels together, there exists an opportunity to facilitate 
children’s understanding and learning (Huston et al. 1992). However, further research is needed 
to investigate the interplay of new and old media, family roles, socializing goals, socialization 
agents and socializing outcomes among ethnic minority consumers.

Unique contribution of each dimension of parental style

A potential problem of the authoritative-authoritarian-permissive-neglectful typology is that 
multiple parenting behaviours co-exist within each style (Peterson and Hann 1999). This leads 
to the suggestion that more specific parenting behaviours, as opposed to broad all-inclusive 
parenting styles, can more accurately account for the relationship between parenting styles and 
socialization outcomes. In line with this reasoning, Darling and Steinberg (1993) propose that 
parenting styles should be disaggregated into their component parts to understand the processes 
through which styles influence child development. Parenting dimensions are relatively culture-
free and therefore the examination of specific dimensions of parenting allows researchers to 
isolate relationships between specific parenting behaviours and socialization outcomes (Barber 
1997; Peterson and Hann 1999), as well as to increase the explanatory power of socialization 
models among non-Western cultural groups (Steinberg et al. 1992).

In line with this reasoning, Yang and colleagues (Yang and Netemeyer 2015; Yang  
and Schaninger 2010; Yang, Schaninger and Laroche 2013) examine how three key parenting 
strategies – namely parental responsiveness, parental psychological control and parental monitor-
ing (aka parental behavioural control) – affect children’s smoking growth. Parental responsiveness 
refers to the extent to which parents show affective warmth, acceptance, involvement, nur-
turance and support. Parental psychological control reflects psychological manipulation aimed at 
obedience and conformity, accompanied by such specific parental behaviours as threats, physical 
discipline, withdrawal of love and guilt induction. Parental monitoring or behavioural control 
is the degree to which parents monitor, set and enforce limits on their child’s activities and 
behaviours (Barber 1997). The general social orientation towards collectivism or individualism 
is reflected by the extent to which these parenting strategies are used. Relative to their Western 
counterparts, Chinese parents are less likely to use reasoning and induction in parenting (Chen 
2000). They are more controlling and protective in child rearing (Kriger and Kroes 1972; Lin and 
Fu 1990; Kim, Yang and Lee 2009) and use more high-power strategies such as physical punish-
ment and yelling in teaching adolescents (Kelley and Tseng 1992; Yang and Laroche 2011).

Using longitudinal panel data from parents and children aged ten through seventeen, Yang 
and Schaninger (2010) show that parental responsiveness decreases children’s smoking devel-
opment by enhancing the initial level and reducing the natural rate of deterioration in child 
self-esteem, while psychological control increases smoking development both directly, and indi-
rectly, by reducing the initial level of child self-esteem. These findings support targeting parents 
as a complement to the present approach focusing on children/teens. Different from existing 
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parent-oriented marketing practices, a new approach is suggested by this study – emphasizing 
the detrimental impact of psychological control in parent-targeted media and website cam-
paigns, and targeting parents before their child reaches late grade school. By the time a child 
reaches late grade school, the damage to his/her self-esteem and parent–child relationships has 
been done and it may be too late to reverse, which is likely to lead to escalating smoking (Yang 
and Schaninger 2010). Parent-oriented programs should also be used in combination with effec-
tive segmentation strategies. These are hitherto unrecognized transformative implications for 
public policy and anti-smoking marketers.

Due to data constraint, Yang and Schaninger (2010) only examine the effect of parenting 
strategies on socialization outcome (smoking in this case) in the Western society. Future research 
can extend the model to the Eastern cultures to examine how culture plays an important role in 
enhancing or mitigating the effect of parenting styles. Also, cross-cultural research can examine 
such important variables as perceived attractiveness of smokers, perceived popularity of smok-
ers and attitudes towards peers who quit smoking. Customized long-term longitudinal data sets 
can be developed in different cultures, measuring these and other variables that can reveal the 
process through which parenting strategies affect child smoking patterns in different countries 
and ethnic groups. Another research avenue is to examine how parenting strategies may moder-
ate, or interact with child/adolescent-oriented marketing campaigns among ethnic youth. For 
example, children with particular parenting strategies in a specific ethnic group may be receptive 
to advert appeals that emphasize ‘smoking is not cool’, while others with different parenting 
strategies in another ethnic group may be receptive to advert themes emphasizing that quitting 
smoking shows ‘you are independent’ (Fitzsimons and Moore 2008).

Importance of collecting dyadic/triadic data

While some researchers (e.g., Minuchin 1985) warn about the potential biases in collecting 
parenting data from one parent, no empirical research has yet been conducted to examine the 
extent to which the results are distorted if such data are used. Acknowledging this potential 
problem, more recent research in consumer socialization (Kim, Yang and Lee 2009; Laroche 
et al. 2007; Yang and Schaninger 2010; Yang and Laroche 2011; Yang et al. 2014) use both 
parents’ data and children’s data. Gathering information from both parents and the child has at 
least the following three advantages over using only one informant from the family (most often 
the mother). First, collecting data from one single parent but interpreting the results at the par-
ent level can be misleading. Yang (2008) gathers parenting information from three members in 
every family (i.e., father, mother, child) and compares the results of parenting measures derived 
from four resources: adolescents’ reports of parenting, fathers’ self-reported paternal parenting, 
mothers’ self-reported maternal parenting and a combination of both parents’ self-reported par-
enting. The results suggest that children’s reports of parenting tend to have a greater predictive 
power than one single parent’s self-reported parenting in studying the children’s self-concept. 
Besides, it is the combination of both parents’ parental behaviours, rather than any one of the 
parents alone, that has the strongest influence on children’s self-concept.

Second, there are potential methodological concerns regarding using one single informant 
in a family. When using one parent, parents’ self-reports may be subject to social desirability 
response biases by attempting to conceal certain behaviours that are socially sanctioned, such as 
harsh or punitive behaviours (Peterson and Hann 1999). However, using children as the single 
information of the family may result in distorted results caused by common method bias. As 
a result, it is unclear whether the stronger results observed from children’s reports of parental 
behaviours on their self-reported self-concept are due to common method bias, or due to the 
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fact that no matter what the actual parental behaviour was, the thing that mostly matters was 
how the child perceived the behaviour (Buri 1991).

Finally, not only do the multiple-informant family data reduce the common method bias in 
investigations of substantive relationships but also allow us to examine: (1) the differences in paren-
tal style between mothers and fathers, and (2) the differences between the parental styles more 
often practised with boys and those more often practised with girls (Yang et al. 2014). According 
to Meyers-Levy (1989), females are relationship/nurturing oriented, whereas males are agentic 
oriented. It seems natural to expect that fathers would be higher in controlling behaviours than 
mothers, and the reverse should be true for responsiveness. In addition, the collectivistic-oriented 
parents should be more controlling but less responsive than their individualistic-oriented coun-
terparts, given the sex-role distinction is more pronounced in more traditional societies (Hofstede 
1983). Furthermore, product type may set up boundary conditions for the effect of fathers’ and 
mothers’ influence on boys’ versus girls’ consumer socialization outcomes. Without the data from 
multiple informants in the family, these insights are not likely to be uncovered.
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4
Ethnic minority consumers’ 

responses to the web

Boris Bartikowski

Introduction

Ethnic minority consumers are growing in number in major economies around the world, 
along with their purchasing power. Moreover, ethnic minorities’ increase in internet use rates 
outpaces that of majority consumers in developed countries (eMarketer 2013). Nielsen’s (2012) 
‘State of the Hispanic Consumer’ report shows that U.S. Hispanic broadband internet use at 
home grew 14 per cent within one year as compared to only 6 per cent in the general U.S. 
population. Many companies have recognized the increasing importance of the internet as a 
way to effectively reach the growing segments of ethnic minority consumers. For example, 
to target Turkish minorities in Germany, the German car producer Volkswagen launched the 
campaign ‘Volkswagen speaks Turkish’ (‘Volkswagen Türkçe Konuşuyor’) (Volkswagen 2011). 
On various occasions, the portal www.volkwagen.de offers consumers targeted information in 
Turkish, such as name and contact information of Turkish-German bilingual car sellers from 
all over Germany. Similarly, Kraft Canada launched Kraft Ka Khana (www.kraftcanada.com/
kraftkakhana), a microsite that targets immigrants from South Asia. The website shows how easy 
it is to maintain ties with the home culture and traditional South Asian cooking, at the same 
time facilitating integration into Canadian life and society with products from Kraft. Although 
a wide array of theoretical and empirical investigations focuses on ethnic minority consumers in 
general (Grinstein and Nisan 2009; Jamal and Chapman 2000; Jamal, Peattie and Peattie 2012; 
Tsai 2011), surprisingly little research explores their behaviour on the internet (Becerra and 
Korgaonkar 2010).

Existing studies widely support that websites with a culturally congruent design generate 
positive outcomes such as favourable attitudes toward the website or enhanced intentions to 
purchase from the website (Baack and Singh 2007; Cyr 2008, Cyr and Trevor-Smith 2004; 
Lynch et al. 2001; Singh et al. 2006; Singh, Furrer and Ostinelli 2004). However, these studies 
resonate on country levels as cultural units – a view that is not without criticism, particularly 
with regards to targeting ethnic minorities. Indeed, many question the notion of cultural homo-
geneity within nations and hence call for conceptualizations that acknowledge cultural diversity 
and the existence of multicultural marketplaces (McSweeney 2009; Nakata 2009; Tung 2008; 
Witte 2012; Yaprak 2008). Although ethnic minority consumers can spread broadly through 
majority populations without forming unique bonds with their own culture, many associate 

http://www.kraftcanada.com/kraftkakhana
http://www.kraftcanada.com/kraftkakhana
http://www.volkwagen.de
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strongly with their ethnic heritage and culture. In other words, ethnic minorities often retain 
ethnic cultural roots, but also reach for some degree of acculturation to their host culture 
(Mendoza 1989; Tsai et al. 2000). Hence, consumer segmentation and target marketing in terms 
of countries as homogeneous cultural units do not seem appropriate (Cleveland and Laroche 
2007; Watson et al. 2002). Every country has its own unique mix of ethnic groups, suggesting 
a need for culturally specific approaches for effectively targeting ethnic minority consumers. 
Obviously, further academic research is needed in this area.

This chapter reviews and discusses literature related to how ethnic minority consumers 
behave on the web in an attempt to offer some guidance to ethnic marketing and to identify 
future research avenues. The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows: ‘The digital 
divide’ discusses literature relevant to the issue of the digital divide between mainstream and 
ethnic minority consumers; ‘ethnic identity’ reviews literature relevant to ethnic identity and 
the extent to which identity positions inform ethnic minority consumers’ responses to online 
marketing communication; ‘website cultural congruity and ethnic minorities’ tackles issues of 
website cultural adaptation as a means to target ethnic minority consumers; finally, ‘outlook and 
future research’ describes further discussions and offers some propositions for future research.

The digital divide

Right from the beginning, the internet offered consumers significant digital opportunities in 
terms of job search, health information, education, entertainment, communication and product 
and price comparisons. However, not everyone had equal access to the internet, which created 
inequalities in the marketplace – or what is called the ‘digital divide’ (Fairlie 2004; Hoffman 
et al. 2001). The existing literature in this field focuses mostly on the situation in the United 
States and shows that ethnic minorities suffered the most from digital inequalities. For example, 
Morton et al. (2003) report that African Americans and Hispanics in the United States paid 
on average more for automobiles when they purchased offline, but they paid nearly the same 
price as non-Hispanic Whites when they bought online. Particularly in the earlier times of the 
internet, Hispanics, African Americans and Asian Americans in the United States were less likely 
to own computers and use the internet than the non-Hispanic White majority; they also often 
had had slower connections (Fairlie 2004; Hoffman et al. 2001). Such digital inequalities have 
important consequences for prosperity and economic development (Hsieh et al. 2008; Im and 
Chee 2008).

Studies also explored reasons for the digital divide and identified socio-economic and 
demographic factors as key differentiating influences. For example, Chinn and Fairlie’s (2007) 
assessment of 161 countries shows that income differentials mainly explained the digital divide. 
Similarly, Porter and Donthu (2006) reveal that internet access barriers in the United States 
resonated mainly with lower income levels; they also show that race was one of the key factors 
that explained differences in consumer beliefs about the usefulness of the internet. Hoffman  
et al. (2001) found that gaps in internet access between ethnic minority and majority groups in 
the United States existed even after controlling for educational differences. Another study by 
Ono and Zavodny (2008), again conducted in the United States, suggests that a digital divide 
between ethnic minorities and majorities might be attributed to English language skills: ethnic 
minority consumers with a limited English proficiency used the internet significantly less often 
and less efficiently than those with more developed English language skills.

Recent studies also point to significant differences in how ethnic minority and majority 
consumers use interface devices and media. Although mainstream consumers in the United 
States use the internet more frequently at home, ethnic minority consumers are more likely 
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to use mobile devices. In particular, in 2011, about 66 per cent of non-Hispanic Whites had 
broadband internet access at home compared to only about 50 per cent of African Americans 
or Hispanic Americans (Zickuhr and Smith 2012). However, during 2012, about 60 per cent 
of Hispanic households in the United States owned at least one internet-enabled cell phone 
compared to only 43 per cent of the general market (Nielsen 2013). Similarly, Lopez et al. 
(2013) report that in 2012 about 75 per cent of African Americans and Hispanics accessed the 
internet from mobile devices compared to only 60 per cent of the non-Hispanic White popu-
lation. These studies also show that ethnic minority consumers used a much wider range of 
mobile applications (e.g. to access email, do social networking or listen to music) than majority 
consumers, and they were also more likely to use mobile devices for purchasing online (Nielsen 
2012; Zickuhr and Smith 2012).

Significant differences among use patterns between ethnic minorities and mainstream con-
sumers may also be related to structural or institutional factors that immigrants face within a 
specific host country. For example, minority consumers in Canada tend to fare either much 
better than the average Canadian in terms of education and earnings or much worse (Boudarbat 
and Lemieux 2010; Kaur 2011). Moreover, internet use within the ethnic minority groups could 
be a function of specific needs of minority groups. Ethnic minority consumers live and navigate 
in between multiple worlds and face the agents of acculturation aligned with original and new 
cultural environments (Jamal 2003a; 2003b). For example, Veenhof et al. (2008) showed that 
new immigrants in Canada use the internet significantly more for job searching and for mak-
ing telephone calls than the Canadian mainstream population. This signifies that the internet is 
particularly useful for newcomers’ transition into a new society, and at the same time enables 
them to keep bonds with family and friends in their home countries. Deeper understanding 
of factors that affect ethnic minority consumers’ behaviour on the internet arguably requires 
insights into both collective- and individual-level phenomena, particularly in terms of accultura-
tion processes.

Ethnic identity

Ethnic minority consumers’ behaviour on the internet can be seen in relation to their ethnic 
identity (Appiah 2004; Deshpandé et al. 1986; Elias et al. 2011; Laroche et al. 1998). In this 
sense, ethnic minority consumers consume, not only for utilitarian reasons, but also to ‘mani-
fest their social identity, beliefs, and goals as minorities’ (Grinstein and Nisan 2009, p. 105). 
The concept of ethnic identity emerged out of social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986) 
and is defined as the ‘self-constructed understanding of oneself in terms of one’s ethnic group 
membership that changes in response to developmental and contextual factors’ (Phinney 2005, 
p. 1987). Particularly, ethnic minority consumers may experience multiple ethnic identities that 
influence how they interact with others and how they consume ( Jamal and Chapman 2000). 
Laroche et al. (2005) suggest that the impact of ethnic identity on consumer behaviour may be 
studied along two dimensions that consistently emerge in the literature: language use and ethnic 
attachment. Both dimensions have implications for how ethnic minority consumers respond to 
marketing communication on the internet, and they are discussed below.

Language use

Language plays an important role in the formation of cognitive processes and choice deci-
sions (Craig and Douglas 2006; Schmitt and Zhang 1998; Sherry and Camargo 1987). Langu- 
age is, according to Hofstede (2001, p. 21), ‘the most clearly recognizable part of culture’.  
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Ethnic minority consumers differ with respect to their host-country language proficiency, sug-
gesting that their website preferences may vary depending on the type of language used on a 
website. A study with a nationally representative sample of 1,220 Latino adults in the United 
States (Taylor et al. 2012) shows that immigrant Hispanics are least likely to be proficient in 
English; however, for the second and third generations, Spanish use falls as English use rises and 
English becomes the dominant language among the third generation. The study also shows that 
almost all third-generation Hispanics are either bilingual (29 per cent) or English dominant (69 
per cent) – in other terms, only 2 per cent of third-generation Hispanics are primary Spanish 
speakers. Similarly, a research report by comScore consulting company (comScore 2010) shows 
that only 20 per cent to 30 per cent of Hispanics in the United States think they see ‘not enough 
Hispanic advertising’. This suggests that language may not be a major factor that hinders success-
ful online marketing to ethnic minority consumers. Accordingly, a study by La Ferle and Lee 
(2005) shows that English language media are generally effective for targeting African Americans 
and Hispanics in the United States. Similarly, based on data about U.S. Hispanics, Becerra and 
Korgaonkar (2010, p. 288) conclude that ‘language used in web ads – English or Spanish – does 
not diminish their effectiveness on strong Hispanic identifiers’.

Luna and colleagues have extensively studied information processing of bilingual ethnic 
minorities. For example, Luna and Peracchio (2002) argue that second-language processing 
of marketing communication is more challenging and may, therefore, be less likely to be 
successful in persuading consumers than first- or native-language processing; however, this 
effect is contingent on consumers’ processing motivation (need for cognition). Luna et al. 
(2003) show that both graphic congruity (the congruity between a website’s graphics and its 
text) and cultural congruity (the congruity of the website’s content and the visitor’s culture) 
enhance the effect of second-language communication on persuasion. This again suggests 
that websites may not need to be translated to effectively reach bilingual ethnic minorities: 
graphic congruity may compensate effects of missing translations. Carroll and Luna’s (2011) 
accessibility–fluency framework suggests that bilinguals’ evaluations of marketing communi-
cation are contingent on interactions between what they speak as first and second languages 
and the content of advertising. Advertisements written in the language typically used in its 
content area (for example, ‘job’ is an English word typically used in the work content area) 
produce higher evaluations through processing fluency (the ease with which content can be 
decoded and processed).

One aspect that attracts particular research attention relates to mixed-language messages, 
such as, for example, a slogan that states ‘Looking great doesn’t have to cost a fortuna’ (Luna 
and Peracchio 2005b, p. 43). According to the markedness model (Myers-Scotton 1998), lan-
guage is associated with social meaning that people want to emphasize, for example, to express 
their social group membership. Mixed-language messages may generate greater contrast with 
the recipient’s expectations and may therefore become more marked and more salient. Hence, 
mixed-language messages may be liked more for two reasons: they mark social group values 
and they are more salient. Similarly, communication accommodation theory (Giles et al. 1991) 
argues that adjusting speech, vocal patterns and gestures in communication signals to the recipi-
ents respect and awareness, which evokes positive responses. Accordingly, mixed-language 
messages may be preferred by ethnic minority consumers because such messages suggest that 
the sender has made an effort to appear as closer or as more similar to a well-respected ethnic 
target group.

Koslow et al. (1994) show that Spanish-language elements in advertising increase Hispanics’ 
perceptions of the advertiser’s sensitivity to the Hispanic culture, which leads to enhanced 
evaluations of the advertisement. Unexpectedly, the study shows that advertising exclusively 
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in the Spanish language decreases affect toward the advertisement. Indeed, how mixed- 
language messages affect attitudes and behaviours may depend on the valence of the associa-
tions that people have with the target language or culture (Luna and Peracchio 2005a; 2005b). 
Native language use may activate an ethnic minority culture schema with positive as well as 
with negative associations (for example, stigmas associated with being Hispanic in the United 
States such as being lazy or belonging to a group with a lower socio-economic status). Luna 
and Peracchio (2005a) show that majority-language slogans that switch to the minority lan-
guage are less persuasive than minority-language slogans that switch to the majority language; 
however, the effect is reversed when respondents have positive associations with the minority 
language.

Li and Kalyanaraman (2012) study a similar effect, namely, changes in attitudes that result 
from websites that display the editorial content in one language but show banner advertisements 
in another language. Their study involving Chinese minority consumers in the United States 
shows that websites and advertisements in English generally receive more attention and result in 
higher recall and purchase intentions than websites and advertisement in Chinese. It could be 
that a large number of Chinese consumers acculturate significantly to U.S. consumer culture, 
which results in their preferences for marketing messages in English language.

In summary, the preceding literature review suggests that ethnic minority consumers (mainly 
in the United States) can be targeted effectively with the use of (second-language) marketing 
communication in English. However, language preferences obviously vary with a number of 
factors such as language proficiency, type of information required, duration of stay in the host 
country or communication context, and should be taken into account. Further research is 
needed to compare and contrast those with low and high levels of individually felt acculturation 
and explore their preferences for language use in advertisements.

Ethnic attachment

Ethnic attachment, or the strength of felt identification to an ethnic group, is widely recognized 
as a key determinant of how consumers respond to marketing communications. Ethnic minority 
consumers with a strong and salient ethnic identity tend to be more sensitive to identity-relevant 
information (Appiah 2001; Deshpandé et al. 1986; Elias et al. 2011). This may be because such 
information activates social identity within a person’s self-schema, particularly when the person 
strongly identifies with cultural identity (Forehand et al. 2002; Reed 2004). For example, Green 
(1999) shows that African American minorities in the United States who strongly identify with 
their ethnicity evaluate advertisements more positively when the advertisements feature people 
of their own ethnicity in positions of dominance; however, weak ethnic identifiers prefer adver-
tisements that feature people from the majority population in positions of dominance.

On the internet, Appiah (2004) reports that African Americans in the United States with 
a strong ethnic identification spend more time on African American-targeted websites, and 
evaluate these websites more favourably than the ones targeting mainstream White consumers. 
Alternatively, African Americans with a weak ethnic identification show no such differences. 
Elias, Appiah and Gong (2011) find that African Americans in the United States display more 
favourable attitudes toward a website if the product presenter is African American instead of 
White and that this effect increases with the strength of the ethnic identity. Despite its unde-
niable importance, ethnic attachment alone may be insufficient to explain the effectiveness of 
ethnically targeted marketing communication on the internet. Other factors, such as language 
capabilities, host-country associations and the degree of host-culture acculturation, need to be 
considered as well.
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Forehand and Deshpandé (2001) study effects of variability in the awareness or salience of 
ethnic identity. Consumers are likely to process more ethnically relevant information if they 
have a high degree of ethnic self-awareness, which is a ‘temporary state during which a person 
is more sensitive to information related to his or her ethnicity’ (Forehand and Deshpandé 2001, 
p. 336). Ethnic self-awareness may occur when people are prompted to categorize themselves 
along ethnic criteria. This process is oftentimes spontaneous or unconscious and can be aroused 
by individual variables, situational factors, or contextual primes (Forehand and Deshpandé 
2001). Hence, culturally typical symbols, colours, visual images or other cultural markers dis-
played on a website may prime ethnic minority consumers’ identities, make their identity more 
salient, and thereby increase website effectiveness.

Although ethnically targeted social media enable ethnic minorities to satisfy relational needs, 
such as creating and maintaining personal relationships, they also impel a sense of belonging to 
the ethnic group and may, therefore, be preferred over non-ethnically targeted social media 
sites. For example, migente.com is a website on which Latino people can meet; using the site 
may reinforce a sense of belonging to the Hispanic community and culture and thereby create 
‘stickiness’ to the site. Similarly, Rovai and Gallien (2005) report that African American students 
who enrolled in an online class re-created a racial community that had a positive impact on their 
participation to the class.

Website cultural congruity and ethnic minorities

Ethnic minority consumers may respond favourably (in terms of positive attitudes toward the 
site or enhanced purchasing intentions) to websites that match with their cultural expecta-
tions, suggesting that targeting minorities on the internet requires different web content and 
design than what is used for the majority population (Grinstein and Nisan 2009; Mazaheri 
et al. 2011). Luna et al. (2002) argue that increased effectiveness from a website localization 
strategy is derived from the targeting possibilities by server tools that can identify the domain 
to which a visitor belongs: ‘If the domain belongs, for example, to a Spanish internet service 
provider, marketers could serve certain culture-specific content that would not be available to 
visitors from a US domain’ (p. 408). A website has high Website Cultural Congruity (WCC) 
when it communicates to consumers in their native language and when it displays graphical 
symbols, pictures or other markers that are typical for the target culture or otherwise suggests 
proximity to the target culture (Luna et al. 2002). The next sections discuss some theories that 
suggest overall positive effects of higher levels of WCC on consumers’ attitudinal or behav-
ioural responses to the web (such as greater liking of the site, greater trust, etc.). However, it 
should be mentioned that the suggested effects have not been tested explicitly in relation to 
ethnic minority consumers. Marketers should also be aware of potential undesirable non-target 
effects such as, for example, majority consumers’ negative responses to brands that associate 
themselves to foreign cultures.

Flow experience

According to Luna et al. (2002), WCC is a content characteristic that influences the likeli-
hood of users experiencing flow. Culturally congruent websites (as compared to incongru-
ent ones) may be more familiar to visitors, thereby requiring them to use fewer resources 
for cognitive processing. This lower cognitive load may result in enhanced flow experiences. 
Flow is a state of focused attention and loss of self-consciousness in which the website user is 
completely engrossed in a browsing task (Csikszentmihalyi and LeFevre 1989). Hoffman and 

http://www.migente.com
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Novak (1996) describe flow as an experience that is: (1) characterized by a seamless sequence of 
responses facilitated by interactivity, (2) intrinsically enjoyable, (3) accompanied by a loss of self- 
consciousness and (4) self-reinforcing. Flow creates stickiness to the site and encourages con-
sumers to linger and revisit the site again in the future. Hence, when ethnic minority consumers 
surf a website that is culturally congruent with their ethnic culture, they may experience greater 
flow than majority consumers surfing the same website. However, when ethnic minority con-
sumers surf a website that is culturally congruent to the host-country culture (hence incongruent 
to their ethnic culture), they may also experience some flow, perhaps as a consequence of habit-
uation or acculturation to the host culture. Therefore, for websites that are culturally congruent 
to the host country, attitudes and preferences toward the site should be less distinctive between 
ethnic minority and majority consumers than for websites that are culturally incongruent to the 
host or the majority culture, but culturally congruent to the ethnic minority culture. Future 
research should explore this hypothesis while adjusting for potentially related predictors such 
as individually felt acculturation of ethnic minority consumers or their duration of stay in the 
host country.

Website usability and usefulness

Harris (2005) argues that search engines sometimes hinder ethnic minorities from using the 
web efficiently because they display information that may not be specifically relevant to them. 
Indeed, search engines commonly use geomarketing tools to determine the user’s location and 
deliver region-specific content. Therefore, search queries can result in information or content 
suggestions that are more relevant to a local mainstream population but less relevant or less use-
ful to ethnic minority consumers. As this example suggests, website usefulness and usability may 
be improved by ethnically tailored content. A study by Singh et al. (2006) involving majority 
consumers from three countries (Brazil, Germany and Taiwan) shows that these consumers 
perceive websites with a culturally congruent design as easier to use, more useful and efficient, 
and therefore they like them more. Similarly, for ethnic minorities, Detlefsen (2004), Lorence  
et al. (2006) and Miller et al. (2007) all show that African Americans in the United States, in 
comparison with White mainstream consumers, are less likely to use mainstream health infor-
mation websites. According to Detlefsen (2004), this may be because of maladapted website 
content and design: health websites should address the specific needs of ethnic minority users 
and consider that on average they may have lower literacy rates than the mainstream popula-
tion, less health literacy, as well as less computer experience. Digital divide research tackles such 
demographic influences extensively. Detlefsen also suggests that health information website 
content may be simplified, and therefore be more useful to ethnic minority consumers, when 
the site uses actual spoken language, such as ‘sugar’ instead of ‘diabetes’, ‘pressure’ for ‘hyper-
tension’, or ‘the blues’ for ‘depression’.

A relevant theoretical framework to explain usability aspects of culturally congruent web-
sites is the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis et al. 1989). TAM is one of the most 
influential models in information systems research and has been used frequently to study con-
sumers’ responses on the internet. It suggests that website acceptance results from two perceptual 
beliefs: perceived Ease Of Use (EOU) and Perceived Usefulness (PU). EOU is the degree to 
which a person believes that using a website is free of effort and PU is the belief that using a 
website increases task performance. These variables are interlinked: EOU affects PU, which in 
turn affects attitudes toward the website and ultimately use intentions. Singh et al. (2006, p. 94) 
suggest that researchers should draw on TAM ‘to study the use and acceptance of portals and 
websites specifically targeted to ethnic minority consumers’.
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Similarity attraction

Several studies (Appiah 2003; Baack and Singh 2007; Harris 2005; Marcus and Gould 2000) 
suggest that a greater match between a consumer’s cultural identity with that of the website in 
terms of WCC accounts for positive effects of WCC on attitudes and behaviours. This reso-
nates with the similarity effect (Byrne 1971), which states that people are attracted by people 
or objects that are similar to themselves. By contrast, objects or people that are perceived as 
dissimilar tend to be less liked. Similarity may be experienced in various ways, for example, in 
terms of similar personality traits, similar cultural values or similar attitudes.

Appiah (2003) reports that African Americans in the United States spend more time on, and 
recall more information from, ethnically targeted sites than on mainstream sites. Gevorgyan and 
Manucharova (2009) show that Chinese in the United States prefer websites that feature col-
lectivistic values, whereas Americans favour websites that display individualistic values. Based 
on focus group interviews, Singh et al. (2008) offer extensive lists and examples of culturally 
specific themes and website design elements that are particularly relevant to U.S. Hispanics. For 
example, family themes (pictures of families, websites that are designed to be used by all family 
members) or important Hispanic role models (‘triumphant Latinos’) emerge as core themes from 
their focus group interviews. The authors recommend that marketers emphasize these themes 
when designing websites for targeting U.S. Hispanics in order to increase perceptions of cultural 
similarity and enhance website appreciation.

The similarity effect is known as a robust phenomenon in social psychology (Montoya and 
Horton 2004). It informs several theories that make similar predictions about how culturally 
congruent website design informs consumers’ attitudes and website preferences. First, social 
categorization theory (Hogg and Abrams 1988) posits that people divide the world into ‘us 
and them’ categories. The in-group, which is the group that resembles oneself, tends to be 
preferred and the out-group is usually disliked (so-called in-group favouritism). For example, 
the theory predicts that when surfing a website with an Asian look and feel, consumers would 
make the same associations to the website as they make to Asian cultures in general. Hence, 
consumers may like a website more when it depicts cultural values of the culture to which 
they belong.

Second, balance theory (Heider 1958) posits that individuals strive for consistency or har-
mony. Accordingly, cognitive consistency (the urge to maintain one’s values and beliefs over 
time) drives psychological balance. Balance may occur as a consequence of perceived similarity 
between the consumer and the website (‘everything on the site is in the “right” order’). Hence, 
a culturally congruent design may evoke feelings of balance and harmony and may therefore be 
preferred over standardized or culturally incongruent ones.

Third, according to social comparison theory (Festinger 1954), people are driven by the 
need to hold ‘correct’ attitudes and beliefs. They may feel attracted by similar others because of 
social comparisons suggesting that agreement (similarity) satisfies this need. Therefore, culturally 
congruent websites may be seen as the confirmation of an internal self-evaluation in comparison 
with the website (‘It is correct and good that I belong to this culture’), which ultimately results 
in liking culturally congruent websites.

Finally, the similarity effect may also be interpreted in terms of ‘implied evaluation’ (Aronson 
and Worchel 1966). Accordingly, when a person recognizes attitudinal similarity in another 
person, the similar person may be liked more because it is believed that the liking will be 
reciprocal (Layton and Insko 1974). Hence, a culturally congruent website may be liked more 
because viewers assume that they are part of the website’s target and can therefore benefit from 
reciprocity (‘The site will give me something positive back’).
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Although these theories generally support positive effects of higher levels of WCC, these 
relationships remain to be tested empirically for ethnic minority consumers.

Outlook and future research

Research into ethnic minority consumers’ behaviour on the internet has broadly evolved in 
the following directions: studies that explore the extent of and reasons for the digital divide 
between ethnic minority and majority consumers, studies that investigate behaviour contingent 
on ethnic minorities’ cultural identity and studies that investigate WCC as a driver of ethnic 
minority consumer behaviour. Despite the volume of research, research into ethnic minority 
consumers’ behaviour on the internet is still in its infancy. The following discussion delineates 
some potentially fruitful areas for future investigations.

Given that most of the existing research on the digital divide has been conducted in the 
United States, there is an urgent need for more empirical insights involving ethnic minority 
consumers from other parts of the world. Insights from China would be particularly important 
because of the sheer size of the Chinese population. More than 40 per cent of the 1.3 billion 
people in China use the internet (Internetworldstats 2014) and almost half of them belong to 
ethnic minorities (China Statistical Yearbook 2012). Similarly, Europe, which is a mosaic of 
various cultures and ethnicities, remains widely under-researched in this regard. It would be 
interesting to see whether trends exemplified in the existing digital divide research (mainly from 
the United States) are the same as in other countries or regions of the world.

Recent statistics suggest that the emergence of smartphones makes it easier for ethnic minor-
ity consumers to access the internet, which arguably narrows the digital divide; at the same 
time, as mentioned previously, studies show that minorities use mobile devices more frequently 
than majority consumers (Nielsen 2013; Zickuhr and Smith 2012). These developments suggest 
a new form of digital divide in which minorities are no longer constrained by internet access 
problems but may be challenged by the device they use (Washington 2011). It is arguably 
more difficult to engage in thorough product or price comparisons or to follow an educational 
program on a smartphone than on a laptop or an office computer. Such differences between 
minorities and majorities may perpetuate segregation in the physical world, which future 
research should clarify. More research is also needed to reveal the consequences of the new 
digital divide in terms of price comparison activities or minority–majority differences in online 
product evaluation and choice processes.

Another important topic for future research is to clarify whether and when higher levels of 
WCC are needed to effectively target minority consumers. Existing studies suggest that effects 
of WCC may be contingent on the degree of ethnic identity, and that host-country language 
(mostly English in the United States) is in many instances an effective tool to target bilingual 
minorities. More insights are needed that guide practitioners’ decisions on how to allocate 
resources toward standardized or culturally adapted website design in culturally diverse mar-
kets. Future studies may investigate the effectiveness of culturally congruent website design 
and language display depending on ethnic minority consumers’ goals for using the internet. 
Such goals may be differentiated in terms of searching for information versus browsing for 
entertainment (Hoffman and Novak 1996; Schlosser 2003). Goal contingencies may also be 
researched along different product or service categories. For example, information related to 
ethnic and non-ethnic products may be processed differently and may therefore require differ-
ent levels of WCC. In conjunction, future research may reveal the role of web translators on 
non-bilingual minority consumers’ information processing and decision making. Studies may 
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also consider minority consumers’ degree of bilingualism (for example, measured by language 
tests such as the TOEFL), as well as their degree of bi-culturalism, which appears more realis-
tic than categorizing minority and majority consumers into discrete bimodal categories (Luna 
et al. 2008). Research may also expand into multiculturalism and multi-lingualism. Indeed, 
many minorities live and work in multicultural environments in which they are confronted 
by more than one foreign language. For example, minority consumers in Canada deal in 
many instances with English and French, both of which may be second and third languages to 
them. How does ethnic minority consumers’ multi-lingualism shape information processing 
of commercial information?

It would also be interesting to investigate further how the internet contributes to eth-
nic minority consumers’ acculturation and socializing processes, particularly in relation to 
brands. Immigrants and ethnic minorities undergo processes of acculturation in which they 
add aspects of the host culture on to their traditional culture and potentially modify or even 
replace their existing value system (Hurh and Kim 1984; Teske and Nelson 1974). It has been 
shown that online social networks play an important role in the development of minorities’ 
healthy sense of self-identity, which is necessary to adapt to a foreign environment (Byrne 
2007). Studies also show that ethnic minorities use social media more frequently than majori-
ties (Zickuhr and Smith 2012), that social media is increasingly important for brand building 
(Bernoff and Li 2008; Kaplan and Haenlein 2010), and that consumers embrace brand associa-
tions for improving their self-concept (Aaker 1997; Keller 1998). For example, Heehyoung 
et al. (2008) note that a brand achieves success when consumers express their personal char-
acteristics through it as a result of online community membership. Drawing on this literature, 
researchers may interpret ethnic minorities’ social media use in terms of a coping strategy 
that results from acculturative stress (Copeland and Hess 1995; Mena et al. 1987). Future 
studies may investigate if, and under which conditions, ethnic minority consumers may serve 
as brand ambassadors. With this in mind, studies may also answer questions about the role 
of social media for minority consumers’ brand relationship building in relation to host- and 
home-country brands.

Another important, but under-researched area relates to the impact of religiosity on minor-
ity consumers’ responses to the web. One of the rare articles in this field is by Zainul, Osman 
and Mazlan (2004), who offer a discussion on Muslims’ e-commerce acceptance in regards to 
online payment systems. Because it is uncertain if credit card payments conform to the Islamic 
Shariah rulings, Muslims may prefer to use the ‘Murabahah system’, in which a buyer instructs 
an Islamic bank to make a purchase on one’s behalf instead of directly using a credit card 
to make the payment (ibid.). Other faith groups may also have unique requirements poten-
tially affecting the ways such groups engage with and use web-based marketing efforts. Future 
research should deepen this and other aspects related to religiosity and ethnic minorities’ online 
behaviours.

Finally, marketing actions that target ethnic minorities can as well affect majority consumers 
with unwanted, potentially harmful, non-target market effects (Aaker et al. 2000; Antioco et al. 
2012; Johnson and Grier 2011; Oakenfull et al. 2008). In many instances, marketers face the 
dilemma that culturally sensitive web content may be appreciated by members of one culture, 
but does not cause an effect on another culture – or can even offend another culture’s value 
system. Cultural elements in advertising can also result in a lack of brand differentiation and 
dilute a brand’s identity (Burgos 2008). An important question for marketers, therefore, is how 
they may use the internet to communicate with multiple cultures within the domestic market 
at the same time. Future research may adopt a processing fluency perspective (Carroll and Luna 
2011; Fang et al. 2007; Janiszewski and Meyvis 2001) to investigate how cosmetic variations 
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and repetitions of culturally laden web content and design interact with minority and minority 
consumers’ preference formation on the internet.
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5
Emplaced ethnicity

The role of space(s) in ethnic marketing

Luca M. Visconti

Emplacing ethnicity

In his article on the racialization of space and the spatialization of race, George Lipsitz (2007) 
captures the conceptual, experiential and economic porosity between space and ethnicity. As 
he writes (2007, p. 12):

The lived experience of race has a spatial dimension, and the lived experience of space has 
a racial dimension. People of different races in the United States are relegated to different 
physical locations by housing and lending discrimination, by school district boundaries, by 
policing practices, by zoning regulations, and by the design of transit systems. The racial 
demography of the places where people live, work, play, shop, and travel exposes them to 
a socially shared system of exclusion and inclusion. Race serves as a key variable in deter-
mining who has the ability to own homes that appreciate in value and can be passed down 
to subsequent generations; in deciding which children have access to education by experi-
enced and credentialed teachers in safe buildings with adequate equipment; and in shaping 
differential exposure to polluted air, water, food, and land.

Ethnicity and space are thus intertwined: space visualizes social representations of ethnicity 
(Lipsitz 1998; Peñaloza 2000; Peñaloza 2001; Visconti and de Cordova 2012); dwellers’ eth-
nicities contribute to construct and modify the identity of the spaces in which they live, work, 
shop, consume and establish social and market interactions (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999; Üstüner 
and Holt 2007). In brief, construction of ethnicity entails at least three types of identities: 
(1) migrants’/ethnic minorities’ identity (the term ‘minority’ here is used to signify ‘disem-
powered ethnic groups’), (2) mainstream’s (ethnic) identity, and (3) space identity, in which 
minorities’ and mainstream’s confrontation is emplaced. By space, I mean a large variety of 
spaces, ranging from the macro (e.g., nationscape, regionscape, cityscape; Paasi 2001) to the 
meso (e.g., marketplace, neighbourhood; Peñaloza 2004; Peñaloza 2007) to the micro level 
(e.g., servicescape, workplace, home; Jamal 2003; Üstüner and Thompson 2012; Veresiu et al. 
2012; Visconti and de Cordova 2012; Visconti and Premazzi 2012). More importantly, in this 
chapter I classify space through its function in the construction of ethnicity and thus distin-
guish among physical, cultural, social, ideological, political and commercial space.
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Discussion on emplaced ethnicity is overdue (Ping Hung Li and Figueiredo 2012). A recent 
special issue of Landscape Journal (2007) addresses the role of the built environment in the con-
struction of race/ethnicity in the United States. The invited editor Dianne Harris (2007, p. 2) 
raises some thought-provoking questions:

Why study race and space? What can the built environment tell us about the construction 
and maintenance of racial identities, or about the production of racism in the United States 
that we don’t already know? . . . Can space really tell us anything new about this topic?

My answer is affirmative. I contend that by investigating the role of space in the construction of 
ethnicity, two main contributions unfold. First, such investigation advances current consumer 
and marketing literature on ethnicity – and its making, transformation or maintenance through 
market exchanges and consumption – as the following paragraph illustrates in further detail. 
Second, by addressing attention to space, we can better determine how ‘minoritization’, or the 
way certain ethnic groups are kept at the margins of society and the market, occurs. In doing 
so, forms of ‘underground’ – that is ‘unspoken’ – racism (Harris 2007) surface and can be more 
easily tackled.

The chapter comprises three main parts: first, I discuss different notions of space relevant to 
ethnicity and tie them together; second, from these notions of space, I draw implications for 
ethnic marketing strategy and practice; third, I question the commercial and social effects that 
space (im)permeability, or the extent to which different ethnic groups are equally entitled to use 
a given space, may determine.

Ethnicity and space(s)

Within ethnic marketing studies, ethnicity has been mostly addressed with reference to migration 
and ethnic minorities. Yet ethnicity does not concern just border-crossing people, nor does it 
exclude the mainstream (Lipsitz 1998; Peñaloza 2004; Peñaloza 2007). Thus, this chapter ques-
tions the role of space in the construction of ethnicity and ethnic identity for both migrant and 
non-migrant people as well as for ethnic minorities and the mainstream. In doing so, I rely on 
multidisciplinary contributions, in which research on consumer acculturation, cultural geography 
and urban studies are prominent.

With reference to the ethnic marketing literature, to date research on ethnicity has addressed 
the role of space either marginally or one-sidedly. Regany et al. (2012) comment on the marginal-
ity of space within consumer acculturation research. They contend that space has been mentioned 
in terms of, among others, ‘boundary’ (Oswald 1999; Peñaloza 1994), ‘border’ (Lindridge  
et al. 2004) and, more often, ‘country of origin/destination’ without being fully problematized. 
Featherstone et al. (2007, p. 383) also insist that research on ethnicity has repeatedly used ‘spatial 
metaphors’, which are elusive since they address space without really inspecting its mundane 
effects on ‘everyday human experiences’.

When not treating it marginally, other ethnic marketing researchers have approached space 
in relation to ethnicity one-sidedly, by focusing on specific types of space. For example, Jamal 
(2003, p. 1) illustrates the role of the retailing-scape in the visualization of ethnic diversity and 
in promoting ‘co-existence, tolerance and freedom of lifestyles among consumers of different 
ethnic backgrounds’. Peñaloza (2004; 2007) documents how the cityscape embeds consump-
tion, labour and capital positions on which Latinos/as and the American mainstream build 
respective power positions. Similarly, Üstüner and Holt (2007) unveil how spatial segrega-
tion in a city leads to forms of dominated acculturation, and Üstüner and Thompson (2012) 
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demonstrate the empowering role of a servicescape – namely, hair-saloons – in supporting the 
social promotion of underclass service workers in Turkey. Therefore, former contributions 
either treat space as a taken-for-granted concept or focus on circumscribed, specific spaces and 
their impact on ethnicity.

This chapter aims to (1) problematize space in ethnic marketing research and (2) provide 
a bigger picture, in which different types of space are included and tied together. Elaborating 
on Proshansky (1978, p. 150), Visconti and de Cordova (2012, p. 128) contend that any 
physical space is contextually a cultural, social, psychological, political and ideological space. 
Hereinafter and beyond any attempt of exhaustiveness, I discuss these key types of space and 
comment on their role in ethnic minorities’ and mainstream’s (market) confrontation around 
respective ethnic identities.

Physical and geopolitical space

Foundational to any discourse on space is physical space. Featherstone et al. (2007) suggest 
not conceptualizing physical space as a ‘fixed container’ but rather as a ‘set of flows and net-
works’ established across various physical spaces, which today may also be expanded to forms 
of ‘cybermarket’ (Venkatesh 1998). The authors examine physical space from a macro perspec-
tive and elaborate the notion of ‘spatialities’, defined as ‘the diverse ongoing connections and 
networks that bind different parts of the world together and that are constituted through (and 
in fact constitute) particular sites and places’ (pp. 383–4).

Despite Featherstone et al.’s (2007) invitation, political studies, geography and economic works 
on migration, and the majority of ethnic marketing studies have mostly interpreted physical space 
restrictively as a synonym of geopolitical space. There, physical space stands in lieu of the nation- 
state. Yet physical space is much more articulated. Scholars have proved that ethnic minorities 
and the mainstream use a large array of ‘spatial scales’ (Paasi 2001; Pierre 2000) to define the space 
they inhabit. Together with the national level, they use local, regional and supranational articula-
tions of the physical space, which they intertwine so as to create more nuanced and richer ethnic 
identities. As Harris (2007, p. 2) observes, ethnic minorities and the mainstream interact within 
‘streets, freeways and the spaces they enclose, urban squares and antebellum public space, univer-
sity campus landscapes, private estates, public parks, and housing developments’. Thus, a person’s 
ethnic identity is at the same time an expression of the neighbourhood, the city, the region, the 
nation and the supranational level with which he or she identifies.

Last, sometimes the physical space is loaded with religious meanings, such as when religious 
groups choose real or metaphorical physical spaces as places to claim ethnic appurtenance and 
mark identification (e.g., the Promised Land for Jews, the Vatican for Catholics, the Mecca for 
Muslims; Bowen 2004), beyond nationality and the spaces they currently inhabit. In paraphrasing 
Appadurai (1990), in these situations the physical space becomes a ‘religious-scape’.

Cultural space

Physical space – either meant restrictively, as the nation, or more extensively, as suggested pre-
viously – always subtends a cultural space. By cultural space, I mean the complex of articulated 
meanings embedded in the physical space, which reflect the ways ethnic minorities and the 
mainstream think of personal and respective ethnic identity. I contend that the cultural space 
grants two substantive functions in relation to ethnicity: (1) it helps visualize how each ethnic 
group conceives of its ethnic identity and that of other ethnic groups and (2) it reflects power 
positions based on ethnic appurtenance.
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First, both anthropologists (e.g. Douglas and Isherwood 1979; McCracken 2005) and  
consumer researchers (e.g. Ahuvia 2005; Belk 1988; Belk 2013) have long documented how 
physical objects ‘extend’ the personal and the collective self. So does the physical space, to 
express either one’s ethnicity or that of others. Typically, a person’s home more fully reflects 
his or her ethnic identity. Research on Latinos (Peñaloza 1994) and Haitians (Oswald 1999) 
in the United States, Italians in Canada (Joy et al. 1995), South Asians in the United Kingdom 
(Lindridge et al. 2004), Greenlanders in Denmark (Askegaard et al. 2005) and Egyptians in Italy 
(Visconti 2008) has extensively documented how people adapt their dwellings to reflect their 
ethnic identity. Other times, the physical space mirrors the way a group sees another group’s 
ethnic identity and thus incorporates stereotyping and prejudices about ‘ethnic otherness’ (what 
Oktem [2005] defines as an ‘ethnocracy’).

Commercial spaces may be the same, when others’ ethnicity is staged to be ‘sold’ to both 
members and non-members of a given ethnic group (e.g., ethnic assortments in supermarkets, 
‘ethnic’ restaurants and gift stores). Peñaloza and Gilly (1999) document how American shop-
pers adapt their stores to fit Mexican American ethnicity in cities or neighbourhoods densely 
populated by Latinos/as, Jamal (2003) highlights how the retailing-scape reflects the (presumed) 
market culture of multiple ethnic groups and Peñaloza (2000; 2001) illustrates how rodeo shows 
can stage the American West culture for both dwellers and tourists. The same happens with the 
cityscape more broadly. As Park and Burgess (1925/1984) contend, before being physical spaces 
cities are first and foremost spaces of mental imaginary. With reference to New York, Zukin 
(2010) unveils how flows of Black and White cultures in Harlem have left traces in the physical 
space, which make the city a multi-layered ethnic text to read. For more evidence on the ties 
between urban space and ethnicity, the anthology Urban Culture, edited by Chris Jenks (2004), 
proves insightful.

Second, the cultural dimension of the physical space also accounts for power positions dif-
ferent ethnic groups hold. The physical space then reveals and helps maintain ethnic inequalities 
and power imbalances. As Harris (2007, p. 3) states:

For whom are most sites designed? Who is the presumed public that designers imagine? 
Where are designed landscapes situated and who has access to them? How are messages 
about access, belonging, and exclusion manifested in built form? How is the funding for 
public projects apportioned?

Similarly, other researchers have observed that, too often, the physical space inhabited complies 
with White privileges (Burton 2009; Lipsitz 1998). As Harris (2007, p. 4) remarks:

White privilege literally hides in plain sight (invisible especially to those who enjoy 
the privileges), a situation that is exacerbated by the fact that landscapes are particularly 
well-suited to masking such constructions because they appear to be completely natural, 
God-given, and neutral.

Hise (2007) also demonstrates that the language urban planning adopts often reproduces situa-
tions of ethnic and social inequality and segregation. For example, he describes how embellished 
expressions, such as ‘urban renewal’, may actually dissimulate phenomena of marginalization 
and gentrification that often harm ethnic minorities. In conclusion, the cultural space directs 
attention to the use of the physical space to communicate ethnic groups’ identity as well as to 
confirm or challenge established positions of ethnic privilege.
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Social space

Physical space – in all its declinations (private, public and commercial) – provides ground 
for social encounters; it provides a social space. Notably, by temporarily or steadily sharing a 
physical space, different ethnic groups can engage in social interactions, compare respective 
ethnic identities and reinforce/modify ethnic stereotypes that others impose on them. Social 
interactions also help confront different ‘spatial imaginaries’ (Lipsitz 2007) – that is, different 
interpretations of the space these groups share in terms of how space can be appropriated, 
allocated and used. Therefore, social exchanges use physical space as a theatre in which to 
represent different ethnic identities as well as an object of dispute per se (i.e., who owns/can 
use this space). As Kostof (1992) notes, public space reflects purposes and ideas about the rituals 
and interactions it hosts.

When addressing the social space, two cautions are due. First, even when one ethnic group 
dominates the others, social exchanges remain bi-directional (Berry 1980; Padilla 1980). 
Thus, if ethnic minorities acculturate to the mainstream’s cultural norms and social practices 
(Featherstone et al. 2007; Paasi 2001), the dominating ethnic group may also change through 
enduring interactions with the dominated ethnic groups. To date, ethnic marketing research 
has vastly accounted for ethnic minorities’ (market) acculturation but has remained elusive 
on interethnic crossover effects (Grier et al. 2006), despite economic and cultural relevance of 
the phenomenon. Second, sometimes ethnic groups maintain relevant social exchanges with 
countries other than their country of residency. For example, Morosanu (2013) documents 
young Romanians’ trying experiences in London due to stable socialization between their 
‘here’ and ‘there’. Research on ‘transmigrants’, or migrants steadily moving back and forth 
between their country of origin and destination (Üçok Hughes and Kjeldgaard 2006; Voigt-
Graf 2004), and ‘diasporic families’ (Appadurai 1996) further illuminates the point. As a result, 
conceptualization of the social space must reflect the comprehensiveness of the relevant social 
exchanges in which different ethnic groups are engaged. This may transcend the boundaries of 
the nation in which these groups live.

With specific reference to migration in/outflows, both aspects/cautions can be visualized 
through the transformation of migrants’ cities of origin and destination due to the maintenance 
of social relations with the hosting population as well as their community of origin. On the one 
hand, migrants transform the cities they inhabit (Zukin 2010) as they act as ‘urban scale-makers’ 
(Glick Schiller and Çaglar 2009, p. 177). On the other hand, they transform the cities they leave 
behind (Çaglar 2007). Depopulation and urban depletion go hand in hand with migrants’ remit-
tances, which sustain urban refurbishment and development (Üçok Hughes and Kjeldgaard 2006).

Ethnic marketing research shows that the social space may prove either beneficial to or detri-
mental for the construction of a sound, dynamic ethnic identity. On the positive side, the social 
space can reinforce ethnic identities (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999, p. 84), sustain ethnic groups’ self-
esteem and collective identity (Morosanu 2013), and increase opportunities to access the market 
(Visconti 2008). Prior research also documents the active processes of aesthetic adaptation that 
migrants/ethnic minorities frequently perform to beautify their neighbourhoods and reconnect 
with their homeland (Hadjiyanni 2009). Plastic manipulation of the residential space is a means 
to ritually appropriate the space (McCracken 1986). It is also a means to transmit culture down 
to the new generations (i.e. a form of ‘performative memory’; Connerton 1989), a way to 
reproduce distinction (Bourdieu 1984) from other ethnic groups and a form of affiliation with 
one’s ethnic community (Hadjiyanni 2009).

On the negative side, the social space may foster maintenance of ethnic stereotypes, over-
emphasize the relevance of ethnic identity in people’s lives and, ultimately, favour ethnic 
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segregation. For example, in their critical enquiry on multiculturalism in major Canadian cities, 
Goonewardena and Kipfer (2005) explain that social exchanges in Canada can reproduce dis-
courses on whiteness/non-whiteness. As they observe, the apparently innocent question ‘Where 
are you from?’ when meeting a foreigner underlies the persistence of ethno-racial interpre-
tive schema used to locate the ‘other’, ethnically and socially. The space in which migrants 
inhabit also is typically the initial factor of environmental stress (Yan-chi Kwok and Ku 2008), 
since space design affects the mental, emotional and physical health among displaced people 
(Hadjiyanni 2009).

Ideological and political space

As noted, physical space conveys cultural interpretations of ethnicity and hosts social exchanges 
among different ethnic groups, which in turn construct ethnic identities as well as reflect power 
positions depending on ethnicity. The ideological dimension of space captures the transforma-
tive intentions that stand behind such meanings and social dynamics. As Sherry (1998, p. 6) 
writes, the physical space can include intentions, attitudes and purposes; thus, it has a normative 
content (Bowen 2004). When ideologies are used to derive implications for action (e.g., for 
behaviour, policy, marketing practice), the ideological space becomes a political space (Peñaloza 
1995). Among others, sociologist Saskia Sassen (2006) identifies the role of global cities in 
improving migrants’/ethnic minorities’ visibility and purposeful participation in social life. With 
reference to commerce, Maclaran and Brown (2005) comment on the Utopian marketplace and 
Kozinets (2002) provides evidence on emplaced ideologies of market resistance.

I contend that the physical space reflects ideologies of how different ethnic groups are entitled 
to be part of a nation, use the welfare system, contribute to the cultural life and access and play 
in the market. This can be true for ideologies that either empower or repress ethnic minori-
ties. Taking an urban Marxist and antiracist feminist position, Goonewardena and Kipfer (2005,  
p. 671) also show that ‘multiculturalism [is] an urban policy’. More often, physical space (re)pro-
duces ideologies of ethnic domination and/or segregation – that is, a whiteness discourse. I select 
here Oktem’s (2005) study of Mardin, a multi-ethnic and multi-religious city located in southeast 
Turkey, to illustrate the point. The author performs a deep analysis of the ideological and political 
role of space and geography in the construction, hierarchical ordering and confrontation of ethnic 
groups. He comments on the use of the city in order to modify and negotiate power positions 
across different ethnic groups, and forges the notion of ‘ethnocracy’ as encapsulating the political 
and ideological tensions ethnicity fosters. According to him (2005, p. 243), ethnocracy appears 
any time ethnicity, instead of citizenship, ‘determines the allocations of rights and privileges, 
despite several democratic features . . . A dominant “charter” ethnic group appropriates the state 
apparatus, determines most public policies, and segregates itself from other groups.’

Oktem (2005) describes how the political use of space (physical, cultural and social) in order 
to create an ‘ethno-nation’ – that is, a nation where one ethnic group rules over other ethnic 
minorities – is reflected into the social construction of ‘ethno-classes’ – that is, the establish-
ment of social privileges, distinction (Bourdieu 1984) and separation due to ethnic difference. 
In doing so, he ties the political and the social spheres together and reveals the use of space as a 
means to upgrade/downgrade ethnically different groups beyond territorial citizenship, income 
and/or personal merits.

The strategic use of the physical space to emplace, communicate and reinvigorate ethnic ide-
ologies is almost universal. First, this strategy characterizes several cities around the globe (Jenks 
2004; Schein 2007). Second, both empowering and repressive ethnic ideologies tend to use 
space to accomplish their ideological aims. Third, all ethnic groups tend to use space to prevail 
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over others. In the case of Mardin, Oktem (2005) unveils strategically similar but politically rival 
attempts that public administrations, private media and human rights organizations pursue in 
the reconfiguration of space and ethnicity in that city. Thus, the ideological use of space occurs 
regardless of geography, ideological purposes and ethnic appurtenance.

Implications for ethnic marketing: the commercial space

The former discussion on space(s) and ethnicity is not only conceptually engaging but also 
managerially relevant. It grounds implications about using space to improve companies’ ethnic 
marketing competitiveness as well as ethnic groups’ empowerment, self-esteem and self-efficacy. 
Indeed, consumers’ ethnic identity stimulates a broad range of needs (utilitarian, emotional, 
ideological and symbolic) that commercial space design helps satisfy.

Table 5.1 summarizes ethnic marketing implications meant to be illustrative more than 
exhaustive. First, by critically considering the definition of physical space, marketing managers 
can improve the quality of their ethnic marketing decisions on an international scale. To date, 
international market segmentation predominantly relies on national/supranational criteria that 

Table 5.1 Types of space and their implications for marketing

Types of space Definition Marketing implications

Physical and 
geopolitical 
space

The physical environment:

 – Macro level: nationscape, 
regionscape, cityscape

 – Meso level: marketplace, 
neighbourhood

 – Micro level: servicescape, 
workplace, home

For cross-cultural and international marketing 
decisions, remember that:

 – Notion of nation is dynamic
 – Notion of nation is constructed
 – Geopolitical spaces are interconnected
 – Physical spaces beyond the nation matter

Cultural space The meanings embedded in the 
physical space, which visualize:

 – How ethnic groups conceive of 
their/others’ ethnic identity

 – Power positions based on 
ethnic appurtenance 

 – Use of artifacts to visualize customers’ 
ethnic identity

 – Check for how space design reflects ethnic 
stereotypes

 – Check for how space design supports 
ethnic folklore

 –  Use of space design to control/empower 
ethnic groups

Social space Social interactions allowed by 
shared space, which reflect:

 – Different ideas on the use of 
physical space

 – Social segregation and rivalry 
about space consumption

 – Use of space design to cope with ethnic 
groups’ entitlement on space use

 – Targeting decisions
 – Exploitation of consumption crossover

Ideological and 
political space

The transformative intentions that 
are pursued through space:

 – Space design
 – Space attribution
 – Space use

Attention for the implicit/explicit ideological 
intentions in marketing decisions such as:

 – Geomarketing decisions
 – Store layout decisions
 – Category management decisions
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reflect a geopolitical acceptation of space. As the former discussion indicates, nation borders have 
become porous. The geopolitical spaces consumers use to define themselves can be intercon-
nected and change at consumers’ pace, regardless of geopolitical transformations (Featherstone 
et al. 2007). In addition, together with globalization, an increasing nostalgia for the local space 
(Emontspool and Kjeldgaard 2012) and the fragmentation of the global (Geertz 1983) have 
spread. As such, ethnic marketing decisions, including criteria to segment international markets, 
should reflect consumers’ subjective interpretation of physical spaces that are deemed relevant 
to reflect their ethnic identity instead of using marketing managers’ a priori geopolitical criteria 
(i.e., consumers’ nationality/supranationality).

Second, when a company serves multi-ethnic markets, knowing that physical space is also a 
cultural space proves essential to take sound ethnic marketing decisions. In particular, this under-
standing should dictate how a company designs its commercial spaces (e.g. space for the service 
encounter, stores, experiential settings, corporate offices). Not only are commercial spaces places 
to exchange and shop, but they are also spaces in which established ideas of ethnic domination/
subordination/empowerment can be conveyed through space design (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999; 
Visconti and Premazzi 2012). For example, Visconti and Üçok Hughes (2011) document banks 
(e.g. Banco de la Gente in the United States, Agenzia Tu in Italy, HSBC worldwide) that have 
used servicescape design to challenge shared ideas about migrants’/ethnic minorities’ market 
irrelevance, dangerousness and subordination. Instead, their branches built environments that 
reflect positive images of migrants/ethnic minorities as diverse but integrated, successful and 
empowered citizens.

Third, space supports social exchanges (Tombs and McColl-Kennedy 2003), which may 
improve/diminish quality of interethnic confrontations and personal/collective ethnic self-
esteem (Morosanu 2013). When targeting different ethnic groups, companies can decide either 
to serve their customers in separate spaces according to consumer ethnicity (e.g. ‘ethnic stores’ 
versus ‘mainstream stores’) or to welcome them within the same commercial space. In doing 
so, they can (de)emphasize ethnic difference and increase/limit ethnic segregation, respectively. 
They can also stimulate/limit social interactions across different ethnic groups within the com-
mercial space. In addition, companies can decide the extent to which their personnel should 
mirror the ethnic diversity of their target markets.

Among other companies, IKEA has often employed a sales force as ethnically diverse as 
possible (Visconti 2007) to facilitate customers’ identification and sentiment of inclusion dur-
ing shopping. Social space also invites consideration of commercial opportunities stemming 
from consumption crossover (Grier et al. 2006), which to date have been scantly explored. 
Marketing managers usually follow common understanding that cultural adaptation occurs only 
on the side of ethnic minorities that get accustomed to the mainstream’s market culture. Yet the 
mainstream also adapts to ethnic minorities’ market cultures (e.g., ‘ethnic’ food, ‘ethnic’ design 
and ‘ethnic’ music) and modifies its consumption accordingly. Ethnic marketing managers able 
to escape such a biased, closed-minded interpretation of interethnic market acculturation will 
profit from consumption crossover opportunities.

Fourth, intentionally or subconsciously, commercial space can embed ideological discourses 
(Borghini et al. 2009; Maclaran and Brown 2005), including ethnic ideologies. Geomarketing 
decisions, about localization of a company’s stores, respond to commercial as well as ideological 
criteria. Which types of customers does a company deem worthy? Ethnic minorities often live 
in separated city neighbourhoods, where high-quality commercial offerings may be scant. In the 
United States, ‘food deserts’ – areas in which the population has limited access to supermarkets 
or large grocery stores (Dutko et al. 2012) – arouse increasing preoccupation and often concern 
ethnic minorities. Category management decisions also reflect ideological motives. Think of 
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supermarkets’ organization of the ‘ethnic’ offering. Should ‘ethnic’ products be part of the respec-
tive product categories (e.g., pasta, sauces, drinks), or should they be included in a specific ‘ethnic 
food’ category (e.g., Mexican food assortment, Italian food)? The more a supermarket keeps eth-
nic minorities’ ‘typical’ products separate from the main assortment, the more it helps ‘folklorize’ 
these groups by stressing their supposed diversity and market extraneousness.

In the following paragraphs, I contextualize ethnic marketing implications at two important 
levels: (1) the marketplace, in which economic exchanges occur within a space a plethora of 
economic agents has determined, and (2) the servicescape, in which consumers interact with the 
physical space a single company has designed.

The marketplace

Defining the marketplace is all but straightforward. This term may abstractedly stand as a 
synonym of the market or allude to the emplacement of the market and therefore refer to 
the physical space in which commercial exchanges occur. It can be a space for commerce but 
also a space for ideologies (Arnould and Thompson 2005, p. 871) and representations of the 
individual/collective self (Giesler 2008). It can be used as a metaphor for the Western capi-
talist market ideology or include any form of economic ideology (for non-Western market 
systems, see Part I in Peñaloza et al. 2011). Here, the marketplace indicates the physical space 
buyers, retailers and producers of different ethnicities, and across geographies, shared for their 
economic exchanges.

The marketplace serves a variety of purposes. First, it is a space for commerce. Migrants/ethnic 
minorities may act as shoppers as well as producers/retailers. When playing a consumer role, they 
navigate the marketplace looking for convenience, utility, entertainment, or involvement with 
products and brands, as any consumer does (Costa and Bamossy 1995). They also ‘shop for identity’ 
(Halter 2000) and try to improve their social and economic ethnic legitimation. Ethnic market-
ing research extensively illustrates the use of consumer goods in order to fulfil migrants’/ethnic 
minorities’ identity projects, ranging from complete acculturation/assimilation to the local culture, 
to forms of rejection of the mainstream culture, to intermediate positions of cultural swapping 
(e.g. Askegaard et al. 2005; Oswald 1999; Visconti 2008). Thus, availability of ethnic products 
on the market fosters migrants’/ethnic minorities’ economic legitimation – by being treated as an 
economically appealing segment (Visconti and Üçok Hughes 2011) – and attenuates their social 
invisibility ( Jamal, 2003).

Second, when playing a producer/retailer role, migrants/ethnic minorities primarily look for 
business opportunities as any other entrepreneur. When native sellers do not serve the ethnic 
market, ethnic minorities may step in to offer products not available otherwise (Chaudhry and 
Crick 2005). This has been the case for halal or kosher butchery shops, internet and phone cen-
tres, ethnic grocery stores, ethnic media and more. In doing so, ‘ethnic’ companies/retailers act 
as ‘cultural change agents’ (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999, p. 101), which support ethnic minorities’ 
market and social power, boost the local economy and even revitalize neglected areas of the 
cities they inhabit (Eroglu 2002).

The servicescape

If the marketplace notion is controversial, the definition of servicescape is relatively consensual 
and grounded on the foundational contribution of Canadian geographer Edward Relph (1976). 
Bitner (1992) is the first marketing scholar to define the servicescape as the built environment 
in which the service provision takes place. Her work directs attention to the ‘language of the 
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objects’ (Bitner 1992, p. 62), which comprise: (1) ambient conditions, (2) spatial layout and 
(3) material artifacts. Taking an anthropological perspective, consumer researcher John Sherry 
(1998) expands the definition further by including: (4) the social interactions allowed by the 
space consumers and sellers share and (5) the emotional involvement (i.e. ‘place attachment’) 
that people can develop when spaces become special to them.

Notably, if all companies and consumers confront a similar marketplace, each company can 
design its own servicescape to develop relationships with specific consumers – including specific 
ethnic groups – and convey a distinctive ideology of what a servicescape is meant for. In doing so, 
the servicescape a company conceives can reflect, alter and even overturn ideologies and mean-
ings the broader marketplace conveys. For example, by evoking a rural world, a historical heritage 
and an anticonsumerist ideology, Camper shoes stores create a disjuncture with the surrounding 
marketplace ideology (Dalli and Romani 2011). L’Occitane en Provence stores similarly cocoon 
shoppers within a commercial space that rejects the industrial society and reconnects with a lost 
(and hyper-real) preindustrial world (Visconti 2010). As Chin (1998, p. 612) observes:

Shoppers are not anonymous, historyless individuals when they walk in the door, and stores 
are not monolithic spaces that affect all who enter in uniform and predictable ways. . . . 
In the confrontation between historically situated people and socially constructed spaces, 
people are repeatedly reconstructed as particular people in that place.

Ethnic marketing research has begun documenting the role of the servicescape in relation 
to ethnicity. In their ethnographic enquiry of the American Girl flagship store in Chicago, 
Borghini et al. (2009) discuss the company’s choice of displaying historical doll models that 
comprise native ‘American’ women, which contests common understanding of American his-
tory as purely post-colonial. With reference to Turkish hair saloons, Üstüner and Thompson 
(2012) comment on hairdressers’ progressive acquisition of cultural and aesthetic skills through 
ongoing interactions with customers from the upper classes. Thus, hair saloons facilitate rea-
lignment of social and ethnic disparities. Similarly, Veresiu and Giesler (2012, p. 126) report 
how Roma entrepreneurs in Toronto, Berlin and Pisa use the servicescape ‘to leverage their 
ethnicity and expand their economic and social possibilities’. Visconti and de Cordova (2012) 
show how the design of health care servicescapes in Milan helps maintain situations of ethnic 
marginality, foster ethnic stereotyping or, conversely, stimulate migrants’/ethnic minorities’ 
empowerment and self-esteem.

Each servicescape can thus work as a spatially situated ‘factory of ethnicity’. Within a service-
scape, different ethnic groups – in their multiple roles of producers, sellers and shoppers – can 
compare dominating meanings and ideologies about respective ethnic identities present in the 
general marketplace with the more specifically situated meanings and ideologies embedded in a 
given servicescape. Beginning in the eighties, Benetton stores and their multicultural ideology – 
recapped in the slogan ‘United Colors of Benetton’ – have served as spaces for commerce as well 
as spaces in which ethnic minorities could feel protected, recognized and empowered. Wal-Mart 
has invested massively to conquer the U.S. multi-ethnic market through, among others, in-store 
communication that reflects a multicultural credo. Starbucks has systematically designed its stores 
to reflect the local community in which each store is located.

Space (im)permeability

So far, I have identified four main types of space relevant to ethnic marketing. Then, by 
manipulating the physical, cultural, social and ideological aspects of commercial space, I have 
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derived implications for ethnic marketing that deepen understanding of how commercial 
space design can affect the preferences and lives of a company’s multi-ethnic customers. In 
this section, I examine the extent to which these spaces are appropriable by – and thus perme-
able to – different ethnic groups and comment on the effects of space impermeability. When 
targeting different ethnic groups, one of the key decisions marketing managers must consider 
is how much emphasis to put on the (presumed) ethnic diversity of their customers. This deci-
sion affects the rate of offer differentiation, the level of adaptation in communications directed 
to different ethnic markets and the extent to which a commercial space should include one 
or more ethnic groups. Thus, anticipating the positive/negative effects that may result from 
commercial space (im)permeability is essential to such ethnic marketing decisions.

I illustrate two forms of space impermeability: (1) space segregation and (2) lack of space 
accommodation. First, space segregation unfolds when given ethnic groups have limited access 
to a space. At an urban level, residential segregation implies the physical encapsulation of eth-
nic minorities within degraded neighbourhoods (for an updated overview, see Leal 2012). At 
a market level, the impermeability of a company’s commercial space may result from: (1) the 
establishment of physical barriers (e.g., due to its positioning, bank Agenzia Tu in Italy is pre-
cluded to Italian customers); (2) the use of cultural and/or linguistic barriers that limit de facto 
the access to a commercial space for given ethnic groups (Visconti and de Cordova 2012); and 
(3) the creation of social and ideological barriers, when certain ethnic groups do not feel at ease 
or secured in a commercial space due to the store’s brand ideology and/or the people shopping 
there (e.g., in 2013, Oprah Winfrey was denied the right to buy a luxury bag in a Swiss shop 
for the simple fact of being ‘Black’).

Second, an ethnic group can access a space but not be allowed to accommodate this space so 
as to express its ethnic identity. This is particularly true at an urban level, when ethnic minori-
ties cannot adapt the inhabited space because of multiple factors ‘including: spatiality, religious 
beliefs, regulations, income limitations, construction norms and availability of objects to pur-
chase’ (Hadjiyanni 2009, p. 541). By (not) providing desired goods necessary for homemaking, 
companies also affect the extent to which ethnic groups can accommodate space.

Effects of space impermeability can be both positive and negative. On the positive side, 
(commercial) spaces impermeable to other ethnic groups help preserve the historical and cul-
tural heritage of the people entitled to those spaces (Oktem 2005). Notably, this can occur with 
both ethnic minorities and the mainstream, and even among ethnic minorities in countries 
characterized by high ethnic fragmentation (Noussia and Lyons 2009). For example, in a study 
on middle class Blacks in the United States, Lacy (2004) shows that many Black informants, 
living or working in White districts, preferred to maintain space segmentation in order to ‘share 
in’ (Belk 2010) their life with other middle class Blacks. Space impermeability can also foster 
commerce. Among others, the ‘Chinatown’ model represents one of the most recurrent and 
successful examples of space impermeability, from which Chinese entrepreneurs benefit through 
the preservation of ethnic homogeneity within their commercial space (Hatziprokopiou and 
Montagna 2012). On the negative side, (commercial) space impermeability boosts forms of 
‘privileged geography’, ‘environmental racism’ (Lipsitz 2007) and ‘White’ domination (Lipsitz 
1998) and thus puts at risk social mobility, intercultural exchanges and market citizenship.

To conclude, the profound cultural, religious, ideological, and political entailments of 
ethnicity – which space helps visualize and (de)emphasize – make ethnic marketing a par-
ticularly delicate field. As described, a differentiated marketing approach, which also implies 
granting secured and customized commercial spaces, can have positive returns for both 
consumers and the company (e.g., higher customization, market legitimation, maintenance 
of ethnic heritage) and negative effects (e.g., market ghettoization, over-‘ethnicization’). 
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To optimize marketing returns, a company should: (1) assess the extent to which a given 
ethnic group is willing to emphasize its diversity, (2) understand the extent to which the  
company’s/brand’s identity is consistent with the market endorsement of this ethnic group, 
(3) be aware that decisions about space design may reflect ideological and political meanings 
and (4) consider the indirect effect of this decision on other ethnic groups the company might 
be already targeting. A company should also consider forms of participatory space planning, 
thus involving its target customers in its decisions, as suggested by recent studies in urbanism 
(Yan-chi Kwok and Ku 2008), health management (Ozanne and Anderson 2010) and sociol-
ogy (Lipsitz 2007). Only by attending to the role of commercial space can companies not 
only improve their competitiveness when targeting different ethnic groups but also limit the 
risk of using commercial space harmfully. As Harris (2007, p. 2) notes, ‘The primary terms 
of racism – segregation, seclusion, marginalization, incarceration, hierarchy – are all spatial 
phenomena or have a spatial corollary’. Space is all but neutral when ethnicity is taken into 
consideration, within and beyond ethnic marketing decisions.
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Introduction

This chapter provides a novel perspective on ethnic marketing by looking at the specific case of 
social innovation as a marketing strategy employed by ethnic entrepreneurs. Ethnic marketing 
reflects the practice of marketing to one or more segments of consumers with a specific eth-
nicity. Such practices are often used by mainstream marketers interested in capitalizing on the 
opportunities arising out of a growing cultural diversity in the marketplace. In this context, Pires 
and Stanton (2005) emphasize the importance of understanding culturally specific needs and 
developing resonant ethnic marketing strategies. Ethnic minority entrepreneurs (henceforth, 
ethnic entrepreneurs) are best placed in serving the unique cultural needs of ethnic minority 
consumers given they share the same or similar cultural values, traditions and histories.

Steady rise in ethnic minority populations across the Western countries and subsequent 
growth in demand for ethnic products have provided significant entrepreneurial opportuni-
ties, as well as competitive advantage to those who know and share specific needs of ethnic 
minority cultures by moving into niche areas that require low economies of scale, have low 
or unstable market demand and are ignored by mainstream business enterprises (Jamal 2005; 
Morris and Schindehutte 2005). Networks of small ethnic enterprises act as distinct market-
ing systems within the national economies. Iyer and Shapiro (1999) and Jamal (2005) argue to 
consider the marketing strategies adopted by such enterprises as a benchmark against which to 
develop relevant ethnic marketing strategies. Others argue that ethnic minorities act not only 
as consumers but also as producers (e.g. Peñaloza and Gilly 1999) playing a significant role in 
the socio-economic development. Ethnic entrepreneurs take an active interest in identity-based 
relations acting as cultural intermediaries and facilitators of culture swapping (Oswald 1999) and 
‘frame switching’ (Luna et al. 2008). They are hugely successful in developing and implementing 
innovative ethnic marketing strategies (Jamal 2003; 2005).

Despite this, the extant ethnic marketing literature largely ignores the creative and innova-
tive practices (in particular those which are socially innovative in nature) adopted by ethnic 
entrepreneurs. This is surprising, given socially innovative initiatives potentially contribute not 
only to market co-creation of customer value but also help achieve wider social, economic and 
environmental sustainability of the markets (Peñaloza and Mish 2011). This chapter aims to 
fill this void in the literature by exploring some key social innovations especially through the 
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norms, relationships and networks of trust and reciprocity adopted by ethnic entrepreneurs in 
their efforts to develop effective ethnic marketing strategies. In doing so, the chapter reviews 
literature relevant to ethnic entrepreneurship and highlights relevant issues for ethnic market-
ing. The aim is to further enrich theory development by advancing substantive understanding 
of intercultural market dynamics, knowledge generation and future research relevant to ethnic 
marketing. The main beneficiaries of this knowledge are likely to be the mainstream marketers 
interested in targeting ethnic minorities who can further enhance their understanding of the 
cultural mechanisms at play in developing socially innovative ethnic marketing programs.

The chapter also aims to contribute towards the extant entrepreneurship literature that tends 
to focus largely on discussing a) the impact of ethnic minority entrepreneurial actions on local 
economies and b) involvement of entrepreneurs within respective ethnic minority groups in a 
specific context or country. Examples include studying Brazilian and Hispanic entrepreneurs 
and their actions in the US (Siqueira 2007; Wang and Li 2007). The literature also places a 
considerable emphasis on the self-employment aspect of ethnic entrepreneurship as a survival 
strategy in the context of social and economic exclusion that ethnic minorities face in Western 
economies. However, the literature fails to take into account deliberative aspects of ethnic 
entrepreneurship and the extent to which highly motivated individuals and ethnic minority 
groups change and shape their careers and destinies by engaging in social innovation practices, 
and the impact their entrepreneurial actions have on local communities. The chapter aims to fill 
this gap in the literature by highlighting the ethnic marketing/ethnic entrepreneurship interface, 
and in particular the cultural networking and social innovation aspects of ethnic entrepreneurial 
marketing activities.

In the following sections, we first elaborate on the concept of ethnic entrepreneurship and its 
economic and social impacts in a multicultural marketplace. We then focus on discussing the role 
of social capital in building and bridging social and economic relations through ethnic entrepre-
neurship. Next, we argue for social innovation as a marketing mechanism for ethnic entrepreneurs. 
Finally, we examine the importance of ethnic entrepreneurship as an ethno-marketing strategy 
and its impact on social and economic development and prosperity.

Understanding ethnic entrepreneurs

One can develop a better understanding of ethnic entrepreneurs by looking at the notion of 
entrepreneurship, which can be defined in different ways and in different national social, cultural 
and economic contexts. The conventional approaches see an entrepreneur as a person who starts-
up a small, successful business, but also as a risk taker who identifies opportunities and manages 
scarce capital and resources. For our purpose in this chapter, we adopt a more specific definition 
provided by Joseph Schumpeter (1934) who stresses the role of entrepreneurship in fostering 
innovation and change. His socio-economic views consider an entrepreneur as a creative innova-
tor who can bring new ideas, approaches, objectives and procedures, or attempt a combination of 
all (Becker et al. 2011) especially for the purpose of market access and strategy-making.

Key defining features of ethnic entrepreneurs can also be better understood by looking into 
the ethnic entrepreneurship literature, which brings together two distant categories: a socio-
cultural category such as ethnicity and a socio-economic category that reflects self-employment 
(Kloosterman 2010). Ethnicity and ethnic entrepreneurship thus are different but interlinked 
concepts. Ethnicity refers to a common identity that can be based on language, traditions, cul-
ture, heritage or norms (Tapsell and Woods 2008). Ethnic entrepreneurship brings together ‘a 
set of connections and regular patterns of interaction among people sharing common national 
background or migration experiences’ (Waldinger et al. 1990). It is not simply based on ethnic 
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grouping, but refers to the levels of involvement of an entrepreneur in the community (Chaganti 
and Greene 2002).

A number of studies have looked at the patterns of relationships that lead to new marketing 
initiatives through a combination of various support mechanisms within specific communities 
of ethnic entrepreneurs. These particularly include, in the United States, Japanese Americans 
in California, Chinese Americans in New York, Cubans in Florida, Koreans in Atlanta and 
Pakistanis in Texas (Chaganti and Greene 2002). In Europe, there are examples of Turkish and 
Vietnamese entrepreneurs in Germany, Moroccans in Belgium, Algerians in France, Indonesians 
in Netherlands and generally South Asians in the UK. The processes of social and economic 
marginalization and exclusion also mean that ethnic enterprises tend to locate in the informal 
sector and specific areas (Samers 1998; Mingione 1999). Such initiatives can take advantage of 
the opportunity structures at the individual, community or institutional levels (Kloosterman 
2010). Coming back to the statement by Chaganti and Greene (2002) on the importance of 
engagement in a community, it can be argued that this is the major distinguishing factor that 
sets ethnic entrepreneurship apart from other forms of entrepreneurial initiatives in terms of its 
innovative content and opportunity space for developing specific marketing strategies.

The literature has long recognized the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ motivations, sometimes character-
ized as ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ motivations (Dawson and Henley 2012) that serve as an impetus 
for entrepreneurship. In the case of ethnic entrepreneurship, these factors are also important, 
although the specifics may be different in each case. For instance, while lack of employment 
opportunities or job dissatisfaction may ‘pull’ groups, language barriers or the non-acceptance of 
qualifications and credentials earned in another country are much more likely to be a factor that 
‘pushes’ immigrants to become entrepreneurs. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 
has a similar classification – ‘necessity’ entrepreneurs are those ‘pushed’ into self-employment as 
a result of limited available alternatives to earn an income whereas ‘opportunity’ entrepreneurs 
are ‘pulled’ into it by perceiving economic opportunity. Dawson and Henley (2012), however, 
caution that more clarity is needed in identifying these motives, whereas Williams and Williams 
(2014) argue for moving away from the necessity/opportunity dichotomy of entrepreneur-
ial motivation since motivations change over time, frequently shifting between necessity and 
opportunity, and that the motivations are often a mixture of both compulsions. However, suc-
cess or failure of ethno-marketing strategies may also depend on the extent ethnic entrepreneurs 
are pulled or pushed into the economic cycle.

Ethnic entrepreneurs contribute to society in many different ways, which can be broadly 
divided into economic and non-economic benefits. First, self-employment circumvents the bar-
riers that exist in the form of fewer opportunities for employment, limited access to resources, 
insufficient knowledge of opportunities or discrimination from the employers. Second, there are 
opportunities for further job creation in the form of apprenticeships and employment from the 
self-employed ethnic entrepreneurs, sometimes leading to the emergence of local social networks 
and identification of new market potential. There tends to be a strong sense of social-capital-
building for ethnic entrepreneurs through networks within their own ethnic communities and 
by bridging with their suppliers, customers and other networks associated with their businesses 
(Waldinger 1986; Deakins et al. 2007). Ethnic entrepreneurs also help fill the gaps left vacant 
by other entrepreneurs or businesses in specific sectors. In terms of non-economic benefits, the 
location of business helps shape a strong sense of citizenship and connection with the place, thus 
revitalizing and reviving local neighbourhoods and new marketing opportunities. There are 
also opportunities for more social and economic integration and cohesion within and among 
the communities in those neighbourhoods. This is particularly important in the wake of trans-
national monopoly capitalism and the large business corporations that have restricted the role 
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of entrepreneurship to the marginal sectors such as artisanal activities, craftsmanship, cottage 
industries and creative arts ( Jenkins 2013).

Ethnic entrepreneurship and social capital

Social capital refers to such networks and norms of co-operation and reciprocity that offer 
opportunities for individual progress, ethnic entrepreneurship, civic engagement and economic 
advancement besides a number of personal and social benefits (Candland 2004). Pierre Bourdieu 
(1986) defines it as ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to posses-
sion of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 
and recognition – or in other words, to membership in a group’. Bourdieu designates social 
capital as benefits that can be obtained either from a sustainable and long-lasting network of 
relations or from belonging to a specific group. In this category, social capital brings its own 
exclusionary dynamics and hierarchical social relationships. Hence, ethnic entrepreneurs take 
advantage of the social capital when they have long standing relationships or strong internal 
contacts for marketing within the community.

On the other hand, James Coleman stresses that social capital does not belong to individual 
agents, but emerges from the network of relations between the actors. Accordingly ‘persons’ 
actions are shaped, redirected, constrained by the social context; norms, interpersonal trust, 
social networks, and social organization are important in the functioning not only of the society 
but also of the economy’ (Coleman 1988, p. 96). Here, social capital is just one among the many 
resources available to an agent besides the human capital (own expertise), physical capital (tan-
gible assets) and economic capital (investment and finance). Hence, ethnic entrepreneurs with 
good links in the community (based on trust, friendships and family ties) will have access to a 
specific form of social capital (and market) that may not be available to the others.

Robert Putnam defines social capital in terms of the ‘features of social organization such 
as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and co-operation for mutual 
benefit’ (1995, p. 67). Personal trust, for Putnam, is transformed into social trust through the 
application of norms of reciprocity and networks of civic commitment. This provides a public 
and ethical face to ethnic entrepreneurship wherein community relations are bilateral and are 
based on real commitment of the entrepreneur towards the community and society. Ethnic 
marketing strategy in this instance would essentially build on mutual trust.

The literature also highlights the ‘linking’ role of social capital that refers to the ‘norms 
of respect and networks of trusting relationships between people who are interacting across 
explicit, formal, or institutionalized power or authority gradients in society’ (Szreter and 
Woolcock 2004). Examples may include vertical interaction relationship with the institutions 
and groups that are not on similar social, economic or power status. Based on these notions, the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines social capital as 
comprising of ‘networks together with shared norms, values and understandings that facilitate 
co-operation within or among groups’ (OECD 2007, p. 103). These groups are defined by the 
UK’s Office of National Statistics (ONS) as referring to: geographical groups (based on people 
living in a specific location), professional groups (based on occupations, or memberships of spe-
cific organizations), social groups (based on family, religious or ethnic ties) and virtual groups 
(linked through social media or special interests) (ONS 2013). The access to social capital can 
also determine the success or failure of ethnic marketing strategy, where personal relations 
that are based on ethnicity can provide more opportunities based on trust. Access to specific 
forms of social capital, therefore, helps ethnic entrepreneurs to become socially innovative. 
Subsequently, successful social innovations can contribute to social learning and help strengthen 
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the stocks of social capital (Baker and Mehmood 2015). Peñaloza (2009), while making the case 
for the criticality of community development in social marketing, refers to the importance of 
social differences in terms of ethnicity, race, gender, religion and mobility in market develop-
ment. This can help, she argues, to understand the role of cultural and social capital and social 
relations in specific consumer markets.

Entrepreneurship and innovation

The ethnic entrepreneurship literature has traditionally focused on the market-based economic 
aspects of self-employment through entrepreneurial activities (e.g., how the economic strate-
gies of ethnic actors become more competitive to promote local economies by catering for 
co-ethnic groups, serving as middlemen entrepreneurs, or reaching out to the larger markets). 
However, an area that remains underexplored is the bottom-up initiatives for economic survival 
by accessing social capital for entrepreneurial activities (bonding and bridging social capital) and 
developing social relations and the possibility to engage with the society at large. This weakness 
can be mended by looking at the socially innovative character of an enterprise and the com-
munity (or market) it primarily serves. The social innovation lens here can help address the 
bipolar social/economic views of ethnic entrepreneurship and provide an integrated approach 
to the contributions of ethnic enterprises to the society and economy with more positive soci-
etal understandings and relations at different spatial scales (local, regional, national). Drawing on 
research from ethnic minority enterprises in Scotland, Deakins et al. (1997) argue that innova-
tion plays a key role in the success and development of such enterprises and their marketing 
strategies. They further demonstrate that effective networks and personal contacts are a major 
source of bridging social capital in the peripheral markets. However, access to finance remains 
a crucial barrier to their effective marketization and diversification.

Social innovation and ethnic marketing

Social innovation can be generally defined as innovation in fulfilling social and economic needs 
that are beneficial to the communities (Phills et al. 2008; Murray et al. 2010). These innovations 
can be in the form of new ideas, products, services, management systems, marketing mecha-
nisms or actions that are more effective than the conventional charitable, market-led or public 
policy approaches in meeting social and economic issues in a society (MacCallum et al. 2009). It 
therefore refers to the individual or collective entrepreneurial initiatives that have stood the test 
of time, space and geographical boundaries (Moulaert et al. 2013).

In market economy terms, social innovation can be seen as a set of social and economic 
practices embedded in the activities and institutions ranging from the everyday family and com-
munity life to the norms of production, consumption and social relations. These views require 
that the producers and consumers should not be looked at from pure economic rationale only. 
It demands taking into account the different kinds of social and economic capitals, relationships 
and practices from the micro to the macro level, thus providing a new vision to ethnic market-
ing. Such an approach can help ethnic marketers and entrepreneurs develop cultural relational 
capability (e.g. Ngugi et al. 2010), enabling them to cope with diverse cultural systems in the 
multicultural marketplace. The approach is also in line with the new service dominant logic in 
marketing (Vargo and Lusch 2004), which elaborates on how multiple actors co-create value 
together with emphasis on building relationships, sharing of knowledge resources and multiple 
interactions. As value can be created in different ways, ethnic marketers can build and operate 
alternative structures to provide goods and services addressing social and cultural needs and, 
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hence, develop and maintain social harmony in situations where a lack of will by mainstream 
marketers prevent effectively addressing important social needs.

The focus on social marketing aspects of innovation can be traced to the emergence of Irish 
Loan Funds in the 1720s as socially innovative and independent microfinance institutions, com-
plementing the banking system. Besides offering relatively higher loans at lower interest rates to 
the poor, their success is attributed to the use of social monitoring and peer pressure to ensure 
regular repayments and recovery at minimal costs in the wake of extreme social, economic, 
political and geographical conditions (Hollis and Sweetman 2001). The Funds proved a valuable 
measure during the Great Famine. Social innovation, therefore, emerged as a reformist ideol-
ogy stemming from the theories of social, economic and political organization (Godin 2012). 
The approach re-emerged in the 1980s to describe ‘practices that are more or less directly aimed 
at allowing an individual or a group of individuals to deal with a social need or a set of needs 
which could not be satisfied by other means’ (Chambon et al. 1982, p. 8). More contemporary 
definition regards social innovation as ‘a novel solution to a social problem that is more effec-
tive, efficient, sustainable, or just than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues 
primarily to society as a whole rather than private individuals’. (Phills et al. 2008, p. 36).

There are two conventional foci of social innovation in entrepreneurship literature and 
applications. The first focus is on the social nature of an enterprise, i.e. the firm as a point of 
interaction for social relations in a community. Here technological innovation goes hand in 
hand with the innovation in social relations. Technological innovations, such as new mar-
keting strategies in this case, would remain ineffective if they do not take into account the 
social needs of the target customers. The second focus assumes the enterprise playing an 
active social role in a society. In ethnic marketing terms, the enterprise should establish its 
image as a socially responsible entity. Activities in this respect may range from corporate 
implementing social responsibility, to the promotion of social economy initiatives that are 
ecologically robust, socially sustainable and follow sustainable businesses models (Moulaert 
and Nussbaumer 2008).

These two foci are criticized by Moulaert (2009) as an attempt towards the commodifica-
tion of social relations within and across the enterprises. Instead he suggests a model of social 
innovation that is practiced by social economy enterprises, i.e. to build bridges (bridging social 
capital) between the improvement in social relations and emancipation of collective action. He 
proposes three basic but interrelated tenets of social innovation for the benefit of communities: 
satisfaction of basic needs of the population, improvement in social relations among people and 
community empowerment. Empowerment in our case refers to how the needs of ethnic and 
minority communities are acknowledged and how migrant populations and ethnic groups can 
have equal opportunities to engage in the social and economic activities in a society (Moulaert 
et al. 2007). Not only does this provide an alternative in the cases where traditional market 
mechanisms of protectionism tend to fail, but also promotes the practices of social solidarity and 
reciprocity in a community (Moulaert and Nussbaumer 2005).

In a related domain, ethnic marketing can be seen as a vehicle of innovation through the 
role of social enterprise. From practitioners’ perspective, any entrepreneurial initiative designed 
to help people, whether for- or non-profit, can be classified as a social enterprise. A more 
nuanced approach considers only those ventures that are socially innovative but have the vision 
for a transformational impact as social enterprises (Martin and Osberg 2007). Typically, these 
organizations have an ‘enterprise’ side and a ‘mission’ side where the former generates part or 
all of the revenues to fund the latter. In some cases, the enterprise is able to integrate the two. 
Nicholls (2006, p. 23) defines social entrepreneurship as ‘innovation and effective activities that 
focus strategically on resolving social market failures and creating opportunities to add social 
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value systematically by using a range of organizational formats to maximize social impact and 
bring about change’. In addition to creating economic value, social entrepreneurship focuses 
on creating social value although the innovative pursuit of social value can occur across differ-
ent contexts, spaces and organization forms (Smith and Stevens 2010). However, our review 
of literature identifies little empirical research investigating the extent to which ethnic entre-
preneurs engage in social entrepreneurial activities and the value of such activities for ethnic 
marketing. Despite many national governments promoting policies to support and increase 
the number of social enterprises, it remains a relatively excluded area for ethnic communities. 
From a study of third sector ethnic minority organizations in East London, Sepulveda et al. 
(2013) argue that there is very little policy support for ethnic entrepreneurs to establish and 
nourish social enterprises.

There are certain barriers to innovation that are typically faced by ethnic entrepreneurs in 
the marketing and promotion of their businesses. For smaller (or new) entrepreneurs these may 
include barriers to developing and establishing the enterprise, lack of sufficient information 
and training, problems with access to material goods, marketing to the larger consumer base 
and interpreting the legislative framework (Labie 2000). Based on a qualitative survey of new 
migrants in the UK, Jones et al. (2012) term such barriers as structural disadvantages. Ethnic 
entrepreneurs are particularly expected to suffer from these structural patterns of handicaps. It 
is here that social capital and network ties can be useful to such entrepreneurs both in navigat-
ing these barriers as well as providing a source of informal financing through embeddedness in 
ethnic and social groups.

There are some interesting cases of support mechanisms to counter such barriers. One of 
the pioneering research comes from Hillman (2009) who uses the examples of Turkish and 
Vietnamese migrants in Berlin to discuss how entrepreneurial initiatives for simple survival 
slowly achieve formal recognition in the society and become an integral part of the local 
economic revival. She illustrates the potential of social innovations – initiated in response to 
marginalization of ethnic entrepreneurs and unsatisfied needs of ethnic consumers – to achieve 
broader benefits and to help bring about progressive institutional change. Hillman criticizes the 
narrow interpretation of ethnic entrepreneurship in the literature as mere survival strategies from 
social and economic exclusion. She argues that ethnic entrepreneurs can become main agents 
in the processes of social innovation and contribute to the social economy. For example, ethnic 
communities as urban citizens can build close collaborations with advocacy groups to design 
inclusive local policies in accordance with the needs of such communities (Varsany 2006). 
Associated with the trend of ethnicization of cultural activities, Hillman (2009, pp. 159–60) 
refers to the rise of ‘ethno-marketing’ as a way to connect the ethnic entrepreneurs besides 
providing an advertising platform. One such example of success is the magazine Ethnotrade in 
Berlin (Germany). Since Autumn 2002, the magazine is published quarterly with a circulation 
of 20,000 copies of about fifty pages in each issue. The magazine forms part of a set of marketing 
strategies for ethnic entrepreneurs. It regularly organizes public fairs, annually awards the most 
successful entrepreneur of the year and considers the variety of ethno-cultures as stimulants for 
marketing strategies.

Ethnic entrepreneurs as ethno-marketers

Continuing with the approaches to ethnic entrepreneurship as a set of connections (Waldinger 
et al. 1990), social capital helps bond the ethnicity-based collaborative networks while bridg-
ing and extending the relations of respect and trust between individuals and networks outside 
the ethnic community. The socially innovative character of ethnic entrepreneurship provides 
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ethnic entrepreneurs with alternative opportunities to promote their businesses and maintain 
their market shares. These alternative strategies may both emerge from informal networks as 
well as deliberative attitudes towards risk taking. These attitudes might also emanate from the 
specific cultural features of the respective ethnic and migrant groups in terms of dedication 
to hard work, strong sense of belonging to a community, solidarity relations, reciprocity and 
compliance with the social value systems (Masurel et al. 2004). It also helps with the oppor-
tunity space offered by the local environment in the local economy. This environment allows 
possibilities for absorption and economic mobility (Volery 2007).

These traits also potentially bring ethnic entrepreneurs in direct confrontation with large 
retailers. Although the scale economies of large retailers do not relate with the small niche entre-
preneurs, the sense of mutual co-existence is often disrupted when larger stores start catering to 
the needs of geographic, cultural, ethnic and religious groupings in a city or neighbourhood. 
With wider infrastructure and price advantages, large stores tend to put the smaller ethnic retail-
ers out of their comfort zones. This, however, is not always the case and there are examples of 
many ethnic enterprises that continue to innovate and survive in the difficult climates. They do 
so by means of innovative business practices (social innovations), strong community ties (social 
capital) and holding on to their market base.

Scholarly work exploring the marketing/entrepreneurship interface (Carson and Gilmore 
2000) provides useful insights in highlighting the competency (using inherent and learned skills 
and knowledge in communicating to and with all parties in a timely manner), networking and 
innovation (in the whole spectrum of marketing) dimensions of ethnic entrepreneurial market-
ing. For example, Jamal (2005) explored the marketing strategies of ethnic entrepreneurs and 
found strong evidence in support of ethnic entrepreneurs engaging in social networking and 
innovation practices for satisfying personal, social and cultural needs of different stakeholders. 
At a social and cultural level, ethnic entrepreneurs take an active interest in identity-based 
relations in business and social life (Iyer and Shapiro 1999) and act as bi-cultural mediators 
facilitating the construction and maintenance of multiple identities in a multicultural market-
place ( Jamal 2005).

Peñaloza and Gilly (1999) relate adaptability as a main characteristic of ethnic entrepreneurs. 
Their empirical model looks at the role of ethnic entrepreneurs as ethno-marketers through cul-
tural mediation. The model uses patterns of consumption and ethnic cultural characteristics, and 
considers how these are transformed into the business, consumption and market patterns in the 
new place. Such interactions help create new cultural dynamics between the ethno-marketer 
and the local consumer. These new cultures can also contribute to market co-creation with new 
norms and practices, as well as contributing to social, economic and environmental sustainability 
of the markets (Peñaloza and Mish 2011). Ethnic entrepreneurs as ethno-marketers embedded 
in the communities, therefore, contribute to redefining the market logics by bringing new 
perspectives to the value systems, new market ethics, new relationships between marketers and 
consumers, reimagining the differences between local and international subcultures and spurring 
reflexivity for socio-cultural developments (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006).

There are also many empirical cases of how ethnic entrepreneurs embrace innovative strat-
egies to transfer business cultures, marketing systems, management trends, shared values and 
adapt to their clientele in a global marketplace. From an empirical study of marketing strategies 
employed by family firms belonging to Chinese, Jewish, Korean and South Asian groups of 
entrepreneurs in the USA, Iyer and Shapiro (1999) argue that many of such small businesses 
have larger international social and economic impacts. These ethnic entrepreneurs are a key part 
of international supply chains besides creating market niches and transmitting business values. 
Often such firms become a major source of foreign direct investment.



92

Abid Mehmood, Ahmad Jamal and Ven Sriram

An illustrative example is the role of ethnic entrepreneurship in the development of halal 
food supply chains across major cities in Europe, and particularly in the UK (Lever and Miele 
2012). Studies document the perceived value and usefulness of halal labelling among the Muslim 
community (e.g. Jamal and Sharifuddin 2015). Islamic law specifies foods that are halal (law-
ful) or haram (unlawful). In particular Islam forbids consumption of pork and alcohol. The 
term halal, an all-encompassing concept with wide social and cultural connotations, encourages 
Muslims to use products that promote goodness and social welfare in all aspects of life (Alserhan 
2010). Since the large scale migration of Muslim communities to Europe in the 1950s and 
1960s, mainly from South Asia, Middle East and Africa, ethnic entrepreneurs have played a 
significant role in fulfilling an acute religious and cultural need that mainstream businesses were 
unable to fulfil. With the steady rise in the British Muslim population, demand for halal food 
and halal meat grew steadily not only for the in-home consumption but also for consumption 
at schools, hospitals, prisons, airlines, universities, work places, restaurants, takeaways and halal 
food supermarkets. An extensive network of ethnic enterprises now process and sell fresh halal 
meat across major cities in the UK, propelling some mainstream supermarkets to follow suit and 
sell packed halal meat in neighbourhoods with a substantial British Muslim population (Ahmed 
2008). Ethnic entrepreneurs were also instrumental in developing halal certification bodies (e.g., 
Halal Food Authority, Halal Monitoring Committee, etc.) for monitoring, inspecting and cer-
tifying halal meat, and thus significantly adding value to overall shopping experiences of British 
Muslims. Similar examples can be traced in other product areas such as ethnic clothing, music, 
media and financial instruments where ethnic entrepreneurs serve important social, religious 
and cultural market related needs; areas largely ignored by other agencies, government and 
mainstream businesses.

Assessing the impacts

In order to continue to support social innovation and effective marketing strategy-making 
among ethnic entrepreneurs, it becomes important to understand whether these strategies and 
innovations, and the enterprises that deliver them, are successful and have a meaningful impact. 
While examples of successes abound, research needs to move from anecdotes to more robust 
and systematic assessments of impact and success. When measurement takes place, it is often the 
inputs and tasks completed that are measured – number of loans made, awards received, prod-
ucts distributed, etc – rather than output or specific changes such as increased social cohesion or 
increased well-being of target communities.

One potentially valuable approach to performance assessment is that outlined by London 
(2009). While originally developed to assess the impact of initiatives aimed for people at the 
Base of the Pyramid (BoP), the process can easily be adapted and expanded to marketing strate-
gies and innovations that are targeted at other desirable social changes. For example, Mersha  
et al. (2014) apply a modified BoP Impact Assessment process to evaluate the activities of three 
social enterprises in Africa. London (2009) argues that his framework is a forward-looking tool 
rather than one based on justifying past results, and looks at both the positive and negative 
impacts, just as any social innovation should. Impact is determined based on:

•	 ‘Who’ is being affected? Three potential beneficiaries are identified – sellers, customers and 
the community in which the enterprise or innovation operates.

•	 ‘How’ are they affected? London suggests that the one impact could be economic – access 
to borrowing, increased or reduced debt, income, prices, etc. Another potential impact 
could be on capabilities such as skills, education, increased self-esteem and well-being of the 
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community. Finally, social inclusion, new partnerships and networks within the community 
and enhanced social status could be relationship impacts. There is of course the possibility 
that some of these impacts may be negative – greater gender and social equality could cause 
tensions and disrupt traditions in some communities, resulting in social exclusion.

Once the full gamut of the social innovation effects are understood, London recommends that 
each effect be evaluated on two dimensions: the anticipated magnitude of the effect and the 
likelihood of it occurring. Clearly, high-magnitude and high-likelihood outcomes are most 
important in assessing the impacts of ethnic enterprise or their ethno-marketing innovation and 
the low-magnitude, low-likelihood ones merit the least attention.

Conclusion

From the discussion above, it can be argued that ethnic entrepreneurs are unique in the sense 
that they are able to identify the gaps in the market and are in a position to fill those gaps through 
socially innovative actions and strategies. They are proactive risk takers, aware of the potential 
competition in the market. They are resilient, although there can be a steep learning curve with 
high chances of failure, but as social innovators they have the ability to adapt their strategies with 
new business approaches, environments, demands, and the shifts in consumer base.

This chapter has attempted to explore key academic literature and empirical examples in 
social innovations especially through the norms, relationships and networks of trust and reci-
procity by ethnic entrepreneurs in developing and implementing ethno-marketing strategies. 
These entrepreneurs increasingly face competition with large retailers over the niche market 
segments, often through cultural mediation market co-creation and building new relationships 
with customers through community engagement and sustainable market ethics.

While social innovations can arise from many places and organizations, including social, 
ethnic and community entrepreneurships, the focus here has been on how ethnic entre-
preneurs can leverage their social capital and embeddedness in social networks to create 
innovative and sustainable solutions that produce value for the local communities as well as 
for society as a whole. Whereas the anecdotal evidence for the existence of these innovations 
is strong, we have also proposed a more systematic process for assessing the impact of these 
innovations and the enterprises that often drive them. By these means, ethnic marketers can 
also embrace socially innovative strategies to co-produce and transmit business cultures, mar-
keting systems, management practices and shared values, and even broaden their prospects to 
a global marketplace.
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Introduction

Unabating mobility of populations across national frontiers has become as much a hot and 
challenging issue globally as it is to Britain. Peculiarly to Britain, its adventurous history, espe-
cially in Africa and Asia, positioned the country as a magnate for people from the erstwhile 
colonies. The consequence is that Britain is discernibly multi-ethnic and multicultural, demo-
graphically. Coupled with the shifting contours of colour, the concept of creed, ethnicity and 
culture is the heterogeneity of the market system, evoked and orchestrated through marketing 
aphorisms. Exacerbated by the growing population of immigrants from far-flung territories, 
the resulting ethnoscapes requires that marketing must keep track of the behavioural signals 
and attitudinal attributes overtly or covertly emitted by these groups. Therefore, attention is 
now, more than ever, focused on ethnic marketing and the imperatives of developing success-
ful marketing strategies to serve the needs of ethnically diverse markets. In this regard, ethnic 
marketing is gaining space in contemporary marketing literature as marketers struggle to cope 
with the increasing diversity of markets. However, as both conceptual and empirical bounda-
ries are pressed, the inadequacies of conventional marketing paradigms are constantly exposed.

The need to focus on this aspect of marketing lies in the fact that many modern social 
institutions are characterized by plurality of contrasting and sometimes contradictory interests. 
Consumers are not all the same and cannot be expected to share a common value system. Ethnic 
marketing thus offers a conceptual platform within which to re-examine the strategies for cop-
ing with the heterogeneity of the modern marketing system. After all, marketing is partially a 
social activity and must accordingly acknowledge the inherent diversity of cultures and value 
systems. This chapter highlights those critical issues that account for the shifting landscape of 
ethnic marketing in Britain. The aim is to draw attention to the dynamically evolving marketing 
system and thus illuminate how such an understanding can be of value as the marketing implica-
tions of a diverse society are manifesting themselves.

Gaps in ethnic marketing research

From the 1990s, there appeared to be a welcome flourishing of research in ethnic marketing in the 
UK (e.g. Watson 1992; Dwek 1997; Nwankwo and Lindridge 1998; Burton 2000; Altinay 2010; 
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Jamal et al. 2012; Gbadamosi 2012). Paradoxically, the subject does not seem to generate much 
attention in the mainstream research in the UK. A constellation of factors may explain this: for 
example, (a) lack of a critical mass of researchers working in the topic area, (b) thematic research 
is slow in catching up with practice (the classic theory–practice gap) and/or (c) something to do 
with the position well-articulated over twenty years ago (and still relevant) by Brownlie, Saren, 
Whittington and Wensley (1994, p. 8), although in a different context but quoted liberally:

•	 Marketing academics are so busy running around engaging in empirical work with the aim 
of getting us closer to the apparent needs of the managerial community, that the theoretical 
soil from which many new ideas spring is in danger of losing fertility.

•	 The soils is being very thinly spread over a wide-range of applications without much appre-
ciation of the limitation of marketing ideas and tools in contexts for which they were not 
originally conceived.

•	 Mainstream marketing journals reinforce a set of norms among the marketing academy, 
which is in danger of driving out the qualities of openness, tolerance and critique that, in 
turn, facilitate innovation and new ways of thinking.

Essentially, the marketing study of ‘marginal populations’ in the UK has not received as wide 
attention as the case with the US. Ironically, while ethnic composition of the British popula-
tion attracts vibrant interests in social and political policy discourses (oftentimes in the guise of 
‘immigrant overflow’); the business case is seemingly drowned in the cacophony of contestations 
even among the major political parties. Equally, concerns have trailed theoretical and discursive 
aspects of ethnic marketing development (Nwankwo 1996). Arguably, this resonates with the 
argument that marketing concepts are encumbered, among other things, with ethnocentric 
biases (Fırat and Dholakia 1989). In particular, partly because marketing, as conventionally 
espoused, is tinted and framed by Western hues, some of the practices within ethnic enclaves 
are quickly falling off the radar of ‘conventional researchers’. The consequence is that situated 
practices in marginal populations and non-Western accounts are neutralized (Nwankwo 2004). 
What we then see happening, as Fullerton (1988) remarked with regard to developments in 
marketing history, is that the study of ethnic marketing in Britain in non-ethnic terms is leading 
to the application (more appropriately, imposition) of constructs and ideas without regard to the 
need to study the phenomenon on the basis of its own distinctiveness.

Nevertheless, for the community of scholars who read marketing as discursive practice rather 
than as ‘hard’ objective science, the subject is seen to be snugly tied to the goals and practices of 
specific social agents and embedded in socio-economic relations within a given cultural context. 
This means that, as a social construct, marketing custom is bound to have profound implica-
tions on marketing praxis as well as its societal transformative potentials. Thus, making a case for 
re-evaluating ethnic marketing research in the UK is tantamount to advocating reflexivity and 
contextual relevance in how we seek to understand the dynamics of marketing within diverse 
populations. There is probably nothing new in staking out this position except that, sometimes, 
marketing scholars need to remind themselves of the entreatment by Berlin (1991, p. 15) that 
‘any study of society shows that every solution creates a new situation which breeds its own new 
needs and problems’. It is doubtful that marketing can be studied in a meaningful way without 
deep contextualization, linking with the paradigms in which practices are situated.

Problematizing ethnic markets

Generally, the ever-increasing growth in the population of ethnic minorities’ in Europe/
Western societies leads to continuous rise in ethnic products and markets over the years. But it 
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is not so much the population that is critical in terms of marketing but the market spread. It is 
clear, using the UK’s experience, that there are now pockets of ethnic consumer markets that 
may be different or similar to the mainstream market. From this perspective, it will be interesting 
to analyze the level of differences and interfaces between ethnic and mainstream markets. Also, 
interest in ethnic marketing in the UK assumes greater relevance given the context of Patterson’s 
(1969) contrasting trajectories which suggests that the British Asians are destined for a ‘Jewish 
future’ in business and the professions, while the African Caribbean groups are set for an ‘Irish’ 
future through the organized working class. Suffice it to say that the African Caribbean groups’ 
entrepreneurial venturing is on the rise and visible in many leading edge sectors (Smith 2006). 
They are also visible in innovative market sectors of the economy (e.g., printing and nursery 
businesses) previously unpenetrated by ethnic entrepreneurs. Invariably, situated practices in 
terms of which markets are emerging and which groups are dominant in what market are areas 
of immense value to ethnic marketing research.

Furthermore, within the context of the globalization effects on contemporary patterns, 
ethnic marketing and enterprising could be useful tools to understand issues of ethnicity and 
diversity in developed societies. In order to achieve this, there is a need for more intracultural 
research. This is because a more integrative research in relation to ethnic integration/diversity 
studies will aid the understanding of the dynamism of ethnic marketing. In essence, the discern-
ment of the issues of ethnic assimilation and the culture which shapes it are crucial to marketing/
entrepreneurial success in a multicultural society like the UK.

Conceptual boundaries

The conceptual boundary of the study is set to examine how the changing nature of the British 
society in the context of evolving global pattern of social relations exemplified in Appadurai’s 
(1998) imagination of global cultural flows (i.e., ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financ-
escapes, ideoscapes), ethnicity and identity might be exploited in marketing theory and practice. 
Appadurai’s ‘-scapes’ signpost fluidity and variability as they are in constant change. The flexibil-
ity of ethnoscapes is evidenced in cross-border migration of people; technoscapes promotes new 
types of cultural interactions and exchanges through the power of technology; financescapes 
change is effected as capital moves around in the global economy. Expansion and transforma-
tions of the media from different places account for mediascapes change, and ideoscapes change 
is fostered when ideas are exchanged and spread. The five factors thus form an aggregate mode 
that constantly define and redefine the dynamic global cultural and structural patterns and it is 
appealing to know how all of that coalesced into creating newer markets.

In addition, the exploration will obviously link back to the concepts of ethnic hegemony, 
entrepreneurial capital, acculturation, bi-culturalism and so on. British ethnic entrepreneurs 
are used as exemplar, and the diffusion of their entrepreneurship defines the contextual limit. 
However, the point has to be made of the volatility of situating ethnic marketing within the 
margin of ‘ethnic minorities’, given the evolving notion of ‘superdiversity’ (Vertovec 2007). 
Superdiversity underscores a type of complex and dynamic interplay of variables among a 
growing number of new, small and dispersed multiple-origin, transnationally connected, socio-
economically segregated and legally stratified immigrants who have arrived over the last decade 
in Britain (Vertovec 2007). Even so, it is safe to assume that the term ‘ethnic minority’ could 
be a productive operational phrase on the basis that it is how reality is formed institutionally.

Consequently, a number of questions consequently arise. These include: how is ethnic 
marketing in Britain constructed in pedagogical terms? Does the populist ontology marginal-
ize questions relating to the interaction between marketing and society (using ethnic minority 
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settings as a standpoint)? To what extent does the massed body of knowledge on general 
marketing help to inform, influence and inspire critical reflections? What are the implications 
in pressing the boundaries of ethnic marketing thought (promoting epistemological reflexivity 
and theoretical/methodological pluralism)? How do we plug the ‘contextual relevance’ issues 
(e.g. effect of environmental factors) that are well established in the literature given that con-
texts can and do affect the study and practice of marketing? Essentially, we will be exploring 
what may be unique about ethnic marketing in the UK and the implications for future research. 
Broadly, the chapter is arranged into six sections including: contextual re-articulation; the dia-
lectics of ethnic marketing; issues in ethnic marketing; ethnic entrepreneurship congregation; 
synthesis and discussion; and conclusions.

Contextual re-articulation

Britain, likewise many major European nations such as France, Germany, Sweden and the 
Netherlands, have tried to integrate immigrants into their societies and managed ethno-cultural 
plurality using a variety of social and economic approaches. The dominant notion was that 
encouraging immigrants (mainly ethnic minority groups) into business would afford a veritable 
platform to achieve their integration into host countries, at least, economically. As a result, 
nurturing ethnic-owned businesses became a flagship policy of Her Majesty’s governments 
especially during the past decade.

All the same, the relationship between economic activities and social behaviour is not new 
and has been highlighted in several studies such as those by Karl Marx (e.g. Marx 1964) on the 
effect of economic activities on the social and cultural system of a society. Nonetheless, the mul-
tiplication of research into ethnic assimilation, business development and marketing behaviours 
in Western industrialized economies appears to assume a sort of convergence. Points of conver-
gence manifest in the integration of migrants and the management of ethno-cultural plurality in 
the host society through a variety of social and economic approaches.

The most common social frameworks are the pluralist and the assimilation options. Each 
consists of different possible group interactions and pathways along which group relations might 
develop. Pluralism indicates groups remain separate and preserve their individual socio-cultural 
identities over time, whereas assimilation refers to groups coming to share a common culture and 
the differences between them decreasing. Nevertheless, both concepts have been discredited in 
some parts of Western Europe. For instance, the failure of the assimilation approach in France 
has been acknowledged (Silverman 2007); while in Britain and Germany multiculturalism is 
deemed unsuccessful (Connolly 2010; Lerman 2010).

Research drift

Trajectories of ethnic business development and marketing ethos have been severally focused 
in research (e.g. Nwankwo et al. 1998; Jamal 2005). Some of the works have sought to unravel 
the variety of motivating factors, growth of key sectors, development and sustenance of eth-
nic-based networks and cultural capital, and how these are, in turn, harnessed for marketing 
purposes. Sectoral studies include Kalra’s (2000) study conducted on Pakistanis’ taxi drivers 
and takeaways; Bhachu’s (2004) description of Indians’ women fashion designers and entrepre-
neurs networks of supply; Madichie’s (2007) examination of Nigerians’ restaurant sector; and 
Bagwell’s (2008) analysis of Vietnamese nail business.

However, studies on ethnic participation in markets that are not ethno-culturally specific, 
such as the property market, pharmaceuticals, hotels, information technology (IT) and media 
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remain largely invisible. This is mainly due to the fact that ethnic entrepreneurship studies 
are by and large mostly embedded and mired in ethnic orientation and sensitivity, that is, 
particularly focused on ethnic products/services. Nevertheless, research attention is increas-
ingly directed to emerging sectors such as: Ram and Carter’s (2003) research on Asian ethnic 
accountants’ that looks at the acceleration of Asians into professional pursuits and Smallbone 
et al.’s (2005) analysis of ethnic entrepreneurs in creative industries and so on. What is apparent 
is that ethnic markets are now in the ascendancy and controlling some sectors of the economy. 
It is then the case that ethnic markets generate challenging niches of investigation in many 
interdisciplinary contexts.

Ethnic market trends

While felt ethnicity remains a solid marketing base in the UK (Jamal et al. 2012), the ground is 
somewhat malleable and shifting in time and space. This, in part, reflects a sort of generalized 
appreciation of the diffusion of ethnic marketing into the mainstream along the dimensions of 
integration and multicultural conceptualization. The expectation in assimilation theory is that 
ethnic marketing would propel ethnic businesses to metamorphose into mainstream enterprise 
undertakings over a period of time.

In contemporary Britain, the attraction towards ethnic products and markets in recent years 
has gradually become significant to the extent that ethnic entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship 
have diffused into the mainstream marketplace. For example, ethnic food is now a growing 
market in the UK, with estimated sales of US$2.6 billion (approximately £1.75 billion) and 
accounts for more than half of the market share in Europe (Datamonitor 2005). Recent data 
on the overall ethnic foods market recorded a 24 per cent increase in sales value between 2007 
and 2011, showing a growth rate of a solid 6.6 per cent in 2011 compared with 0.2 per cent of 
the overall economy (Mintel 2012). Basically, the ethnic market has transformed to a large part 
of the local economy with broader coverage of urban demands, particularly in big cities. For 
instance, 7 per cent of the total small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the UK are minority 
ethnic group controlled (BMG Research 2013).

More and more ethnic businesses are branching out to and benefiting from visible success 
and fast growth in fields hitherto uncharted such as private health care, training and self-
employed professional lines like accountancy (Ram and Carter 2003). Furthermore, several 
new energetic ethnic entrepreneurs are engaging in cutting edge of new economy like software 
manufacturers, IT and business consultants (Castells 2000). Much as the ethnic market/econ-
omy is vibrant and on the upward trajectory, it is nevertheless becoming difficult to delineate 
markets along the ethnic/non-ethnic divide in a number of sectors such as transport, property 
investments, forecourt/garages, IT and so on.

As a consequence, the influence of ethnic businesses pervades all spheres of British society, 
including cultural and the food industries. Such businesses are said to be contributing an esti-
mated £20 billion to the UK economy yearly, even when discounting the large corporations 
such as Tata and Mittal (Nottingham Post 2011). Aside from adding to Britain’s cosmopolitan 
endowment, these groups are shaping its contemporary multicultural pretences while at the 
same time contributing to its innovativeness and connectedness with the rest of the world.

Research protocol

Marketing has been studied from a variety of perspectives, including industries, companies, com-
munities and clans or at analytical levels such as ideas, concepts, theories or schools of thought 
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(e.g. Golder 2000; Shaw and Jones 2005). Therefore, using an ethnic prism in knowledge  
production and dissemination enjoys support in the literature. Migration to the UK has become 
more diffused in recent years as more people are now migrating from other European Union 
countries as well as from far-flung corners of the world. But this chapter focuses on ethnic groups 
other than those from the EU/Western world. This is because the issues of ethnicity, identity and 
acculturation are arguably not as complex for migrating groups from the non-EU/Western world 
as compared to other groups that have a very different cultural profile (Burton 2000). Within 
this context is the analysis of the ways in which ethnic market changes and transforms over time. 
Invariably, what might be perceived and measured as changes in market structure could instead be 
the dynamics of ethnic cultural adaption or/and mainstream cultural change over time.

Essentially, in order to satisfy the aims of drawing attention to new realities nurtured in 
a multicultural society such as Britain (in terms of a new ethnic marketing and theoretical 
imagination) some thematically relevant sectoral studies are appraised. The intention is guided 
by the logic of ‘exploration and classification of some phenomena where accurate information 
is lacking’ (Forcese and Richer 1973, p. 79). Towards this end, three industries (professional 
services, food and media) in which ethnic groups actively participate are chosen as illustrative 
templates of the diffusion of general ethnic entrepreneurship in the UK. These templates are 
presented in the form of sectoral studies assembled from multiple data sources. The profes-
sional services and media sectors are selected because they represent a new frontier of ethnic 
minorities’ active participation in supposedly mainstream markets.

On the other hand, the food/catering sector, dominated by ethnic operators, presents a good 
platform to study the extent of marketing-reach of ethnic businesses. This is relevant because 
Britain, unlike other European countries, has no strong culinary traditions of its own and seems 
to have acquired a huge appetite for foreign food (Benedictus 2005). Basically, data are extracted 
from a variety of sources, including secondary material such as official statistical data, previous 
reports and sector-specific data gathered from trade sources.

However, as a caveat, this study’s protocol is not informed by an ‘ethno-divisional’ per-
spective, which has a tendency to differentiate between ethnic minority groups’ sectoral/
entrepreneurial affinity and business practices. Rather, recent studies (e.g. Basu 2010) have 
attached greater explanatory weight to the context in which ethnic minority businesses achieve 
breakthrough into the mainstream’s more promising markets. Hence, instead of attempting a 
static assessment of the experiences of different ethnic groups, this study presents holistic analysis 
of ethnic minority businesses’ diffusion into the mainstream. It is concerned with understanding 
something of shifting opportunity structure in relation to ethnic minority groups’ participation 
and expansion into the larger and lucrative mainstream base.

The dialectics of ethnic marketing

There are tensions and contestations surrounding the subject of ethnic marketing, and it is 
imperative to examine some of them for better understanding of issues under discussion. Few 
of these are analyzed, as below.

The ambivalence of the term ‘ethnic minority’

Ethnic marketing could be complicated by the extent of ethnic groups’ embeddedness and 
their cultural assimilation within the mainstream. For instance, some sections, such as new 
immigrants, may concentrate in enclaves and prefer to stick with their ‘home’ culture rather 
than that of the ‘host’. Others, such as second or third generation, may be bi-cultural and be 
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more geographically dispersed. This can be problematic in deciphering ‘what is’ and ‘what is 
not’ ethnic marketing. In that sense, there is need to question the stability of the phrase ‘ethnic 
minority’: Is there anything like ‘ethnic minority’ now? As a constructed social reality, eth-
nicity is considered to be a fluid concept under constant change and reinterpretation whose 
significance might be influenced by the external environment (Habermas 1994). The vagueness 
underlining the concept is aptly summed up by Weber (1978, p. 389): ‘The whole conception 
of ethnic groups is so complex and so vague that it might be good to abandon it altogether’.

However, this is not a problem. For analytical purposes, one can still argue that it is relevant 
to talk of ethnicity and ethnic minorities. This is because ethnicity, just as class or gender, seems 
to be a central category that shapes people’s opportunities in the society. It is the case that in 
many instances the ‘ethnic minority’ status often refers to belonging to a category of disad-
vantage in contemporary Western multi-ethnic societies. From this perspective, it could still 
be relevant to refer to ethnicity or its perception in the discourse of the ‘ethnic minority’ as a 
dividing line between people and a mechanism of social stratification and inequality of oppor-
tunities. Even if ethnicity itself is a contested terminology full of intellectual tension because of 
the fluidity in its usage, it has the potential to have implications for every aspect of marketing 
theory and practice, for instance, ethnic and tribal loyalties always exist to complicate and com-
promise (Burton 2000).

Ethnic marketing as an oxymoron

The study of ethnicity in consumption is a recent trend (Ogden et al. 2004), but the concept 
itself remains a subject of shifting interpretations (Brown and Langer 2010). For instance, its 
derivative, ‘ethnic minority’ as a concept is de rigueur. In its usage, the concept lumps all non-
mainstream groups together, thus suggesting a commonality. But, in the day-to-day usage, the 
term tends to overstate the significance of similarities while simultaneously understating the 
differences in ethnic identity of groups. Essentially, ethnicity cannot be reductively defined 
although it can be phenomenologically described – that is, its conditions can be specified and 
characterized. Against this background, the ontological boundaries of ethnic marketing are 
hugely difficult to delineate, especially in the face of the fluidity in migration and integration 
patterns of the global epoch.

The increase in the amount of temporary, repeated and circulatory migration is reflected 
in the emergence of transnationalism and transnational communities as new modes of migrant 
belonging. This trend is highlighted in Castells’ (1996, p. 407) depiction of a change in the 
spatial configuration of the world from ‘a space of places’ to a ‘space of flows’. Basically, trans-
national communities are groups whose identity is not primarily based on attachment to an 
exclusive domain. Invariably, migrants’ assimilation has been weakened by the proliferation of 
transnational activities and cross-border flows that stem from globalization such that the frequent 
and multi-directional flows of people, ideas and cultural symbols are blurring the boundaries 
between different categories of ethnic groups. Thus, the transformation of material and cultural 
practices stemming from migration and community formation is directing new forms of mobil-
ity and incorporation, especially the advent of transnational communities, multiple identities 
and multi-layered citizenship (Castles 2002).

Integration and market exchanges

Against the background of Enoch Powell’s ‘river of blood’ diatribe (Graham 2014) and Lord 
Tebbit’s infamous ‘cricket test’ (Carvel 2004), the issue of ethnic integration in the UK has 
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always been topical. For instance, various opinions still mirror Trevor Phillips’ argument that 
Britain is ‘sleepwalking into segregation’ (Casciani 2005) and many studies (e.g. Cantle 2008) 
have demonstrated that ethnic groups in the UK live parallel lives. Invariably, the analysis of 
market exchanges within the contexts of multiculturalism, acculturation and integration con-
cepts directs attention to the fluidity of the exchange process between the microculture and the 
dominant culture.

In other words, investigating the ambivalence inherent in contemporary society, exhibited 
in the tension between convergence and divergence patterns, could help in unpacking the 
dynamics of ethnic marketing in the UK. For example, aside from the ability to resolve how 
consumption or market-mediated exchanges unfold, one would be able to unpick whether eth-
nic market is diffusing into the mainstream, growing in parallel or both. All the same, thriving 
ethnic markets exist that provide sources of economic independence for many entrepreneurs 
in contemporary multicultural Britain. It is then the case that individuals’ beliefs about the 
constructs (multiculturalism, assimilation, integration and acculturation) define their state of 
orientation toward ethnic marketing either as consumers or producers.

This is an important starting point for ethnic marketers and researchers because it will help 
them in assessing individuals’ decision domain and strategic orientation. Furthermore, from a 
managerial perspective, many mainstream marketers are discovering that exploiting opportuni-
ties in ethnic markets could lead to greater success. From that it can be seen that marketers 
must have an understanding of how minority cultures impact product-specific consumptions by 
consumers in order to be more effective in reaching their target markets.

Issues in ethnic marketing

Relevant to this paper’s discussions are a number of issues and concepts such as ethnic economy 
(breakout, ethnic identity and business positioning) and entrepreneurial capital. Focusing on 
them is germane and will enable a deeper perspective on the topic of ethnic marketing.

Ethnic economy

Ethnic economy has been variously defined. Some of the definitions emphasize ethnic-
level entrepreneurship (Portes and Bach 1985), composition of co-employers and employees 
(Bonacich and Modell 1980), importance of ethnic employees’ concentration in certain indus-
tries (Zhou and Logan 1989), and ethnic enclave (Sanders and Nee 1987). Nevertheless, shared 
ethnicity is the common thread weaving all these standpoints together (Light et al. 1993), such 
as the predominance of Chinese in the catering sector, or Pakistani in mini-cabbing or Indians 
cornershops.

However, a useful perspective is offered by Jiobu (1988, p. 353). It introduces the concept 
of ‘ethnic hegemony’ referring to ‘the situation in which an ethnic group achieves economic 
control over an important economic arena that interfaces with the majority’. An example 
abounds in the medical profession as exemplified in the mass recruitment of foreign medical 
workers into the NHS (Oakeshott 2013). Five provisions underlined ethnic hegemony, these 
are: an internal labour market, middleman minority activity, ethnic economic control, ethnic 
saturation and an interface between minority output and majority customers.

In middlemen minority activity, ethnic entrepreneurs assume intermediate positions oper-
ating as agents linking ethnic products to consumers and also linking ethnic employers with 
co-ethnic employees (Bonacich 1973). The Asian grocery businesses in the UK are typical 
middlemen minority. They interphase between different ethnic groups by marketing their 
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(e.g., White mainstream and Black groups) products. Ethnic economic control alludes to 
the minority group’s assumption of entrepreneurial and managerial roles. Ethnic saturation 
depicts group members’ propensity to concentrate as labour in particular activities (Model 
1992). Ethnic concentration is also construed in enclave economy (e.g. Southall, Brixton and 
Peckham in London). This refers to a large number of co-ethnic businesses in a single eco-
nomic networked cluster producing particular goods, along with the connected ethnic firms 
supplying and servicing the cluster. Basu and Werbner (2009) assert that the triadic relationship 
engendering an ethnic enclave economy is person/good/networked space, and that ethnic 
enclave economies may be localized or dispersed in different places. Thus, ethnic enclave may 
involve several different ethnic groups located differentially in the supply line. It is typified by 
aggressive competition, and underscored by circles of credit and trust.

Deriving from ethnic enclave is the notion of ethnic niche signifying a protected market 
space that can only be supplied by members of a particular cultural community (Ward 1987). 
The protected market space alludes to ethnic monopoly of supplies of ethnic particular cul-
tural products such as hair and body care products or preferences for distinct ethnic foods, for 
instance Chinese cuisine. Ethnic niches are however constrained by the size of the minorities 
served, as this is very small compared with the overall mainstream market, even with increase 
in the population of some minorities. Besides, many ethnic minorities are not as rich as oth-
ers, judging by their unemployment and economic activity rates; this also limits the value of a 
protected market.

Conversely, and central to the notion of customer-centric marketing, ethnic niches could 
often compensate for lack of volume/scale by exclusivity and margin. Essentially, research-
ers have variously suggested that breaking out into serving mainstream markets is the key to 
expansion and prosperity (Ram and Hillin 1994). However, this process is contingent on the 
regulatory framework, which can exert considerable pressure on its direction, shape and form. 
For instance, McEvoy and Hafeez (2009) argue that changes in the UK’s regulatory structure 
often tend to tilt in support of large companies to the detriment of ethnic businesses. A good 
example is the legislation on Sunday opening hours, which favours large firms (e.g., Tesco and 
ASDA) against independent small cornershops, thus expanding the competitive intensity of the 
sector (Friends of the Earth 2005).

Breakout, ethnic identity and business positioning

Despite the overwhelming support for ethnic entrepreneurship breakout concept, a strand of 
opinion in the literature argues the importance of limiting ethnic business operations within eth-
nic enclave/economy. This perspective is anchored on the unique opportunities and resources 
available for ethnic businesses only within the ethnic community social networks and capital, 
which are based on mutual trust and solidarity deriving from a common ethnic origin (Basu and 
Werbner 2009). In essence, the authors contend that breaking out of ethnic enclave may be 
unnecessary for entrepreneurial success. Thus, the point is made that ethnic enclaves can pro-
vide viable market segments; meaning, long segmentation strategy, targeting and positioning are 
strategically driven. For example, Curry Mile in Wilmslow Road in Manchester’s Rusholme or 
Brick Lane in London’s Tower Hamlet as a hub for Bangladeshi cuisines.

Moreover, the imperative of expansion (breakout) of ethnic enterprises into the main-
stream markets is undermined by difficulties. For instance, problems of ethnic businesses 
‘breakout’ could reflect problems of market acceptance deriving from the cultural specificity 
of the product/service being offered (Smallbone et al. 2005). Research on ethnic migrants’ 
identity and culture often emphasises the notion that migrants awkwardly negotiate between 



106

Sanya Ojo, Sonny Nwankwo and Ayantunji Gbadamosi

two cultures. This concept has its origin in the bounded perception of cultures as constituting 
distinct entities, plainly detached from one another. Ethnic migrants are then assumed to suf-
fer incongruity between their culture and that of the host society (Pécoud 2002). However, 
the idea of cosmopolitanism speaks to the ability of ethnic entrepreneurs to adopt identities 
that enable cultural competencies (Vertovec and Rogers 1998) in juggling ethnic identity and 
business positioning in a socio-economic context characterized by prejudice and economic 
difficulties.

From a marketing standpoint, ethnic entrepreneurs take advantage of their ethnic solidarity 
and network to acquire resources and at the same time, through cosmopolitan competencies, 
position their businesses outside the confines of their ethnic community in order to get in contact 
and deal with non-ethnic customers. This necessitates knowing these customers’ tastes and being 
able to meet their expectations. Nevertheless, there is a difference between breaking out of local 
ethnic customer markets, as advocated in the principle of ‘breakout’ concept, and breaking out 
of local ethnic factor markets and co-ethnic networks (Basu 2010). An ethnic business may dif-
fuse outside its co-ethnic and local customers’ base while remaining attached to its ethnic root 
through reliance on co-ethnic labour, co-ethnic sources of capital and co-ethnic suppliers. Ethnic 
entrepreneurs have the tendency of relying on co-ethnic labour, which could also impede growth 
when more skilled employees are needed to serve market demands (Drori and Lerner 2002).

Ethnic entrepreneurial capital

According to Firkin (2003, p. 65) the ‘concept of entrepreneurial capital is based on the total 
capital that an individual possesses’ and the value placed on this fused form of capital. The 
notion of entrepreneurial capital then suggests that entrepreneurship is engendered through 
accessibility to financial and non-financial resources. Other non-financial capitals identified 
by scholars (e.g., Davidsson and Honig 2003; Firkin 2003; Cope et al. 2007) include: physical, 
organizational, technological, human, cultural and social capital of business owners and their 
firms. Invariably, in competitive marketplace such capitals are employed. Consequently, it is 
recognized that the assortment and amount of capital available and controlled by entrepre-
neurs could considerably affect their business experiences and performance (Davidsson and 
Honig 2003; Firkin 2003).

Bourdieu’s (1977) viewpoint on structuralism contributed to the understanding of the 
relationship between business ownership and entrepreneurial capital. He contends that social 
phenomena develop from the complex interchange between human interactions and objec-
tive and subjective structures. The former comprises resources and capitals such as economic, 
social, cultural and symbolic, while the latter is created by the subliminal categorizations that 
individuals use as symbolic prototypes for engaging in and interpreting practical activities. In 
the emerging social structure, the individual positions are determined by the quantity and types 
of capital controlled by them, and also by the value assigned to such capital by others. It then 
follows that the different forms and quantity of capital owned by entrepreneurs may have differ-
ent values attached to them, possibly resulting in owners possessing similar levels of capital but 
having different values placed on their entrepreneurial capital. Ultimately these differing values 
will impact upon their entrepreneurial experiences, possibly producing better opportunities for 
those entrepreneurs in control of a mix of capitals that is more highly valued (Bourdieu 1977).

However, capitals are deemed convertible; that is, ‘each form of capital can be converted from 
and into other forms of capital’ (Firkin 2003, p. 5). The notion of convertibility of capitals and the 
overlap between them suggests that individuals may possess various forms of capital and it may be 
difficult to isolate and separate them. But eventually, each form of non-financial capital converts 
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to economic capital, especially the convertibility of social capital into symbolic capital (Bourdieu 
1986). For brevity, two apropos capitals, symbolic and cultural capitals are discussed below.

Symbolic capital

Symbolic capital is a form of non-financial resource of the entrepreneurial capital base. Bourdieu 
(1993, p. 37) describes the concept of symbolic capital as ‘being known and recognised and is 
more or less synonymous with: standing, good name, honour, fame, prestige and reputation’. 
These are cumulatively regarded as the actor’s ‘credit of renown’ (Bourdieu 1990, p. 120). The 
credit of renown can be symbolic power through authority, prestige and reputation that opens 
up new markets (Gergs 2003). Examples can be found in the restaurant sector where the Asians’ 
curry and stir-fries dominate UK’s cuisine preferences.

Thus, symbolic capital is defined through its function of mediating power through prestige, 
and can consist of economic, social or cultural capital. A few studies have indicated some con-
nection between symbolic capital and entrepreneurship; for instance de Clercq and Voronov 
(2009, p. 400) use the paradox of ‘fit in’ and ‘stand out’ to explicate how cultural and symbolic 
capital influences the ability to gain legitimacy for entrepreneurs; the ability to fit in depending 
on cultural capital and the ability to stand out on symbolic capital. On their part, Fuller and Tian 
(2006) investigate the connections between social capital and symbolic capital and responsible 
entrepreneurship.

Cultural capital

Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1979, p. 14) conceptualization of cultural capital contends that apart 
from economic factors, innate ‘cultural habits and dispositions’ are essentially important to success. 
They maintain that culture shares many of economic capital properties and, in particular, cultural 
habits and dispositions consist of a resource capable of producing profits and potential source of 
monopoly by individuals and groups. In addition, given the right situation, cultural habits/disposi-
tions can be diffused from one generation to the next (Lareau and Weininger 2003).

Essentially, the concept suggests a familiarity with the dominant culture in a society and exists 
in three forms: in the embodied state (in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and 
body), in the objectified state (in the form of cultural artifacts, e.g., food, clothes and music) and 
in the institutionalized state (a form of objectification that is a criteria for cultural evaluation) 
(Bourdieu 1986). Rettab (2001) extends and describes the concept as cultural attitudes that act 
to enrich entrepreneurial competence within a group. Further declaring that these attitudes con-
sist of personal desire for economic independence (a major determinant of migration) and this 
strengthens the chances of business creation. For instance, the gap between ethnic entrepreneurs 
and financial institutions could be rooted in the cultural background and group characteristics of 
immigrants, as well as their attitudes, resulting in both the rejection of outside control over their 
businesses and the desire to be self-directing and be self-employed (Rettab 2001). Cultural capital 
is then perceived to have the possibility of being utilized in an entrepreneurial sense to provide 
goods and services in specific ways and forms that are desired and valued by groups.

Ethnic entrepreneurship congregation

Several ethnic entrepreneurs are to be found in all sectors of the British economy, and a num-
ber of them robustly partaking in a variety of businesses serving non-ethnic markets, including 
gas stations for vehicles, travel/news agencies and retail opticians/pharmacists. Nevertheless, 
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certain ethnic entrepreneurship’s sectional congregations are evidenced, for example, Indians 
and Pakistanis are heavily involved in retailing, especially convenience grocery stores, confec-
tionery, tobacco and newsagents.

The South Asian groups are known to dominate this sector: an area where their assiduous-
ness has been duly noted ( Jones et al. 1994). The Chinese and Bangladeshis are more renowned 
in the restaurant trade (Barrett et al. 2003). In this sector, ethnic restaurants enjoy a monopoly as 
they are supposed to be authentic purveyors of ethnic cuisine (although same could not be said 
of some Italian cuisine, e.g. pizza). This cements their remarkable strong position to manipulate 
the tastes of their customers, while simultaneously accommodating the cuisine itself to those 
tastes ( Jamal 1996). Pakistanis are strongly represented in transport, with taxi driving as the 
predominant activity (Cabinet Office 2002). Bangladeshis and Blacks (African Caribbean) are 
equally prominent in this sector, as taxi business seems a popular example of ethnic minorities’ 
entry to mainstream markets (Bank of England 1999).

Key sectors

Following the trend in ethnic enterprising and marketing, three sectors, media, professional ser-
vices and catering/food, are clear exemplars of the changing nature of ethnic markets in the UK. 
Also, the emerging trend towards transnational marketing and cross-border market platforms 
are particularly interesting because these unfurling developments reveal how ethnic minority 
marketers are navigating multiple market spaces, sometimes connecting their countries of origin 
with the UK market space.

The media sector

It is the case that ethnic groups maintain interest in their country of origin, even after years of 
their settlement in the UK through ethnic media sources and choices (Husband et al. 2000). 
Ethnic media are often deemed to be vital for minorities’ empowerment and for nourishing 
cultural particularity, though it has been claimed that they challenge the domination of main-
stream culture (Riggins 1992; Husband 1994). For example, large scale events/festivals attract-
ing tens of thousands among ethnic communities (e.g., Notting Hill Carnival, Diwali, Chinese 
New Year Festivals, etc.) offer special media appeal for both ethnic and mainstream business 
communities in the UK. Essentially, the imagination and the mediation of self-representation 
increasingly take place in media cultures; hence, the media progressively shape identity and 
diasporic consciousness developments ( Jordanova 2001).

Consequently, the popularity of ethnic media in the UK is growing and fragmenting into 
different segments, for instance, in the last ten years, there have been over fifty Asian broadcast-
ers in the UK at any one time and there are now ten Afro-Caribbean TV channels available to 
view (de Napoli 2013). New technologies have a direct impact on the expansion and output; 
the digital switchover that has led to increase in the number of ethnic TV channels is a case in 
point. There exist some ethnic media with substantial audiences rivalling those of the main-
stream (ibid.); popular ones include Zee TV, Choice FM, Sunrise Radio, Spectrum Radio, 
The Voice and Eastern Eye among others. Relatedly, the popularity of cinema is rising par-
ticularly among Asians and Africans. For example, Nollywood (Nigerian film industry) now 
trails Bollywood as the world’s second-largest producer of movies (Chakrabortty et al. 2012). 
Accordingly, cinema and commercial activities surrounding it (e.g., production, marketing, 
sales and promotion), not only provide investment opportunities for ethnic entrepreneurs but 
also offer avenues for cross-cultural interaction with the mainstream.
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However, the point has to be made that the fragmentation of the media markets due to 
multiculturalism colliding with technological advancement puts ethnic minorities, more than 
ever before, in the driver’s seat. Also, the ubiquity of satellite television and the internet allows 
diasporas to maintain contact, thus possibly dampening the pace of acculturation from (reduced) 
exposure to mainstream from (mainstream) media sources.

Professional services

Ethnic self-employment activities are recorded in particular industries or sectors and mostly in 
non-culturally specific markets that are often spatially dispersed. Instances of these abound in 
many professionals sectors such as law, accountancy, general medical practice and those in the 
leisure, cultural and media industries (Barclays Bank 2006). As illustration, the latest figures from 
the General Medical Council (GMC) list of registered medical practitioners’ shows that 48.1 
per cent are from the ethnic minority groups (GMC 2013). Expectedly, generational change 
is contributing to the emergence of these new areas of ethnic entrepreneurship (Modood 
et al. 1995), especially in business and professional services, hospitality and entertainment and 
creative industries.

Although some of these sectors attract heavy funding, the intergenerational resource accu-
mulation over time (Janjuha-Jivraj 2005) helps to prop up ethnic ventures in such cases. This 
generous financial investment is frequently supplied by the business parents of the owner (Ram 
et al. 2003). Invariably, developing and growing sectors of the economy, such as telecoms, 
software, media, IT or mobile phone technologies, are witnessing increased participation of 
ethnic entrepreneurs (Deakins and Freel 2003). Probably reflecting the level of acculturation or 
assimilation of the younger generations in the mainstream, these sectors appear to be popular 
among second and third generations of immigrants. Their potential (sectors) to bridge ethnic 
boundaries (i.e. their cross-cultural appeal) could account for ethnic entrepreneurs’ growing 
engagement with them.

Catering/food sector

There is an exceptional growth of ethnic food manufacturing firms in the UK, supplying both 
ethnic and non-ethnic markets. This market is particularly unique, as it produces the ‘entre-
preneurial movement’ that facilitates a cultural revolution in British eating habits (Basu and 
Werbner 2009, p. 60). This ‘entrepreneurial movement’ describes the claim that ‘innovations 
have been the product of an entrepreneurial movement whose members were individually 
unknown’ (Light and Rosenstein 1995, p. 4). The term was coined in reference to the rapid 
rise in new food consumption habits facilitated by the growth of the fast food industry in the 
twentieth century. Ethnic restaurants have become ubiquitous in many cities in the UK pander-
ing to the tastes of all and sundry.

The stranglehold of ethnic food on the palate of the British populace is such that its status as 
‘exotic’ became ‘common’ some time ago. Many Britons are now consuming more Chinese, 
Thai, Indian, West Indian and Japanese cuisines and buying more foreign garnishes and season-
ings to replicate these cuisines at home (Chakrabortty et al. 2012). The dominance of Chinese 
stir-fry and chicken tikka masala as British national dishes in polls over the years (Hills 2012) 
could be presumed to be testimony to ethnic control of this sector. Essentially, the strong 
demand in the UK’s ethnic food is such that six in ten adults enjoy eating foreign food and 44 
per cent of users are continually looking for new and interesting ethnic foods (Mintel 2012). 
Most popular ethnic foods are flourishing because of their successful adjustment to British taste. 
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For instance, many Asian cuisines have notably modified the range of foods offered and advanced 
the alteration of British tastes; for example, curry is now regarded as almost as British as roast 
beef (Fishlock 1994). This creativity in tweaking ethnic products to accommodate the sensitivity 
of the mainstream has profound implication for ethnic marketing and business breakout.

Cross-border market platforms

Transnational activities of ethnic entrepreneurs are growing and facilitated by increasing volume 
of ethnic social networks located outside the boundaries of the host country (Henry et al. 2002). 
These cross-border marketing/business relations by ethnic minorities looking to their countries 
of origin for new economic opportunities or extend UK-based businesses are currently in vogue 
(Ojo 2012). Transnational activities, aside from providing the means for ethnic entrepreneurs 
to adjust and integrate into the host country (Min 2005), also enable them to exploit different 
markets rather than limiting their businesses to the co-ethnic market (Menzies et al. 2007).

By operating both physically and virtually, transnational entrepreneurs participate concur-
rently in two or more socially embedded environments (Ojo 2012). This enables them to 
sustain crucial global relations that augment their ability to creatively and economically exploit 
their resource base. Scholars (e.g. Yeung 2002) have attached the increasing impact of trans-
national entrepreneurship to the changing nature of international migration and diasporas, and 
to the intricate nature of international business activities. Essentially, transnational entrepre-
neurs’ efforts to convert, innovate and transform structures simultaneously functioning in two 
or more distinctive cultural contexts embody entrepreneurial engagements that take advantage 
of an emergent globalized and interconnected world (Drori et al. 2009).

However, this dimension of breaking through into larger markets need not necessarily follow 
the route of breaking out of ethnic customer markets (Ram and Jones 1998). Ethnic entrepre-
neurs could spread out to co-ethnic customers in diverse locations. As a result, the notion of 
market ‘break through’ contends that ethnic entrepreneurs can supply larger, national or inter-
national markets immediately after business start-up and do not necessarily have to ‘break out’ 
into mainstream markets at a later period.

Synthesis and discussion

Whereas in the past, ethnic businesses often target ethnic customers, employing ethnic labour 
and were situated in ethnic enclaves, nowadays many now sell their products and services to 
all ethnic groups while employing non-ethnic labour and operate anywhere in society. Then 
again, many enterprises in some sectors (e.g. retail) still cater largely to ethnic customers, 
especially in cultural items and artifacts that appeal to ethnic desire. Other industrial sectors, 
such as manufacturing, creative, telecoms and professional services mainly have customers 
that belong to the majority population. These sectors are now witnessing increasing number 
of ethnic entrepreneurs, so much so that they now appear to be dominating a few of them; for 
example, the catering/food (Hills 2012) and taxi service sectors (Bank of England 1999) in 
the UK. It is then the case that ethnic hegemonized economic arena has been established in 
particular spheres of the British economy. In these hegemonized arenas ethnic entrepreneurs 
are in control since the mainstream customers must now deal with them as discrimination is 
largely absent.

To what can we attribute this trend to? It appears the disadvantage theory argument that eth-
nic minorities are driven to entrepreneurship because of their marginal social position is unable 
to offer credible explanation to the observed diffusion of ethnic products and markets into the 
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mainstream. It seems the case that the trigger for new firms’ start-ups is as a result of a deliberate 
and intentional act or a result of rational decision-making. Starting a business has moved beyond 
the inability to adapt to a social system and occupation of marginal social position by ethnic 
minorities. Furthermore, current technological developments in internet telecommunication 
and wireless connectivity are facilitating the expansion of ethnic entrepreneurs businesses to a 
much larger customer base across several countries, while operating at comparatively low cost. 
This trend justifies Ram and Jones’ (2008) submission that ethnic entrepreneurs need to advance 
into sectors (e.g., high order retailing, manufacturing and producer services) that extend beyond 
local ranges to further afield spanning regional, national and even international orbits. The 
authors regarded this as the ultimate breakout market; entirely mainstream custom neither con-
strained by locality nor ethnic relationship.

Other cogent factors are identified as steering the breakout process. One of these is the entre-
preneurial activities of the second and third generations that are driving the pace of entry into 
the mainstream markets in many emergent sectors such as information technology, professional 
services, mobile phone and so forth (Deakins and Freel 2003). One can also infer that expansion 
into mainstream markets is also strengthened by the increasing economic power of emerging 
countries such as China and India whose huge investments in the UK are bolstering ethnic 
entrepreneurship (Nottingham Post 2011) in many sectors. Of note is the observation that only 
six out of the twenty football clubs in the English Premiership League (2013–2014 season) are 
wholly owned by the natives, others are fully/part owned by rich individuals among the ethnic 
minority groups. Lastly, it seems that growing maturity in erstwhile focused sectors is beginning 
to inspire entrepreneurial diversity (Barclays Bank 2005). This could signify the increasing fluid-
ity in the nature and character of ethnicity and ethnic market in Britain.

Then again, breaking out is not necessarily the panacea to success, since ethnic businesses 
still have to negotiate survival in the market place like any other SME. Essentially, it is the case 
that many ethnic businesses (and non-ethnic ventures, admittedly) in the supposedly mainstream 
sectors (e.g., clothing manufacture and restaurant catering) are frantically struggling for survival 
(Ram and Jones 2008). The implication seems to be that though market breakout is perhaps a 
necessity, it is definitely not enough reason for ethnic enterprises to expand and thrive. Other 
resources are essential, least of which is access to adequate funding (ibid.).

Suffice it to reiterate the difficulties in accessing mainstream finance and effective business 
support initiatives for certain ethnic groups. Different ethnic groups have different experience 
in those regards with African Caribbean businesses in particular encountering bigger difficulties 
than others (ibid.). It is the case that the process of breakout is laboured, with several promising 
markets proving, in the event, to be damagingly competitive. Also, in general, it must be con-
ceded that too much of ethnic marketing/enterprising is still trapped in declining or otherwise 
unattractive sectors of the economy where strenuous hard work is required to survive (ibid.).

The opportunities that come in the form of transnational entrepreneurship by ethnic 
entrepreneurs could be ascribed to a number of trajectories. These include the notion of com-
petitiveness, environmental munificence or nostalgic investment/attraction for country of 
residence. Thus, by becoming transnational entrepreneurs, ethnic entrepreneurs acquire quite 
different entrepreneurial roles than other entrepreneurs who are not engaged in cross-border 
business ventures. By navigating transnational dimension, ethnic entrepreneurs negotiate two 
diverse environments to create value. This enables them to develop different strategies to cir-
cumvent some of the barriers they may encounter in host countries.

In reflection, there is awareness of policy and research related issues, especially as the 
study exposes the conceptual inadequacy in the current knowledge base of ethnic marketing/
entrepreneurship in the UK. The constant and dynamic changes to which ethnic businesses 
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are subjected have had major impact on their ability to grow and sustain themselves. Hence, 
there is a need for ethnic marketing/entrepreneurship theories to appreciate the changing 
dynamics of their fields and challenge existing stereotypes. It is the case that research and 
policy frameworks are lagging behind the profound ethnic market and entrepreneurial diver-
sification and associated socio-economic integration patterns; but remaining rooted within 
erstwhile perceptions of ethnic market/entrepreneurship expressed largely in terms of con-
tentious multiculturalism framework.

Conclusions

The chapter presented a conceptual discussion on the issue of ethnic marketing in a multicul-
tural society, in which new realities are evoked as erstwhile ethnic boundaries are becoming 
blurred. Fundamentally, what is commonly tagged ‘ethnic market’ is mutating to mainstream 
market to reflect the phenomenon of globalization in its cultural sense. In essence ethnicity 
is safely expressed through the successes of ethnic market/entrepreneurship and, by being 
expressed, it is reinforced. The reinforcement of ethnicity could then account for the vagaries 
of multiculturalism in societies such as the UK. Although ethnicity can achieve vital func-
tions in the start-up of ethnic ventures, it also tends to become an encumbrance on successful 
enterprises. Contemporarily, ethnic-transcending business organizations are emerging, but 
they oscillate between functions; that is, as conveyors of custom on the one hand and heralds 
of integration on the other. Thus, studying the social consequences of participating in ethnic 
economy will further clarify and extends the understanding of the role of ethnic economy in 
the assimilation process.

Invariably, in a research exercise of this nature, some limitations are unavoidable. A major 
weakness is identified in the study’s exclusive attention on ethnic markets and enterprises of 
migrants from (or background from) the so-called developing/emerging economies. Ethnic 
minorities’ markets and enterprises from Europe (e.g., Poland, Bulgaria) or Americas (e.g., 
Brazil, Argentina) are excluded. Particularly, analysis of enterprises by new arrivals from 
‘high-income’ countries (e.g., Australia, France, Germany, Japan or USA) could extend our 
understanding of the characteristics of diversity in the UK’s ethnic groups’ markets. Sepulveda 
et al. (2011) assert that their (‘high-income’ groups) entrepreneurship not only add different 
important elements in the diversification of entrepreneurial activity in the UK, but also exhibit 
further differences in terms of types of sector of operation, migratory status and the trajectories 
of their development.

Some implications become apparent from this study; one, the facade of ethnic market/entre-
preneurship study in the developed world is changing and the term ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’ may 
be becoming extinct. The distinction between mainstream and ethnic markets/entrepreneurs 
is becoming blurred, just as it is increasingly difficult to draw neat boundaries within ethnic 
groups. Second, the fluidity surrounding contemporary global epoch is such that the shape and 
form of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial phenomena remain indeterminate and specula-
tive. This creates problems and prospects; emerging vistas and ‘newer challenges’ apposite for 
engaging researchers’ attention for the foreseeable future. In other words, areas for further 
research exist in the necessity for marketers to rethink strategies that take cognizance of the vola-
tility in the ethnoscape of contemporary Britain, and in the need for the academia to react to the 
same. It behoves researchers to arrange a sort of ontological denaturalization, through offering 
alternative representations of marketing and effectively unpacking the cultural syncretism and 
hegemonic power of contemporary mainstream discourse.
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8
An ethnoconsumerist approach to 

Hispanic small business’  
adoption of internet technology

Cecilia Ruvalcaba and Alladi Venkatesh

Introduction

Small businesses need simple solutions that are timely and efficient. As new technologies come 
into play, small businesses find new market opportunities and challenges. Apart from cost and 
resource considerations involved in Information Technology (IT) related operations, small busi-
nesses lack qualified IT staff and the resources to train employees on new technologies. In this 
digital age, these issues become critical especially because of the resulting digital divide, the gap 
between those with access to information, the ‘haves’, and those without access, the ‘have-nots’, 
that leaves certain segments (e.g., small businesses, minorities, low-income consumers) out of 
current trends (Companie 2001; Peterson and Dibrell 2002; U.S. Congress 2012). Studies sug-
gest the gap among ethnic minorities is larger than that for the dominant culture (Hoffman  
et al. 1997; Zickuhr and Smith 2012). Thus it is important to understand not only small business 
adoption of such technologies, but the adoption and use of such technologies by minority-
owned small businesses. This is indeed the focus of this chapter.

Hispanic-owned small businesses are a significant contributor to the U.S. economy and to the 
overall Hispanic community by increasing access to capital (Light and Gold 2000). According to 
the Small Business Administration, Hispanic small businesses earn nearly $300 billion in annual 
revenue by approximately two million businesses (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2012). The number 
of Hispanic small businesses is expected to increase 60 per cent to 4 million, and generate a com-
bined $550 billion in revenue by 2014. In response to these impressive statistics, it is important for 
researchers to study how emerging trends in IT impact these businesses (Middleton and Byus 2011).

The purpose of this study is to investigate internet and e-commerce related business 
opportunities and challenges facing an ethnic business community – Hispanic-owned small 
businesses located in the South Western region of the United States, specifically in Southern 
California. We look to understand what technological tools are used, how these tools are inte-
grated into their business operations and what barriers to adoption are faced. In understanding 
how technology is used by Hispanic small businesses, we look to identify the challenges in 
adoption and thus provided policy implications and recommendations for marketing, or, more 
specifically, ethnic marketing. The research questions we look to address are: (1) What are 
the current practices and needs of Hispanic small business regarding internet-based operations, 
specifically as they relate to business development and transactions, customer contacts, online 
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communications, scheduling, calendaring and event planning?; (2) What gaps exist among 
Hispanic small businesses and how can these gaps be addressed?; (3) What are the cultural 
issues that arise in Hispanic small businesses adoption of information technology? and (4) 
What are the policy implications and recommendations?

We use an ethnoconsumerism (Venkatesh 1995; Meamber and Venkatesh 2000) and ethno-
marketing perspective (Korzenny and Korzenny 2005; Morse 2009) to address these research 
questions. Our study is based on empirical work conducted in Southern California from 2009 
to 2010. We chose this region based on several factors: high proportion of Hispanic population 
and Hispanic small businesses, digitally disadvantaged nature of the business community and the 
expected growth of the population and issues concerning access to technology and resources. 
The remainder of this chapter will proceed as follows. First we provide a review of our theo-
retical framework. Then we describe the process of our current study and present our findings. 
Lastly we provide implications and recommendations for future research.

Ethnoconsumerism, ethnic marketing and  
Hispanic small businesses

Ethnoconsumerism and ethnic marketing

There has been much discussion on how to study markets as culturally constituted economic 
entities (Elyachar 2005; Burton 2009). Venkatesh (1995), and later elaborated by Meamber and 
Venkatesh (2000), proposed ethnoconsumerism as a theoretical and methodological approach 
to the study of market and consumption culture. The focus of this methodology is to gain an 
understanding of the subject’s point of view while at the same time identifying the contextual/
environmental factors contributing to their position, what is described as the field view and 
the text view respectively. Adding an ethno-marketing perspective to the ethnoconsumerism 
approach permits us to study (business) culture, not merely as providing the context for the 
study of market/consumption practices but to study market behaviours as culturally constituted 
(Korzenny and Korzenny 2005). Being members of a shared cultural group structures inter-
actions in the market (Barth 1998). Understanding how these structures govern marketplace 
activities will allow us to construct marketing activities to fit within these inherent conceptions. 
In this context we also refer to Peñaloza’s (1994) study on the Mexican immigrant population 
in the US, which examines acculturation issues in reference to the dominant culture. Using 
Southern California as the site for her study, Peñaloza analyzes how culture constitutes the 
Mexican immigrant’s market behaviours as they adjust to their new environment. For the pur-
poses of this study, the ethnoconsumerism approach is easily adaptable to a business setting as 
the foundation of the methodology is not context-specific.

In discussing cultural issues relating to ethnic marketing and consumption, we are faced with 
a variety of concepts and terminology such as ‘cross-cultural marketing’, ‘comparative studies’ 
and ‘cultural analysis’. These are related but do not have the same meaning (Burton 2009). What 
is common to all these approaches is that the focus is on ‘culture’ or an ethnic segment and can 
include marketplace or consumption practices, customs, value systems, social arrangements, 
communities and institutional histories, meaning systems and ethnic configurations associated 
with any population or cultural group under study. Ethnicity is a complex construct which can 
include any number of identifiers. What originated as a term to define individuals who were 
not part of the dominant majority (Nash 1989) is now used to describe a group which identifies 
as having a shared set of social and cultural identifiers (Zmud and Arce 1992). The growth of 
ethnic market segments require ethnicity no longer be treated as a variable to be checked-off 
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in a box. It is a complex aggregation of factors that are unique to each individual market seg-
ment and can be both homogeneous and heterogeneous (Deshpandé et al. 1986). Therefore 
ethnicity is dynamic and influenced by both the internal individual and its external environment 
(Stayman and Deshpandé 1989).

Focusing on an ethnicity as a vital influence on individuals actions is not new (Hirschman 
1981; Stayman and Deshpandé 1989; Holland and Gentry 1999) though most of these studies 
focus on the consumer. Studies on marketing to these ethnic markets have looked at issues such as 
the differences within and among ethnic markets (Hirschman 1981; Deshpandé et al. 1986), con-
sumers reaction to targeted marketing using ethnic cues (Deshpandé and Stayman 1994; Holland 
and Gentry 1999), assimilation of the ethnic consumer in comparison with the dominant market 
(Wallendorf and Reilly 1983), and acculturation of the marketer to the ethnic market (Peñaloza 
and Gilly 1999). This study looks to add another perspective by focusing on small businesses – 
more specifically, Hispanic small businesses – using the foundations of the ethnoconsumerist 
framework to identify ethnic marketing implications. Doing so will help us gain a cultural under-
standing of ethnic small business owners adoption of IT into their business practices.

Hispanic small businesses – some trends and  
cultural issues

Hispanic small businesses in the US can be contextualized in terms of their ethnic identities, 
acculturation and business practices (Lofstrom 2009). Due to their growing size and significant 
contribution to the U.S. economy, this is a growing sector that requires attention. Although there 
are some resources for Hispanic small businesses, options for this market are currently very lim-
ited, but are growing. There are a number of websites (www.sba.gov; www.nfib.com) designed 
to serve this community and provide advice on how to startup, manage and grow one’s business. 
These include discussions on the different types of technology out there, but there is very little 
mention on how to actually use this technology. What is found on all of these websites is how to 
utilize one’s network to make a successful business, a theme that seems to echo throughout the 
community. The lack of available resources is consistent with Light and Gold’s (2000) discussion 
of the differences among varying amounts of success by ethnic entrepreneurs. Access to financial, 
human, social and cultural capital is a product of class and ethnic resources. Ethnic economies 
lacking such capital, such as the Hispanic market, will struggle to survive.

Training programs and tutorials are rather scarce and there seems to be a definite need for 
such series to educate business owners. However, the small number of such programs may be 
due to the fact that there is very little research on Hispanic small businesses and their needs, 
technology or otherwise. We know that ethnicity influences consumption decisions (Stayman 
and Deshpandé 1989; Hirschman 1981) and research has shown that the Hispanic culture differs 
from non-Hispanics in the US (Valencia 1989). For example, although there is growth in con-
sumption of technologies such as cell phones by Hispanics in the US (Nielsen 2012), internet 
usage still lags compared to non-Hispanics and the differences are even greater once country 
of birth and education are considered (Pew Hispanic Center 2009). When it comes to business 
transactions, Hispanics are more likely to do business with someone who was referred to them 
through a social connection (Hofstede et al. 2010). Lastly, it is estimated that the majority of the 
Hispanic market speaks Spanish at home; therefore language is also an important variable when 
dealing with the Hispanic consumer (Pew Hispanic Center 2009). Though these studies give us 
an overall look at the make up of the Hispanic market, it is important to gain deeper insight into 
how consumption decisions are impacted by cultural variables such as language and community. 
The research outlined in this chapter tries to fulfill this gap.

http://www.nfib.com
http://www.sba.gov
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Methodology

For the purposes of our study, twenty Hispanic-owned small businesses in Southern California 
were selected from a larger list provided to us by the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of 
Orange County. These businesses were selected based on consultations with the Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce and on the type of business in an effort to acquire an adequate repre-
sentation of the larger community of small businesses. We conducted site visits and in-depth 
interviews of the businesses on a one-to-one basis. Interviews lasted approximately ninety 
minutes and took place at either the interviewee’s place of business or a local coffee shop. 
All interviews were tape recorded, transcribed and analyzed using the qualitative data analysis 
software NVIVO.

Interview questions

Interview questions revolved around technology use, as that was the main area of focus, but 
along with the IT questions we included questions regarding issues of technology use and adop-
tion by this specific ethnic community (Appendix 8.1). In probing these questions further we 
are able to get at certain cultural intricacies that would have not appeared had this been done in a 
survey format. The ethnoconsumerism approach encourages the researcher to investigate at the 
micro level in order to gain an intracultural understanding while also paying mind to the meso-
level factors to gain a cross-cultural understanding and ideally be able to gain a macro-level view 
through a combination of field and textual understanding. In this case, the micro-level questions 
focused specifically on the participant’s technology use while the meso-level questions looked 
to understand the cultural influences of use by the Hispanic community.

Participants

A wide of range of businesses were interviewed from a mortgage company serving the Spanish-
speaking California residents to a DJ/entertainment service company (see Figure 8.1). The 
average business had ten employees and had been in business for seven years. Of the participants 
interviewed, 75 per cent of them were male and the rest female. Nearly all of our interviewees 
(93 per cent) were owners/presidents/CEOs. They had an average of six computers and two 
laptops, with a median of one computer and one laptop. One-third of the companies conducted 
business predominantly in Spanish.

Findings

User typologies

Previous work on technology adoption and use allows us to define such use along a continuum 
from limited to intense users of technology (Shih and Venkatesh 2004). Similarly, we use the 
Use-Diffusion framework to define the categories of IT users from our sample.

Intense users

Intense users of technology were those that are ahead of the technology curve. These businesses 
were early adopters of technology and use it effectively to enhance their business. Only three 
of our participants were in this category. These businesses had integrated the use of technology 
into their daily operations – so much so that their business would not be able to run without the 
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Information Technology Mortgage Retail

Business Services Supplier Insurance

Entertainment Moving & Storage

Figure 8.1 Types of businesses

use of computers or the internet. The majority of their business operations and communications 
with business partners and customers were done through the internet.

Specialized users

We identified six of our participants as specialized users of technology. These businesses used 
computer and internet technology to assist their daily operations but these technologies were 
not fully integrated into the business. Use of these technologies was reserved for specific activi-
ties such as managing their web presence and use of email. Most of their business operations and 
communications were done either in person or through printed communication.

Limited users

The majority of our informants were behind the curve of technology use. Computer and internet 
use was limited to checking email and, on occasion, doing research on their industry. Though 
some did have a website, basic users relied solely on personal, face-to-face communication.

Use of technology

The participants discussed three main uses of technology and the internet in their business: to 
enhance their business processes, to market their business online and to stay connected with 
their customers. Though the level integration of technology into these processes varied among 
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the different groups, their goal was the same. They each look to find a way to enhance their 
business processes with minimal cost.

Supporting business operations

The participants discussed their use of technology to support business operations. Uses ranged 
from simple tasks, such as sending an email, to more complex tasks, such as bookkeeping. As an 
intense user of technology, Rafael Garcia (pseudonym) runs the majority of his business through 
his computer. As a company that provides Hispanic businesses with technical assistance and 
guidance for growth, it is critical for him to be at the cutting edge of technology. Vital to his 
business operations are the use of a variety of tools that assist with file sharing, instant messaging, 
video conferencing, online training, bookkeeping and contact management. Specialized users 
will also use their computers for complex tasks, but on a less regular basis. On the other hand, 
light users use their computers for simple tasks and personal use. Their business use is limited to 
email and one or two other use(s), such as conducting research.

Marketing activities online

Use of technology for marketing purposes was also a prevalent theme from interviewees. The 
extent of a web presence and use of analytical tools varied considerably depending on level of 
technology use. Intense users of technology participated in online advertising in addition to 
having a web presence through a company website. These users had sophisticated websites that 
offered a variety of services and made use of web analytics. In contrast, specialized users did have 
a web presence, but did not utilize analytic tools to measure the effectiveness of their website 
traffic. As a marketing consultant, Fernando Lopez (pseudonym) uses the internet to promote 
his services through the use of a website and blog. He had never heard the term ‘web analyt-
ics’, but he does some basic analytics to get an idea of who subscribes to his email list. Fernando 
is not aware how many subscribers are on his list are actually Hispanic, but he can sometimes 
tell from their email address. Any data mining he does stay in his head and he does not have 
a system of how to better target his market segment. Specialized users do not participate in or 
fully understand the concept of web advertisements or how to incorporate this marketing tool 
into their traditional marketing mix. As for limited users, some may have a website but do not 
measure its effectiveness. They generally prefer to do business in person, thus minimizing the 
centrality of a web presence to the success of the business.

Communicating with customers

The majority of computer uses discussed by informants were directed at methods of commu-
nicating with customers. Whether through teleconferencing or simply by email, individuals 
stressed the importance of staying connected with their customers. Businesses that were ahead 
of the curve had a wider variety of methods they used to communicate with customers. Those 
who integrated technology with their business, such as Rafael, had moved to mostly paper-
less communication processes. With business partners spread all over the country (one is even 
located in Mexico), Rafael relied heavily on internet-based networking. His company has a 
Virtual Private Network (utilizing FTP) for sharing files, and has championed innovative com-
munications such as free-web conferencing. Although he used these technologies heavily in 
order to communicate with his business partners, Mr. Garcia relied primarily on phone and 
email communications to reach his clients. Similarly, Fernando Lopez also relied heavily on 
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email communication to reach his customers. As a specialized user of technology, Fernando still 
relied heavily on paper, although he had adopted some paperless processes. His primary method 
of communication with customers was through an email service, which allows him to send out 
weekly email blasts to a subscriber list of 6000+. He did not use the more sophisticated methods 
of communication, such as Rafael Garcia, but expressed a desire to integrate more technologi-
cally advanced methods of communication. Limited users such as Maria Rocha (pseudonym), 
an insurance salesperson, did use email but mostly to communicate with family and friends and 
not for business.

Barriers to use

Throughout the interviews, we noted that although some of these businesses had the techno-
logical resources available to them, they were not adopting them into their business processes. 
In probing further, we found several issues hindering technology and internet usage that kept 
coming up in almost all interviews. The main issues were: staying connected with the com-
munity, the power of word-of-mouth, the trust in IT mediums and the risk of implementing 
IT systems. These issues were discussed by all the interviewees, but the level of problem varied 
between the different levels of technology adoption and use.

Staying connected with the community

The most prominent issue was maintaining a social connection with their customers. Personal 
interaction in community-based cultures, such as the Hispanic culture, are a priority (Peterson 
and Dibrell 2002). As Hispanic small businesses whose client base is Hispanic, personal inter-
action is critical to their business. Many of the interview participants favoured face-to-face 
networking and connecting to people in the real world versus the virtual world. Limited users 
of technology really stressed the importance of meeting people face-to-face, shaking hands and 
exchanging business cards. These participants valued real-world connections and did not think 
that the virtual world could offer the same benefits. Individuals such as Maria considered face-
to-face interaction to be more powerful than other sources of communication. Generally, par-
ticipants who fell into this category believed in the power of attending networking events and 
contacting people by phone using a rolodex and business cards as their ‘database’.

Language was also a challenge in connecting with customers. Rafael’s company targets 
Hispanic business owners and business is predominantly conducted in Spanish. The company 
utilized some software and internet resources in Spanish, such as Wikipedia en Español. Internet 
communications are woven into the fabric of his company’s operations, but there is limited 
Spanish content on their website, which limits their online operations. Language is not a barrier 
for his business, but the technology often is. For this reason the company’s internet site, which 
only contains content in English, was not effective. Maria also conducted the majority of busi-
ness in Spanish (she estimated about 90 per cent). Although one of her associates did not speak 
Spanish at all, Maria did not think this was a problem since she was usually around to translate 
for her associate.

Access to technology is also a major issue for maintaining social connections. Many of the 
companies mentioned that their clients do not own computers. Thus companies risk limiting their 
access to customers by only using internet-based communication mediums. Fernando Lopez con-
nects and stays connected with clients through his email system, website and blog. Therefore, his 
access to customers outside of a computer medium was limited. He knew that his target market 
was people who will not necessarily go to his website so he attends a lot of networking events 
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himself. When discussing the technology she used in her business, Maria Rocha shared that her 
customers (and Hispanics in Orange County in general) were not as tech savvy as the rest of the 
population. For this reason, she felt that businesses like hers that serve mostly Hispanic customers 
had to use minimal technology to avoid confusing or frustrating customers unnecessarily.

The power of word-of-mouth

Getting word-of-mouth recommendations from trusted friends and networking contacts was 
another issue expressed by interview participants as being very important. Hispanics tend to 
consult with other individuals before making important purchases (Korzenny and Korzenny 
2005). Personal recommendations are valued higher than expert knowledge. Many of the inter-
view participants felt a strong sense of community both in a cultural and territorial sense. Most 
of the time, they would buy or implement new technologies based on a recommendation from 
a friend or family member. A few of them had someone working in the office who was the ‘go-
to’ person when it came to recommending a technology or internet-based product. Thus using 
technology they trusted was very important.

Trust in IT mediums

Trust is a major issue for Hispanic small businesses. Understanding where individuals get their 
information from is important. Hispanics rely highly on both English and Spanish media as 
sources of information (Pew Research Hispanic Center 2008). Thus issues of online security are 
difficult to resolve when the news media fuels uncertainties by reporting online security issues 
such as identity theft, fraud and online scams.

Online security was a common concern expressed by nearly all interview participants. This 
concern was consistent across all categories of participants. However, participants in the intense and 
specialized user categories were more inclined to continue using internet resources such as online 
banking and online shopping, despite their concerns. The limited users identified online security 
concerns as a motivating factor in why they did not partake in internet banking and/or shopping. 
Most of the participants who expressed online security as a major concern had learned about online 
security issues through media related sources (e.g., television news or newspaper stories).

Having the resources to combat online security concerns made a difference in technological 
adoption. For example, having an in-house IT expert greatly reduced the insecurity of using 
technology. Experience with the technology also played a role in trust in the technology. 
Rafael kept two different contact databases because the online contacts management system 
accidentally crashed. Some of our informants also adopted alternatives methods to combat IT 
insecurities. Due to concerns over identity theft, another informant does not do any online 
banking but will purchase items online only through a pre-paid credit card.

It is interesting to point out that 67 per cent of participants did use online banking and 76 
per cent of participants had at some point bought something online. However, online security 
concerns are probably not specific to Hispanic-owned small businesses but a general concern of 
everyone because of the recent outbreak of identity theft reported in the media.

Risk of implementing IT

Lastly, along the same lines as trust is individuals’ adversity to risk. According to Hofstede et al. 
(2010), Hispanic cultures tend to be more collectivist cultures and rank higher on uncertainty 
avoidance scale. They represent a collective culture of low risk taking. All informants discussed 
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issues of weighing out the cost over the benefits of investing in technology. Without a recom-
mendation from a trusted source, or personal expertise, the businesses find it difficult to justify 
the investment. This is not surprising since most small businesses are more cost sensitive than 
bigger corporations. Yet, intense users saw more value to implementing new technology versus 
those who fell into the specialized and limited technology use categories. Fernando Lopez dis-
cussed how he looked for free ways to implement technology and felt reluctant incorporating 
anything that cost money. Interestingly enough, Fernando started a weekly email blast service 
on a computer donated by a friend, a dial-up connection and Yahoo! Mail. When we inter-
viewed him, Fernando had recently upgraded to using an online email blast software program 
for approximately $35/month. Yet, many of the interview participants carefully analyzed the 
benefit of implementing new technologies versus the cost involved.

Another issue contributing to their risk adversity is the lack of technological knowledge. As 
a software engineer, Rafael was an early adopter of technology for his business, although he 
admited he was not an expert. He noted that both partners and clients needed training in order 
to use their online tools. Fernando also discussed his lack of technological knowledge as hinder-
ing his eagerness to adopt more technological tools. He said that he would like to learn how to 
streamline videos and use web analytics to better target his market segment.

Our informants understood that the adoption of technology was a benefit to their company, 
but the investment needed to implement these technologies successfully was hindering their 
progress. These companies must not only make the monetary investment but take the time to 
educate themselves, their partners and their customers. Many of these technologies also require 
a reciprocal investment by their customer base, which is a large risk for small companies not 
wanting to alienate their customers.

Future strategies

Using an ethnoconsumerist view, we were able to not only capture the use of technology in 
Hispanic small businesses, but also gain an understanding of their primary barriers to use. In 
understanding these barriers and their origins, we can better address how to help Hispanic small 
businesses navigate them by adapting business practices to the specific environment in order to 
meet their needs (Deshpandé and Webster 1989).

Extrapolating from the results of the study, Hispanic small business owners are prepared to 
adopt new technologies, but they are concerned about staying connected with their custom-
ers, obtaining information from trusted sources, trusting the technology and minimizing their 
risk for implementing such technology. However, all Hispanic small businesses are not equally 
prepared. Our interviews indicated that only the organizations classified as ‘intense’ users of 
technology have the ability to fix and update IT internally. This is because this group of organi-
zations tend to have a trusted in-house IT expert to adopt new technology and the resources to 
provide support for this technology as their requirements necessitate. Apart from those who are 
ahead of the curve, others fear that the time, learning and financial costs to adopt and maintain 
new technology will be overwhelming. In addition, many business owners fear that additional 
technology will cause their customers to be confused, thus alienating them. The challenge is to 
introduce new technologies and modes of communication to the ‘specialized’ group and, the 
further challenge, the ‘limited’ users, who are behind the technology curve.

Overall, businesses look to find ways to decrease costs and increase value for themselves and 
their customers. Based on our findings, we generated future strategies regarding how Hispanic 
small businesses could be supported to improve technologically and participate in a more fully 
fledged e-commerce type environment without alienating their customers.
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Demonstrate the relevance of technology to their company

Adoption of technology can help small businesses run their operations more efficiently and 
enhance communication with customers. A common remark from our interviewees was that 
they knew that technology was an important and useful tool in increasing a business’s chance 
for success. However, they did not know how (or believe) technology could be applied in their 
industry, or in their business in particular. As a result, it is important to tailor the value propo-
sition of technology products so that is resonates with Hispanic small businesses (Soto 2006). 
There is an opportunity here for the IT industry to demonstrate the relevance of technology 
specific to their company and show how it can be used in a way that is personally meaningful 
to Hispanic small business owners.

The most personal way of doing this would be to offer on-site consultations at business sites 
for the business owner. By sending IT specialists directly to business sites, the business owner 
will learn how technology can be implemented in the environment in which it will be used. In 
addition, owners can be provided with suggestions on how their business can be improved with 
specific software and tools with the option to purchase.

Free trials of the recommended technology may further convince the owner of the technol-
ogy’s value. Such trials could introduce technology to the audience and demonstrate the need 
for use in their businesses. They should be marketed to business owners as a necessary tool to 
become their own IT expert and increase their business’s potential for success. These benefits 
should be emphasized in great detail before discussing the associated price. If the perceived 
benefits of such an offering were truly internalized as a necessity, the value is thereby increased 
and the associated costs may be seen as a one-time small price to pay to enhance one’s business.

Conducting personalized visits to demonstrate how technology can be customized to their 
businesses will help reduce the feelings of risk to implementing. Product trials can also help 
further reduce this risk by showing how actual implementation of technology can enhance their 
business. Lastly, explaining how it can be used to enhance communication with their customers 
will help minimize the uncertainty of adoption due to perceived alienation of their customers.

Provide the tools to use the technology

One of the major concerns of Hispanic business owners are the many perceived costs associ-
ated with implementing technology, in particular the cost to learn to use the product and train 
employees. Research on formal and informal business incubators stress the importance of such 
structures in providing services that assist entrepreneurs. These structures are even more essential 
for advancing minority enterprises by providing access to a variety of services including education 
and technical consulting (Greene and Butler 2004; Greenhalgh and Lowry 2011). Therefore, 
agencies like the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce or SBA (Small Business Administration) can 
be instrumental in providing a way to ease this burden for small businesses. One way of accom-
plishing this could be to offer no-cost or low-cost training sessions as part of the purchase of 
products. Getting a cluster of educational institutions involved to provide such classes would be 
a less expensive way of making these classes available.

As on-site training can be an expensive way of personalizing the technology, industry-specific 
training sessions at a central site may be more feasible. Most of the Hispanic small businesses we 
encountered were, in one way or another, in the services industry. Training sessions on what 
technology is the most useful to bolster customer relationship management in retail or summits 
on how to use software to automate insurance forms would definitely increase the relevance factor 
and demonstrate how technology directly applies to their specific industry.



127

Hispanic small businesses’ adoption of IT

Because many of the Hispanic small business we encountered that were not categorized as 
‘intense users’ did not have their own IT expert, they were hesitant to step into the unknown 
world of technology. However, if they had someone they could rely on when they encountered 
difficulties, they may be more willing to take risks. Therefore, we recommend that IT compa-
nies provide a Spanish-speaking local representative that business owners can contact when they 
encounter IT problems. This representative could serve as the IT expert and service a cluster of 
businesses within an area in the language they prefer. Adopting new technology can be a daunt-
ing task, especially for those with much ground to make up in order to get up-to-date; but, with 
someone to rely on to walk them through the process or manage crises, the experience can be 
a much less stressful one.

Another opportunity for technology companies is to take advantage of building alliances 
with other companies such as, for example, HP’s (Hewlett Packard) initiative on their Centro 
Empresarial Hispano de HP (HP Hispanic Business Center) training series. This could be a 
valuable relationship in which other companies like Microsoft can leverage a program that has 
already been established. Since HP is already providing tutorials on how to use Microsoft prod-
ucts to enhance business processes, a relationship may ensure that the right products are being 
marketed and the right message is being communicated.

Training sessions offered with the purchase of products not only increases the value of the 
products that consumers are purchasing, but also equips purchasers with the knowledge they 
will need to effectively use the products in which they have invested. Having a ‘go-to’ person 
when an in-house IT expert is not available is necessary to continue use and implementation 
of products. Therefore making this available to small businesses is necessary to reduce the per-
ceived risk of implementation and also help build trust in using the technology.

Utilize the community

There was a great deal of ambivalence among Hispanic small business owners toward technology. 
To combat this, technology companies must position their products as useful and trusted tools 
to enhance businesses within this population. Accomplishing this is not just an issue of market-
ing, major IT companies must make use of the most important entities to Hispanic business 
owners – the community.

Community influencers, such as Hispanic community leaders and non-profit organizations, 
are central to effectively marketing to this Hispanic community (Tovar 2005). Most of the 
Hispanic small businesses we contacted for interviews were assisted by the Hispanic Chamber of 
Commerce in various day-to-day and planning activities. Consequently, collaborating with the 
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of Orange County to bring technology and its education to 
this population is heavily recommended to establish trust within the community.

Secondary research has indicated there are not many major corporations that sponsor Hispanic 
entrepreneur events or have a presence on Hispanic resource websites. Such a presence would 
communicate awareness and support for the business community and its efforts. Often, com-
panies that do reach out to the Hispanic community do so ineffectively because they provide 
a mere extension of a current effort instead of tailoring programs to reach this market (ibid.). 
Therefore, reaching out to the Hispanic market would require a focused effort. Sponsoring exist-
ing community programs such as Casa Cyber Technology to provide software and training at 
incubator sites may be the avenue to explore such support programs without going at it alone.

Another way of taking advantage of the benefits of the close-knit Hispanic business com-
munity is through the recruitment of other business owners to share their business success stories 
from using IT products. Such business owners should be trusted members of the community 
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who are at least moderate technology users. Their success stories may inspire others that they, 
too, have the ability to increase the visibility, impact and efficiency of their business, and this 
also allows IT companies to get their message across while being delivered by a trusted source 
within the community.

It is necessary to value the importance of personal relationships to the Hispanic community. 
Since word-of-mouth recommendations are more favourable than company or industry rec-
ommendations, connecting with the community is crucial in order to build trust for a product 
or company. Doing so will lead to positive evaluations of the company and thus increase 
word-of-mouth recommendations.

Entry into the world of social media

A prevalent statement among interviewees was that, although websites and other technologies 
may be useful in obtaining new business, they could never take the place of word-of-mouth 
referrals and old fashioned networking. In many cases, technology was not even considered as a 
tool to network or generate buzz, and this mentality must be addressed. With the rapid growth 
of social media, there are many opportunities and challenges for small businesses to utilize their 
potential. To quote Michaelian (2013):

It’s no secret that new and social media are important marketing tactics for small businesses 
in 2013. While new media encompasses video, podcasting, blogging and mobile media, 
social media is about the conversations that occur in comments and updates on these plat-
forms and others like Twitter, Facebook, Google+ and LinkedIn. Businesses that want to 
stay relevant and be seen as leaders in their industries in 2013 must have an active presence 
in the majority of these platforms, etc.

The IT industry must highlight the importance of websites and other marketing tools (e.g. 
blogs) to increase visibility, generate ‘buzz’ and referrals, and increase their network. According 
to Michaelian, participating in social media can help a business connect with customers through 
a myriad of sophisticated platforms. Many of these applications now have capabilities for more 
localized target marketing, allowing the business to target individuals within walking distance 
and offer them a discount. By understanding who the key influencers are among their customers 
and targeting them specifically, businesses can utilize these individuals to connect to the larger 
customer base (Kutchera 2011). Social media also helps businesses create a personality for their 
company and generate buzz through blogs and real-time postings of pictures, comments and 
feedback. Lastly, social media allows businesses to connect with other businesses and create a 
virtual network for customers to engage.

Furthermore, the IT industry can emphasize the enhanced impact of traditional word-of-mouth 
coupled with web presence to improve and grow their business. Though nothing may be able to 
completely replace in-person networking, the combination of several media to market their prod-
ucts or services allows them to cast a much larger net and, therefore, capture a greater quantity of 
potential customers.

No matter what approach or combination of approaches IT companies use to introduce 
technology to Hispanic small businesses in Orange County, they must utilize the most valuable 
element – the community. The community and the social networking that goes on within the 
community, we believe, are a key factor. Among the number of challenges that Hispanic small 
businesses face and the plethora of reasons why they fear technology, there are many opportunities 
for improvement and change.
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The study is an attempt to understand the adoption and use of technology by Hispanic small 
businesses. Based on our sample of twenty small businesses located in Southern California, our 
study identified three segments of technology use: intense, specialized and limited. Although 
not an exhaustive study, our aim was to identify important issues and questions for further 
investigation.

While this work helped shed some light on IT adoption by Hispanic small businesses, there 
are limitations to our study. Although our informants varied in the type of small business, they 
are not representative of all Hispanic small businesses. These businesses are all members of the 
Orange County Hispanic Chamber of Commerce and, although they have a large membership 
base, the number of small businesses in Orange County that are not members is larger. Thus we 
cannot say that our study reflects all Hispanic small businesses in Southern California and much 
less those across the United States.

Second, technology is constantly changing. Therefore from the time our data was collected 
there have been new innovations to the use of technology in small businesses. More specifically, 
the rise of social media as a marketing tool has grown significantly in the past year. Media that 
were popular initially have now been rendered obsolete, and newer technologies have made it 
easier to connect with the customer base. Thus many questions remain about the evolution of 
social media use in Hispanic small businesses.

Further research that investigates the integration of social media in Hispanic small businesses 
is needed. It is likely that our initial study was not able to capture this phenomenon to the extent 
it is at present day. Thus a more in-depth examination is necessary to understand not only the 
adoption of social media, but also the types and to what extent businesses are able to connect 
with their customer base. Along the same line, future research can look at the customers’ recep-
tivity to interacting with these businesses thorough the varied media. There is something to be 
said about the growth of social media adoption by Hispanics in general and the implications of 
this on their interaction with businesses. Perhaps what was once perceived as an initial barrier 
to adoption of IT by Hispanic small businesses is now a pathway to an evolved customer base.
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Appendix 8.1: interview protocol

•	 What are the current and emerging trends of online communications in your business?
•	 What are the practices and needs pertaining to your business regarding online communica-

tions, scheduling, calendaring, event planning and contact management?
•	 What are the online networking tools that you are using?
•	 What are the new technology trends that you might be aware of ?
•	 How do you become educated or acquire skills and knowledge in internet skills and online 

communication?
•	 What are your practices and needs of small businesses regarding online communications, 

scheduling, calendaring and event planning?
•	 What are your social and professional networking patterns? What online tools do you use?
•	 What is the interrelationship between professional and personal online communication? 

Where and how do they overlap for you?
•	 How are new technologies (including mobile) appropriated and adapted by you as a socio-

cultural group?
•	 Online and offline communications habits and practices: email, messenger, intranet blogging/

wiki (blogging as communication tool), scheduling/calendaring, organizing events, phone 
use, postal mail, address books/contacts (contact management).

•	 Internet use (including mobile internet use).
•	 Internet services (training, setting up own website and email) and online infrastructural 

needs.
•	 Mobile technology use.
•	 Technology adoption and consumption.
•	 Special technology needs (Spanish-language services and software).
•	 Email and internet safety, protection and privacy.
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9
Rethinking religion and ethnicity  

at the nexus of globalization  
and consumer culture

Elif Izberk-Bilgin

Introduction

Religion and ethnicity are two critical topics shaping the agendas of world leaders, public policy 
makers and academics. Increasing ethnic and religious diversity brought about by transnational 
migration poses many challenges to most nation states. For example, the US alone has taken 
in 22 million immigrants since the 1980s (Rytina 2009), not only pressing policy makers to 
urgently address issues such as housing, employment and education for the newcomers, but 
also rendering timid encounters with the ‘ethnic/religious-other’ unavoidable in everyday life. 
More importantly, religiously and ethnically charged activism appear to be a leading source of 
conflict throughout the world; the recent street riots in the French banlieues and the ongoing 
Arab–Jew, Hindu–Muslim conflicts are only a few examples of such social conflict.

Religion and ethnicity are also intriguing topics from a scholarly view. First of all, both 
concepts are prominent markers of identity; our religious and ethnic background shapes our 
attitudes, values and lifestyles, while also informing our political views and consumption 
choices. Second, religion and ethnicity are complexly intertwined in the way they influence our 
everyday practices and social relations. Religious practices play a fundamental role in construct-
ing a distinct ethnic identity and forming social alliances (e.g., Jews, Amish, Mormons), while 
ethnicity is manifested in great variations in religious practices (e.g., Muslim Shias and Sunnis). 
Despite the close association between the two topics, religion and ethnicity have been largely 
studied separately in social sciences. Perhaps due to this silo effect, modernist scholars declared 
the demise of religion and ethnicity decades ago (Berger 1967; Park 1950).

Yet, in a rapidly globalizing world, religion and ethnicity have become more relevant than 
ever. For example, the need for ethnic and religious anchors grows with increased border cross-
ings as more migrants grapple with the anxieties related to the diaspora experience. Moreover, as 
the global popularity of the ‘om’ amulets and the ‘ethno/gypsy-bohemian’ look suggest, religious 
and ethnic identifiers have also become important tools for the non-religious and non-immigrant 
consumers who want to pursue an authentic identity in an increasingly sterile consumer culture. 
As marketers readily accommodate the demand for authenticity, ethnicity and religion become a 
choice that is exercised through consumption; one that can be worn like a garment and swapped 
as needed (Bouchet 1995; Oswald 1999). Lastly, religious and ethnic discourses have become 
effective ideological tools to negate the discontent with poverty and asymmetrical economic 
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growth brought about by globalization (Bandarage 2004). In short, globalization has created 
tremendous social, cultural and economic change that directly influences the role of religion and 
ethnicity in the contemporary era. As such, we need to reconsider our existing assumptions on 
these topics, with particular emphasis on how religion and ethnicity interact in complex ways to 
materialize in everyday life through consumption.

With this goal in mind, this chapter explores several questions at the intersection of religion, 
ethnicity, market, culture and politics. Drawing from the theory of prominent globalization 
scholar, Sassen, the following pages examine how the transnational mobility of people and 
capital has been informing the way religion and ethnicity interact in myriad ways within 
contemporary society to offer implications for the study of religion and ethnicity in consumer 
research. The remainder of this chapter is organized in four sections. The first section reviews 
the existing literature on religion and ethnicity in marketing. While this review provides a 
representative portrayal of extant literature, it is not exhaustive of the entire body of knowl-
edge on these concepts in marketing. The second section briefly discusses the shortcomings of 
the past studies and offers an alternative theoretical lens, through which consumer researchers 
may study the role of religion and ethnicity in everyday life. The third section offers research 
implications with respect to the intriguing relationships among the rise of ethno-religious ide-
ologies, consumer activism, the emergence of faith-based markets and the spread of capitalist 
ideals to the developing world. The last section offers some concluding thoughts.

Religion and ethnicity in marketing literature

Early examinations of religion in marketing focused on examining the relationship between 
religious affiliation and aspects of consumer behaviour such as price sensitivity and perceived 
risk (Delener 1990; Delener 1994; Delener and Schiffman 1988; Hirschman 1981; Hirschman 
1982; Hirschman 1983), retail store evaluative criteria (McDaniel and Burnett 1990), shopping 
behaviour (Bailey and Sood 1993; Essoo and Dibb 2004; Sood and Nasu 1995) and lifestyle 
measures (Wilkes et al. 1986). Religiosity has also been studied in the contexts of materialism 
(Burrough and Rindfleisch 2002; Cleveland and Chang 2009; La Barbera and Gürhan 1997), 
ethical decision making (Swimberghe et al. 2011), as well as brand loyalty (Rindfleisch et al. 
2005; Rindfleisch et al. 2010) and brand reliance (Shachar et al. 2011). Collectively, these quanti-
tative studies found a significant effect of religious orientation and strength of religious affiliation 
on several aspects of consumer behaviour, confirming that examining religiosity is integral to 
marketing practice and theory.

Interpretive scholars, on the other hand, have explored how consumption can facilitate 
transcendent experiences. Belk et al.’s (1989) seminal work, which offers a comprehensive 
analysis of the processes through which the ordinary can be deemed sacred, has suggested that 
mundane objects like brands can become vehicles of transcendent experience. Building on this, 
a series of studies have demonstrated how iconic and lifestyle brands such as Harley Davidson, 
Apple, Jeep and Saab have become a sacred totem in the eyes of loyal consumers (Belk and 
Tumbat 2005; Kozinets 2001; Muniz and Schau 2005; Schouten and McAlexander 1995). 
Another group of consumer studies have examined the implications of ‘secularization of reli-
gion’. As Belk et al. (1989) note, examples of secularization include the discontinuance of Latin 
in Catholic mass, decline in religious traditions such as prayer at meal and bed time, and the 
increasing use of TV and radio for communication of religious messages. More current exam-
ples include the growing emphasis on entertainment in religious service, particularly in mega 
churches (Robertson 2002) and the emergence of ‘pick-and-mix’ religion (Hamilton 2000) 
or new age spirituality. In consumer research, the commercialization, cross-cultural adoption 
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and changing consumer interpretations of religious holy days (e.g., Ramadan, Christmas and 
Passover) are examined in various studies (Belk 1987; Belk 2001; Belk 2013; Deshen 1997; 
Hirschman and LaBarbera 1989; Hirschman et al. 2011; Kimura and Belk 2005; Sandıkçı and 
Ömeraki 2007; Touzani and Hirschman 2008; Touzani et al. 2009; Sherry and McGrath 1989). 
Aside from religious celebrations, increasing secularization of the sacred can also be noted in the 
fashionable meanings consumers and marketers assign to religious symbols such as the Islamic 
veil and the Catholic rosary (Rinallo et al. 2012; Sandıkçı and Ger 2010).

A close reading of the marketing literature on religion shows that religion and modernity (and 
by implication consumption) have been treated as two opposing forces. This might be attributed 
to the influence of secularization theory (Berger 1967; Weber 1922/1978), which argued that 
modernization, with its emphasis on science and rationality, will bring about the demise of reli-
gion. The reflections of this theoretical perspective, which poses modernity as a rival to religion 
can be observed in the two main themes that emerged in consumer research: the secularization 
of the sacred and the sacralization of the profane. Consumer researchers have, on the one hand, 
demonstrated how modern ideas infiltrate the realm of the sacred, for example, in the increasing 
commercialization and secularization of religious traditions (Belk 1987; Belk 2001; Kimura and 
Belk 2005) and, on the other, have offered examples of how religious discourses and the human 
need for the sacred permeate the modern life (Izberk-Bilgin 2012a; Muniz and Schau 2005). Yet, 
a more comprehensive understanding of the complex ways in which religion operates in con-
temporary consumer culture, which is significantly shaped by globalization, requires us to move 
beyond the modernity–religion duality and the theoretical limitations it poses.

Modernization has also influenced the theoretical foundations of ethnicity research. Early 
ethnicity research and migration studies, particularly those of Park (1950) and Warner and 
Srole (1945) are guided by the assumption that modernization, more specifically urbanization, 
democracy and increasing equality among different social groups, would eventually erode ethnic 
identity markers and social conflicts, yielding to cultural assimilation to the dominant culture. 
These studies had a lasting effect on the early development of the consumer acculturation 
research in marketing. Building on the assumptions of assimilation theories, as Luedicke (2011) 
notes, early consumer acculturation research has been preoccupied with measuring the level of 
immigrant consumers’ assimilation to a new cultural context. The second wave of accultura-
tion studies notably depart from previous literature by demonstrating that immigration does 
not necessarily lead to assimilation (Peñaloza 1994); migrants draw from home, host and Global 
Consumer Cultures (GCC) as they negotiate a migrant identity (Askegaard et al. 2005); these 
identities are not fixed, but rather migrants can wear their ethnicity as a garment and can swap 
it as needed, moving between different identity positions (Oswald 1999); and lastly, that the 
process of constructing an ethnic identity is not always voluntary and, in the absence of sufficient 
social and economic capital, migrants cannot realize the social mobility they desire (Üstüner and 
Holt 2007).

While these later works were groundbreaking and stood apart from the first wave of con-
sumer acculturation studies in terms of their phenomenological scope and methodology, they 
were still deeply influenced by modernist thinking and thus suffer from what Glick Schiller, 
Çaglar and Guldbrandsen (2006, p. 613) call ‘methodological nationalism’. Wimmer and Glick 
Schiller (2002) argue that the nation-state building processes of the eighteenth century and the 
subsequent immigration and integration policies developed at the time have fundamentally influ-
enced the academic discourse on immigration such that we have come to believe that ‘nation 
state’ is the only natural social and political organization. As such, Glick Schiller et al. (2006, 
p. 613) critically observe that: ‘Through an extension of the logic of methodological nationalism, 
migrants were, by definition, culturally and socially different because they originated in other 
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national territories; natives, by this same logic, became a homogeneous whole’. This confining 
analytical lens is reflected in many disciplines, including the consumer acculturation research in 
marketing, most notably in the form of dualistic home–host country notation. To move beyond 
this duality, Glick Schiller et al. (2006) recommend focusing on the processes of building and 
maintaining social networks and the social fields created by these networks, instead of ethnic 
identity or culture, which are bound to entail reductionist and dualistic perspectives. The authors 
argue that studying social networks and related social fields opens up possibilities to realize how 
these networks might transcend local/national and ethnic boundaries and thus, better account for 
how globalization – through new technologies, media and institutions – inform the immigrant 
experience. Economic, political, religious and class interests – be it at the local or global level – 
can cut across ethnic, racial and national ties to mobilize individuals around shared goals. Dávila 
(2012) shows, for example, how Hispanic advertisers in the US assembled Cuban, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican, Caribbean and Central American identities under the Hispanic pan-ethnic iden-
tity to convince corporate clients that Latinos make a substantive consumer group. Likewise, 
regardless of ethnic-racial differences and religious inclinations, increasing numbers of African 
Americans and Latinos are associating with the Evangelical church in pursuit of social mobility 
(Dias 2013). These examples remind us to leave behind our modernist conceptualization of eth-
nicity as confined to a particular locality and consider its dynamic nature as constructed through 
social interactions and global movements.

Moving beyond existing debates

The above literature review shows that marketing discipline has gained considerable theoretical 
ground over the years in the study of religion and ethnicity. Yet, the review also suggests that 
these two very important topics, which play a foundational role in consumer identity forma-
tion, have been studied separately to a great extent. Further, investigations of both religion 
and ethnicity have been marked by a modernist perspective; consumer research on religion is 
confined to accounts of sacralization of the secular or the secularization of the sacred, while 
modernist and nationalist thinking prevalent in ethnicity research has produced methodological 
and conceptual confines that overlook how ethnic identities, communities and social fields are 
formed transnationally through consumption. Developing a more comprehensive and dynamic 
understanding of religion and ethnicity in relation to consumption in today’s world requires 
us to move beyond these theoretical and methodological limitations. Rather than focusing 
on modernity and its dualisms, investigating how globalization facilitates the complex ways in 
which religion and ethnicity interact and operate in everyday life might allow us to advance the 
state of research on these topics.

The economic, social, cultural and political implications of globalization have been exten-
sively addressed usually in the form of a debate on cultural homogenization versus cultural 
pluralism, hypercapitalism, polycentrism and hybrid identities (Bauman 1998; Klein 2000; 
Korten 2001; Ritzer 2003; Scholte 2005; Sklair 2001; Oncu and Wayland 1997). Within this 
wide literature, Sassen’s works (1988; 1991; 1998) are noteworthy for thoroughly analyzing 
the interrelations among globalization, transnational mobility of people and internationaliza-
tion of production and deregulation of capital flows. In The Mobility of Labor and Capital (1988) 
and The Global City (1991), Sassen argues that developed countries’ shift from manufacturing 
to service economies has led to the emergence of, on the one hand, global cities – new centres 
of economic power like New York, London and Tokyo with a rising professional class – and, 
on the other hand, export-processing zones with an increasing demand for low-skill, low-
wage workers. Facilitating this economic restructuring has been the financial deregulation and 
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transnational expansion of capital; the global expansion of multinational firms and growing 
foreign direct investment in commercial agriculture left many rural dwellers unemployed and 
induced massive waves of transnational migration.

Sassen’s thesis of transnational mobility of people and capital offers an interesting organizational 
framework to explore how globalization facilitates the multitude of ways in which religion and 
ethnicity work within contemporary consumer culture. More specifically, looking through this 
theoretical lens allows us to investigate how different parties in a market system (e.g., consumers, 
religious institutions, cultural interpreters and governments) are forming new interpretations of 
religious teachings and creating new religious practices to cope with the socio-economic trans-
formations brought about by transnational flows of people and capital. The increasing border 
crossings of migrant workers, tourists, expatriates, refugees and students have profound implica-
tions on marketplace expressions of religious and ethnic identity. For example, the formation 
of diasporic communities in Europe and North America has significantly shaped the political, 
cultural and economic landscapes in these countries as exemplified in the proliferation of Muslim-
friendly products in Europe (Pink 2009) and in the increasing numbers of Hispanic Americans 
shifting from Catholicism to Protestantism (Dias 2013). Such developments propelled by globali-
zation have not been sufficiently explored in consumer research literature; yet they pose critical 
implications on our existing theories of identity, authenticity, community, ritualistic consump-
tion and market formation. Utilizing Sassen’s analytical framework of globalization, the rest of 
this chapter explores the interrelations between religion, ethnicity, markets, culture and politics 
in the context of transnational mobility of people and capital to offer some potentially interesting 
research implications for advancing the study of religion and ethnicity in consumer culture.

Research implications

Consumer activism and ethno-religious ideologies

Following the post-colonial era, particularly during the reconstruction period after the Second 
World War, many Western European countries and the US have witnessed an influx of migrants 
(Sassen 1988). In addition to its economic and political implications, migration has significantly 
stimulated discussion on the role of religion in everyday life from the public display of conspicu-
ous religious symbols, as observed in the French law on secularity and the Swiss ban on the 
building of minarets, to the use of free speech, as in the case of the Danish cartoon crisis, and 
the attack at the Charlie Hebdo headquarters in France in 2015. As a result, some secular-minded 
locals have started to re-examine their assumptions about the relevance of religious teachings 
in modern life, while others have embraced their Christianity as a counter-identity, mostly in 
response to cultural confrontation with Muslim, Hindu and Jewish immigrants. In this tense 
environment, the migrants have also faced complex questions related to their religious identity 
and have been forced to examine what it means to belong to a minority faith. Removed from 
their social networks and home cultures, the migrants have encountered many cultural ten-
sions leading to heightened consciousness of their religious ‘otherness’. This increased awareness 
reflexively lends itself to the use of religious symbols and discourses as an important marker of 
identity, which, in turn, has important ramifications in the marketplace.

One example is the rise of ethno-religious discourses of activism such as Hindu national-
ism, Gitano (Spanish gypsy) Evangelism, African American Islamism, Latino Pentecostalism and 
Sunni Wahhabism in Europe and Americas (Spohn 2003). In particular, the case of Islamic 
consumer activism offers a telling illustration of how consumption mediates the formation of 
the transnational networks and social fields that Glick Schiller et al. (2006) discuss. Muslims have 
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long quietly refrained from buying Western brands, mostly owing to religious and moral qualms 
such as concerns about the halal compliance of a Big Mac or the perceived indecency of Barbie. 
However, the recent cultural denigration of Islam through the Danish cartoons and the movie 
Innocence of Muslims has stirred up long-held ideological and historical tensions emanating from 
a history of colonialism and Western involvement in Middle East, which fuelled a wave of con-
sumer activism targeting a wide range of global brands (Izberk-Bilgin 2012a; Sandıkçı and Ekici 
2009). Diaspora Muslims have played a critical role in organizing and sustaining these boycotts 
owing to their growing size and spending power as well as to their effective utilization of new 
media to bring visibility to Muslim causes in the marketplace. By using web-based technolo-
gies, Islamic activists have turned local conflicts into transnational issues and, more importantly, 
have fostered transnational links among dispersed Muslim communities. Activist Muslims in 
Europe and United States can now connect virtually with like-minded Muslims in Indonesia, 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and elsewhere to vocalize their concerns on new platforms, using new 
tools. As noted in Izberk-Bilgin (2012b), diaspora-based Islamic websites, forums, blogs and 
Facebook pages have been instrumental in mobilizing a transnational boycott by disseminating 
certain fundamentalist scholars’ fatwas (religious rulings), which declare multinational brands 
haram, developing a peculiar religious rhetoric that constructs the consumption of global brands 
as sinful. Likewise, Lindekilde (2010) shows that in the aftermath of the cartoon crisis Danish 
Muslims used email campaigns, chain text messaging and transnational media such as al-Jazeera 
to mobilize a multinational, pan-ethnic response that resulted in a boycott of Danish products 
throughout the Muslim world. As both studies suggest – in addition to activist consumers – 
religious scholars, governments, NGOs, media organizations and marketers are transnationally 
connected around shared ideological interests that cut across class, national and ethnic alliances.

While the case of Islamic consumer activism is informative in revealing interesting interac-
tions at the nexus of migration, ethnicity, religion, markets and politics, it seems that increased 
academic and public interest in Islam following the tragic events of September 11 has drawn 
attention away from other forms of ethno-religious activism. For example, what are the impli-
cations of Hindu nationalism, Latino Pentecostalism and Jewish activism for marketers and 
consumers? Given how deeply the last of these is embedded in the marketplace, as exemplified 
in the ‘Buy Israel Goods’ campaign and its ties to prominent organizations like the American-
Israel Chamber of Commerce, it is surprising that researchers have not sufficiently explored the 
marketing ramifications of this form of activism. Other interesting research questions include 
how the diaspora experience, in light of the global socio-political and economic context, 
shapes migrant consumers’ interpretation of religious teachings as well as the way they perform 
religion. Or what are the different roles that consumers, marketers, governments, NGOs, 
religious scholars and other cultural intermediaries play in the way religious narratives are 
constructed, manipulated and disseminated? How do web-based technologies like Facebook, 
Twitter and blogs facilitate the way religious and ethnic identity is expressed and performed 
through consumption? These and many other interesting questions represent largely uncharted 
territory in consumer research, and thus, offer new possibilities for advancing the research on 
religion and ethnicity in marketing.

Emergence of faith-based markets and marketing

Transnational flows of people and capital have also significantly stimulated the emergence of 
faith-based markets and faith-based marketing. Two socio-cultural phenomena are driving these 
trends. First, the influx of migrants has been steadily diversifying the ‘homogeneous’ nature of 
national cultures, leading to increased fragmentation in consumer tastes and lifestyles. Second, 



141

Rethinking religion and ethnicity

there has been a surge of interest in religion, partly due to migration and flows of ideas, as evinced 
in the rise of Pentecostalism in Africa and Latin America, Christianity in China and Islam in 
Europe and Asia, while new age spirituality attracts followers throughout the world (Spohn 
2003). Marketplace examples of this religious renaissance can be found in the popularity of 
offerings such as Kabbalah bracelets, Dolce & Gabbana rosaries, Christian rock, Buddha amulets 
and faith-based diet books. It is in this particular context of growing diversity of consumer tastes, 
the proliferation of media and the rise of interest in authentic consumption goods that faith-
based markets are blooming. Astute marketing practitioners are finding that not only appealing 
to faith-based consumer segments is a profitable endeavor with over 2.1 billion Christians, 1.6 
billion Muslims, 1 billion Hindus and 14 million Jews in the marketplace, but also that market-
ing activities carried out through religious networks (e.g., priests, bible study groups, religious 
websites and broadcasting channels) lends firms more credibility and affords them a more easily 
reached (as congregations routinely meet) and, presumably, more loyal audience.

One prominent example of a faith-based market is the halal industry. Halal refers to what 
is permissible under Islamic law, and the demand for halal products has paralleled the growth 
of the Muslim population worldwide (1.6 billion), particularly in diasporic lands where, unlike 
in many Muslim-majority countries, halal manufacturing and slaughtering standards are not 
mandatory. The global halal market is estimated to be worth 2.1 trillion dollars (ogilvynoor.
com) and offers a wide range of products from Shariah-compliant credit cards to halal whiskey. 
The surge of interest in halal can be attributed to the growing spending power and increasing 
aptness of Muslims in engaging with GCC. Young, tech-savvy and globally travelled Muslims, 
while often conservative in values, are quite similar to their Western counterparts in construct-
ing consumption-mediated identities. Particularly for middle and upper-middle class Muslims, 
the most convenient and prominent way of enacting their identity position is through the 
consumption of halal and other Muslim-friendly products (Izberk-Bilgin 2013; Pink 2009). 
The marketplace has been quick to accommodate this demand, as multinationals such as Nestlé, 
Unilever, Wal-Mart, McDonald’s, KFC, Novartis, Whole Foods and HSBC have begun offer-
ing halal versions of everyday consumer goods such as toothpaste, cosmetics, over-the-counter 
drugs and interest-free bank accounts.

Examples of faith-based marketing are not confined to the case of halal and products manufac-
tured according to religious standards. Advertising through faith-based networks and sponsoring 
religious events help ordinary businesses to access ethnic communities that are hard to reach 
due to cultural and communication barriers. One particular case of interest is the Latino popula-
tion in the US. Despite their substantial buying power, many Latino immigrants lack access to 
mainstream financial services such as business loans, credit cards and mortgages, as they do not 
always have the necessary documents to open bank accounts. Further, unbanked Latinos have 
no choice but to stash savings at home and use informal channels to send remittances to their 
home countries, which translates into lost service opportunities for financial institutions (Bair 
2003). Banks in particular are keen on establishing long-term relationships with the Latino com-
munity and are turning to partnerships with faith-based organizations and their communication 
initiatives to overcome the lack of trust that some Latino immigrants harbor about financial 
institutions. For example, Bair (2003) notes that some banks operate part-time teller windows 
in churches, while Kelderhouse (2002) reports that several banks have been partnering with a 
local church in a historic Latino neighbourhood in Chicago to offer financial literacy education, 
free tax preparation and help in opening new bank accounts.

While our knowledge of faith-based marketing is growing with bourgeoning academic 
research (e.g. recent research on Islamic finance and marketing) and a few practitioner resources 
in this area, consumer researchers have yet to explore faith-based markets in a systematic way. 

http://www.ogilvynoor.com
http://www.ogilvynoor.com
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For example, how are faith-based markets formed, and what are the role of consumers and 
various institutions (e.g., producers, advertising agencies, governments, market research firms, 
religious organizations) in the formation of faith-based markets? A quick glance at the halal 
industry, for example, reveals the vested interests of multiple actors, from halal certifiers to 
national governments (Izberk-Bilgin 2013). How do these interests inform consumer demand 
for halal? Likewise, we might ask what kinds of cultural meanings consumers assign to faith-
based products like Dolce & Gabbana rosaries (Rinallo et al. 2012). Consumer researchers can 
also make significant contributions to public policy formation by studying exemplary cases of 
faith-based marketing. Following in the footsteps of Peñaloza and Barnhardt (2011), researchers 
might investigate the consequences of financial literacy and consumer debt among the immi-
grant communities and the poor, as well as exploring how effective the partnerships between 
marketers and faith-based organizations are in providing infrastructure and support to overcome 
such societal problems.

Globalization, religion and capitalism

Economic globalization, as summarized in Sassen’s ‘transnational mobility of capital’ argument, is 
characterized by increasing decentralization of production, surging foreign direct investment by 
multinational corporations and international subcontracting by industrialized nations. However, 
the deregulation of financial transactions and internationalization of corporations’ operations 
represent more than global economic restructuring. The mobility of capital also indicates the 
spread of market ideals (e.g., capitalism, economic liberalization and privatization) to developing 
countries like China, Kenya and Ghana. At the same time, the strengthening of these ideals in 
developed countries leads to ‘hypercapitalism’, transforming many aspects of everyday life into 
‘paid-for experiences’ according to Rifkin (2000). Yet little is known about how the ideological 
consequences of these capital flows impact the relations between the minorities and the ‘locals’ 
or about the role of religion in mediating that relationship. Research indicates that religious 
teachings may be used either to numb or to exacerbate ethnic and racial tensions, to mobilize 
social change, or to champion economic agendas (Harris 1994; Wald 1987). Given that, a series 
of interesting questions can be explored at the nexus of globalization, capitalism, religion and 
ethnicity: How do consumerist aspirations in developing countries fuel religious-ethnic tensions, 
particularly in locales where socio-economic status largely depends on ethnicity? Relatedly, how 
do consumers from different social strata make use of religious teachings and various forms of 
spiritualities as they cope with the economic, social and cultural transition imposed by globaliza-
tion? Do they interpret religious texts literally, or form new interpretations to negotiate their 
lifestyles with capitalist ideals? And how do these various takes on religion play out in the mar-
ketplace? How do priests, imams, rabbis or Buddhist clergy respond to the logic of the market 
societies; do they appropriate religious teachings to make them suitable to the existential realities 
of the context? And if so, how are markets and market relationships contextualized within these 
appropriated accounts?

Such questions remain largely unanswered in consumer research. Studies on the rise of 
Pentecostalism in Ghana and Kenya by Bonsu and Belk (2010) and Dolan (2012) represent 
notable exceptions. Bonsu and Belk (2010) show how Pentecostalist clergy and their prosperity 
gospel are not only changing Ghanaian religious practice and norms, but also contributing to 
the economic impoverishment of the poor. Also vividly demonstrated in the authors’ account 
is how such imported religious ideals are restructured to accommodate conditions of poverty, 
as in the example of religious discourse and popular songs that advocate prostitution over thiev-
ery, legitimizing prostitution as a way of utilizing God’s gift to women. Dolan (2012) offers an 
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equally interesting account of how Pentecostalism blurs the boundaries among religion, market 
and the domestic sphere in Kenya by popularizing the idea that God bestows single women 
with marriage proposals from wealthy men in return for their generous tithes (obligatory dona-
tions), thus rendering marriage a site for spiritual and financial transformation. In short, both 
studies show how Pentecostalism, a peculiarly capitalist interpretation of God, can be restruc-
tured to suit various local contexts and capitalist aspirations. Building on these studies, consumer 
researchers might also investigate how the close encounters between different religious ideolo-
gies and ethnic groups (e.g., in the case of Ghana, Islamic influence in the north among the 
Sunni and Ahmadi Muslims and Pentecostalism among the Asante in the southern part of the 
country) inform consumer identity work and are thereby reflected in consumption choices.

While African Pentecostalism offers a nice illustration of the spread of capitalist ideologies 
through Christian discourses, Haenni’s (2005) Market Islam argues that the lure of the prosper-
ity gospel is not limited to Pentecostals and that young and upwardly mobile Muslims with 
neoliberalist ideals are forging an Islamic version of the ‘earthly wealth’ discourse. Indeed, the 
consumption patterns of the rising Islamic bourgeoisie class in Turkey and in Asia (Ergu 2009; 
O’Neill 2010) are revealing of how religious rhetoric is used to advance personal salvation. 
Advocating the idea that prosperity indicates divine ordination, based on selective readings of 
the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad’s life, wealthy Turkish Islamists are splurging on plasma 
screens that project 24/7 live views from Mecca, gold-plated faucets adorned with Swarovski 
crystals, and bathroom tissues imprinted with designer logos (Ergu 2009). Additional reflections 
of this prosperity gospel can be found in the rhetoric developed by business associations, pub-
lications and broadcasting channels owned by the Islamist bourgeoisie (Buǧra 1998). Needless 
to say, this interesting intermingling of capitalism, consumer culture and Islam provides fertile 
ground for a morality contest between Yuppie Muslims and their poorer brethren. Indeed, 
the earthly wealth rhetoric of the well-to-do Turkish Islamists has effectively created its own 
counter-culture: anti-capitalist Muslims, a group of pious activists, who recently received pub-
lic attention when they collaborated with pro-secularists in the Taksim square protests against 
the increasingly authoritarian pro-Islamist AKP government in Turkey. As the Turkish case 
shows, the fragmentations within a religious movement (e.g., Islamic bourgeoisie, anti-capitalist 
Muslims, environmental Muslims) reflect competing interpretations of capitalism, morality, reli-
gion, consumer culture and ethnicity (e.g. Sunni-Shiite), offering consumer researchers ample 
opportunities for empirical investigation of the complex theoretical relationships among mar-
kets, religion, ethnicity and politics.

Conclusion

Ethnicity and religion are two topics of critical importance to marketing scholars. Yet, to a 
great extent, these topics have been examined separately and through modernist lenses. Until 
recently, this modernist view prevalent in social sciences, where key theories of ethnicity and 
religion originate, claimed the demise of the role of ethnicity and religion in modern life. 
However, such a modernist view disregards the fundamental human need for spirituality and 
ethnic allegiances, particularly under trying socio-economic and cultural conditions brought 
about by the processes of globalization. As such, past studies are not in a position to address 
neither how complexly intertwined ethnic and religious issues are in contemporary societies 
nor how globalization facilitates the way religion and ethnicity manifest in everyday life. This 
chapter suggests that consumer researchers can develop a more comprehensive understanding of 
how religion and ethnicity inform consumer identity work in contemporary society by focus-
ing on the way globalization, through its cultural, social and economic implications, facilitates 
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consumers’ pursuit of spirituality, appropriation of religious discourses for national, ethnic and 
class-based interests, as well as formation of new markets.
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Ergu, E. (2009) ‘İslami Burjuvanın Şatafatlı Ev Hayatı’, (The Pompous Domestic Life of Islamic 
Bourgeoisie) in Tempo, April 12.

Essoo, N. and Dibb, S. (2004) ‘Religious influences on shopping behaviour: An exploratory study’. Journal 
of Marketing Management, 20: 683–712.

Glick Schiller, N., Çaglar, A. and Guldbrandsen, T. C. (2006) ‘Beyond the ethnic lens: Locality, globality, 
and born-again incorporation’. American Ethnologist, 33(4): 612–33.

http://idbdocs.iadb.org/wsdocs/getdocument.aspx?docnum=547516
http://idbdocs.iadb.org/wsdocs/getdocument.aspx?docnum=547516


145

Rethinking religion and ethnicity

Haenni, P. (2005) Islam De Marché: Láutre Révolution Conservatrice. Seuil.
Hamilton, M. (2000) ‘An analysis of the festival for mind-body-spirit, London’. In Beyond New Age: 

Exploring Alternative Spirituality, edited by S. Sutcliffe and M. Bowman. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, p. 188.

Harris, F. C. (1994) ‘Something within: Religion as a mobilizer of African American political activism’. 
The Journal of Politics, 56: 42–68.

Hirschman, E. C. (1981) ‘American Jewish ethnicity: Its relationship to some selected aspects of consumer 
behavior’. The Journal of Marketing, 45(3): 102–10.

Hirschman, E. C. (1982) ‘Ethnic variation in hedonic consumption’. The Journal of Social Psychology, 118: 225–34.
Hirschman, E. C (1983). ‘Cognitive structure across consumer ethnic subcultures: A comparative analysis’. 

Advances in Consumer Research, 10: 97–102.
Hirschman, E. C. and la Barbera, P. A. (1989) ‘The meaning of Christmas’. In Interpretive Consumer Research, 

edited by E. Hirschman. Provo, UT: Association for Consumer Research, pp. 136–47.
Hirschman, E. C., Ruvio, A. A. and Touzani, M. (2011) ‘Breaking bread with Abraham’s children: 

Christians, Jews and Muslims’ holiday consumption in dominant, minority and diasporic communities’. 
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 39: 429–48.

Izberk-Bilgin, E. (2012a) ‘Infidel brands: Unveiling alternative meanings of global brands at the nexus of 
globalization, consumer culture, and Islamism’. Journal of Consumer Research, 39: 663–87.

Izberk-Bilgin, E. (2012b) ‘Cyber-Jihad: Islamic consumer activism on the web’. Advances in Consumer 
Research, 40: 532–9.

Izberk-Bilgin, E. (2013) ‘Theology meets the marketplace’. Consumption and Spirituality, edited by D. Rinallo, 
L. M. Scott and P. Maclaren. London: Routledge, pp. 16–41.

Kelderhouse, E. R. and Region, K. C. (2002) ‘Banking Latino immigrants: A lucrative new market 
for progressive financial institutions’. Federal Reserve Bank of St Louis. Available from: https://www.
stlouisfed.org/publications/bridges/fall-2002/banking-latino-immigrants-a-lucrative-new-market-for-
progressive-financial-institutions.

Kimura, J. and Belk, R. W. (2005) ‘Christmas in Japan: Globalization versus localization’. Consumption 
Markets & Culture, 8: 325–38.

Klein, N. (2000) No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies. New York, NY: Picador.
Korten, D. C. (2001) When Corporations Rule The World. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publications.
Kozinets, R. V. (2001) ‘Utopian enterprise: Articulating the meanings of star trek’s culture of consump-

tion’. Journal of Consumer Research, 28: 67–88.
la Barbera, P. A. and Gürhan, Z. (1997) ‘The role of materialism, religiosity, and demographics in subjec-

tive well-being’. Psychology & Marketing, 14: 71–97.
Lindekilde, L. (2010) ‘Soft repression and mobilization: The case of transnational activism of danish mus-

lims during the cartoons controversy’. International Journal of Middle East Studies, 42(03): 451–69.
Luedicke, M. (2011) ‘Consumer acculturation theory: (Crossing) conceptual boundaries’. Consumption 

Markets & Culture, 14(3): 223–44.
McDaniel, S. W. and Burnett, J. J. (1990) ‘Consumer religiosity and retail store evaluative criteria’. Journal 

of the Academy of Marketing Science, 18: 101–12.
Muniz Jr, A. M. and Schau, H. J. (2005) ‘Religiosity in the abandoned Apple Newton brand community’. 

Journal of Consumer Research, 31: 737–47.
Ogilvynoor.com (n.d.) ‘Why Islamic branding?’ Ogilvynoor. Available from: http://www.ogilvynoor.

com/index.php/why-islamic-branding/.
O’Neill, M. ‘Meet the New Muslim consumer’. October 2010, www.campaignasia.com [accessed 28 May 

2015].
Oncu, A. and Wayland, P. (1997) Space, Culture, and Power: New Identities in Globalizing Cities. London: 

Zed Books.
Oswald, R. L. (1999) ‘Culture swapping: Consumption and the ethnogenesis of middle-class Haitian 

immigrants’. Journal of Consumer Research, 25: 303–18.
Park, R. E. (1950). Race and Culture. New York, NY: Free Press.
Peñaloza, L. N. (1994) ‘Atravesando fronteras/border crossing: A critical ethnographic exploration of the 

consumer acculturation of Mexican immigrants’. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1): 32–54.
Peñaloza, L. and Barnhart, M. (2011) ‘Living US capitalism: The normalization of credit/debt’. Journal of 

Consumer Research, 38(4): 743–762.
Pink, J. (ed) (2009) Muslim Societies in the Age of Mass Consumption. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars.
Rifkin, J. (2000) The Age of Access: The New Culture of Hypercapitalism Where All of Life is a Paid-For 

Experience. New York, NY: Penguin Putnam.

http://www.ogilvynoor.com/index.php/why-islamic-branding/
https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/bridges/fall-2002/banking-latino-immigrants-a-lucrative-new-market-for-progressive-financial-institutions
https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/bridges/fall-2002/banking-latino-immigrants-a-lucrative-new-market-for-progressive-financial-institutions
http://www.campaignasia.com
http://www.ogilvynoor.com/index.php/why-islamic-branding/
https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/bridges/fall-2002/banking-latino-immigrants-a-lucrative-new-market-for-progressive-financial-institutions


146

Elif Izberk-Bilgin

Rinallo, D., Borghini, S., Bamossy, G. and Kozinets, R. V. (2012) ‘When sacred objects go B® a (n) 
d’. In Consumption and Spirituality, edited by D. Rinallo, L. Scott, and P. Maclaran. New York, NY: 
Routledge, pp. 29–41.

Rindfleisch, A. Burroughs, J. E. and Wong, N. (2005) ‘Religiosity and brand commitment: A multicul-
tural perspective’. In Asia Pacific Advances in Consumer Research, edited by Y. Ha and Y. Yi. Duluth, 
MN: Association for Consumer Research, p. 153.

Rindfleisch, A., Wong, N. and Burroughs, J. E. (2010) ‘God & Mammon: The influence of religiosity on 
brand connections’. In The Connected Customer: The Changing Nature of Consumer and Business Markets, 
edited by S. Wuyts, M. G. Dekimpe, E. Gijsbrechts, and R. Pieters. New York, NY: Routledge, p. 163.

Ritzer, G. (2003) The Globalization of Nothing. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Robertson, C. K. (ed) (2002) Religion as Entertainment. New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing.
Rytina, N. 2009. ‘Estimates of the legal permanent resident population in 2008’, Office of Immigration 

Statistics.
Sandıkcı, Ö. and Ekici, A. (2009) ‘Politically motivated brand rejection’. Journal of Business Research, 62(2): 

208–17.
Sandıkçı, Ö. and Ger, G. (2010) ‘Veiling in style: How does a stigmatized practice become fashionable?’ 

Journal of Consumer Research, 37: 15–36.
Sandıkçı, Ö. and Ömeraki, S. (2007) ‘Islam in the marketplace: Does Ramadan turn into Christmas?’ In 

Advances in Consumer Research, edited by G. Fitzsimons and V. Morwitz. Duluth, MN: Association for 
Consumer Research, pp. 610–15.

Sassen, S. (1988) The Mobility of Labor and Capital: A Study in International Investment and Labor Flow. 
Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Sassen, S. (1991) The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo. Woodstock: Princeton University Press.
Sassen, S. (1998) Globalization and Its Discontents: Essays on the New Mobility of People and Money. New York, 

NY: The New Press.
Shachar, R., Erdem, T., Cutright, K. M. and Fitzsimons, G. J. (2011) ‘Brands: The opiate of the nonreli-

gious masses?’ Marketing Science, 30: 92–110.
Scholte, J. A. (2005) Globalization: A Critical Introduction. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Schouten, J. W. and McAlexander, J. H. (1995) ‘Subcultures of consumption: An ethnography of the new 

bikers’. Journal of Consumer Research, 22: 43–61.
Sherry Jr., J. F. and McGrath, M. A. (1989) ‘Unpacking the holiday presence: A comparative ethnography 

of two gift stores’. In Interpretive Consumer Research, edited by E. C. Hirschman. Provo, UT: Association 
for Consumer Research, pp. 148–67.

Sklair, L. (2001) Transnational Capitalist Class. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
Sood, J. and Nasu, Y. (1995) ‘Religiosity and nationality: An exploratory study of their effect on consumer 

behavior in Japan and the United States’. Journal of Business Research, 34: 1–9.
Spohn, W. (2003) ‘Multiple modernity, nationalism and religion: A global perspective’. Current Sociology, 

51(34): 265–86.
Swimberghe, K., Flurry, L. A. and Parker, J. M. (2011) ‘Consumer religiosity: Consequences for consumer 

activism in the United States’. Journal of Business Ethics, 103: 453–67.
Touzani, M. and Hirschman, E. C. (2008) ‘Cultural syncretism and Ramadan observance: Consumer 

research visits Islam’. In Advances in Consumer Research, edited by A. Y. Lee and D. Soman. Duluth, 
MN: Association for Consumer Research, pp. 374–80.

Touzani, M., Hirschman, E. C. and Ruvio, A. (2009) ‘Looking for Christmas in a Muslim country’. 
In Advances in Consumer Research, edited by A. McGill and S. Shavitt. Duluth, MN: Association for 
Consumer Research, pp. 210–13.

Üstüner, T. and Holt, D. B. (2007) ‘Dominated consumer acculturation: The social construction of poor 
migrant women’s consumer identity projects in a Turkish squatter’. Journal of Consumer Research, 34(1): 
41–56.

Wald, K. D. (1987) Religion and Politics in the United States. New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press.
Warner, W. L. and Srole, L. (1945). The Social Systems of American Ethnic Groups. New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press.
Weber, M. (1922/1978) Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Berkeley, CA: University 

of California Press.
Wilkes, R. E., Burnett, J. J. and Howell, R. D. (1986) ‘On the meaning and measurement of religiosity in 

consumer research’. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 14: 47–56.
Wimmer, A. and Glick Schiller, N. (2002) ‘Methodological nationalism and beyond: Nation–state build-

ing, migration and the social sciences’. Global Networks, 2(4): 301–34.



147

10
Wanting things and needing 

affiliation
Ethnic consumers and materialism

Mark Cleveland

Introduction

He who dies with the most toys wins.
–Popular American bumper sticker

Ethnicity and culture affect perceptions and priorities, and consequently, consumers’ attitudes 
and behaviours. Cultural theorists envisage consumption as ‘an inherently communicative 
act, a form of symbolic behaviour that creates and expresses meaning’ (Wilk 1998, p. 320). 
Consumer goods are needed for ‘making visible and stable the categories of culture’ (Douglas 
and Isherwood 1979, p. 59). Measured against purely ideological or behavioural aspects, tangi-
ble cultural features disseminate far more readily to other cultures. Consumption-related values 
are pertinent for understanding the formation and expression of ethnic identities. Globalization, 
particularly the internationalization of markets and media, potentially heralds the loosening of 
cultural bonds. A contrarian perspective maintains that present circumstances not only motivate, 
but facilitate, the preservation of cultural differences. Whichever holds true, the ways consumers 
identify themselves is clearly an important managerial issue (Bouchet 1995).

Corporations are intensifying their efforts to develop and extend international brands. 
Advertisers employ numerous themes connected with materialism: achievement and success, 
abundance and wealth, gratification and happiness, glamour and exclusivity; which operate to 
reinforce status, social class and the desirability of upward social mobility. Researchers have 
long noted the association between brands and social status. In emerging economies, possessing 
Western brands often enhances the owner’s social standing and can buttress their self-perceptions 
of sophistication and cosmopolitanism (Ger and Belk 1996a; Ger and Belk 1996b; Wong and 
Ahuvia 1998). The enormous potential afforded by economic prosperity in the developing world 
(and among ethnic minorities within developed nations) drives promotional efforts targeting 
consumers living in these countries. Rising discretionary income and the pervasiveness of media 
promoting hedonism and status ostensibly motivate people to seek recognition by conspicuously 
displaying consumption symbols (Dubois and Duquesne 1993; Sharma 2011). A visit to Nanjing 
Road (Shanghai), Causeway Bay (Hong Kong), the Ginza (Tokyo), the Dubai Mall (the world’s 
largest) or for that matter, l’avenue des Champs-Élyssés (Paris, where the upscale shops of Cartier, 
etc. are thronged with East-Asian and Middle-Eastern shoppers) will persuade any sceptic that 
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materialistic passion has been enthusiastically embraced by collectivist peoples. Indeed, BCG 
predicts that China will soon become the world’s largest luxury market, overtaking the United 
States.1 Following decades of material deprivation under Maoism, the Chinese ‘are now hungry 
for material possessions, making up for lost time’ (Yang and Stening 2011, p. 449).

The uncertainties that accompany rapid social change encourage materialism (Ger and Belk 
1996b; Cleveland and Chang 2009). Hirschman (1992) opined that materialistic tendencies (e.g., 
conspicuous or compulsive consumption) represent attempts to restore a sense of self-concept 
when undergoing major life transitions or during moments of personal crisis. Belk et al. (2003) 
wrote that ‘[s]ocial control of consumer desire, either in the form of external control or self-
control, is thought to decline in a consumer society . . . [this] desire is no longer a sin or vice 
but an attractive and sought after state of being’ (p. 331). The Cultural imperialism hypothesis 
(Tomlinson 1991) – also denoted as Coca-Colanization (Hannerz 1992) and McWorld (Barber 
1996) – evokes an assimilationist standpoint, assuming that because individuals are easily indoc-
trinated by the seductive powers of marketing, the natural desire of humans to seek material 
enrichment coupled with the global penetration of Western media or styled on Western ideals 
propels consumers to emulate the materialistic lifestyle of their counterparts living in Western 
nations. An opposing argument claims that some individuals recoil from globalization, retreating 
to their established values and ways of life, partly through fear of inundation by a homogenizing 
culture of consumption. Other consumer trajectories have been proposed, ensuing from the per-
mutation of indigenous values with global cultural forces. With the globalization of markets and 
the multiculturalism of societies, international and domestic marketing managers are challenged 
to detect consumer segments with similar dispositions, preferences and behavioural responses; and 
to incorporate this understanding when constructing marketing strategies.

It is curious, against this background, that quantitative research examining ethnicity and 
materialism is meager, and cross-cultural studies are rarer still (Douglas and Craig 2010; Sharma 
2011; Cleveland et al. 2009a; Shrum et al. 2012). The limited findings are confounded by differ-
ent conceptualizations of materialism. Most literature positions materialism as an individual-level 
construct, although it is arguably as much the product of social forces. It is certainly true that 
‘important possessions reflect personal values and the inner self ’, yet these private meanings ‘are 
shaped by and reflect one’s culture’ (Watson et al. 2002, p. 925). Embodying socio-cultural sym-
bols, products and brands signal identity as well as indicating cultural complexity and change, 
particularly for consumers buffeted by several cultural spheres. The homogenous communities 
and ethnic identities of earlier ages are giving way to pluralistic societies and, for some indi-
viduals, polysemous identities. Consumers may oscillate between these identities, be they local, 
ethnic, religious or transnational. At other times, these entwined identities are inseparable; con-
verging or conflicting depending on the context. Collectively, these issues inhibit generalizing 
materialism theories to international and intranational contexts.

Is the nature of materialism uniform across ethnic groups? How do materialistic tendencies 
amend over consumer lifecycle stages and changes in economic and social circumstances; how 
consistent are these patterns across ethnic conditions? Does globalization inexorably disseminate 
materialistic values? Are some ethnic traditions revitalizing in the face of globalization and if so, 
which ones and under which consumption contexts? Is there evidence that insular consumers 
have immunity to materialistic passion? How does ethnic affiliation and acculturation combine to 
advance materialism and could these relationships vary across cultures and situations? This chapter 
conceives materialism as an individual-level disposition that is regulated by the cultural values and 
behavioural norms operational in a particular social situation. Figure 10.1 summarizes the concepts 
considered. Reviewing the literatures on materialism, ethnicity and culture change, the focus is 
on elucidating the multifarious interrelationships of these constructs. I clarify how materialism is 
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a product of enculturation and culture change. I explain how materialism differentially manifests 
at the intersection of social norms and the consumption situation, and offer reasons why these 
vary across ethnic groups. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the challenges facing cross-
cultural inquiries on materialism, the implications for marketers and topics requiring research.

Materialism

The philosopher Sartre (1943) conjectured that the entire corpus of human conduct is reducible 
into three interrelated cardinal categories: ‘being’, ‘doing’, and ‘having’. The terms ‘consumer’ 
and ‘consuming’ have progressively become the foundation for describing the human experi-
ence (Firat 1995), and for better or for worse, a person’s sense of self or identity is interlaced 
with their material possessions (Domzal and Kernan 1993). It is therefore not surprising that in 
the past four decades, hundreds of papers have been published on materialism (Yang and Stening 
2011; Cleveland and Chang 2009). Belying this intense activity, very little work has examined 
the innateness of materialism. Researching twins, Giddens et al. (2009) found an independ-
ent relationship with genetics. They concluded that individual differences in materialism must 
therefore stem principally from environmental causes.

Whereas some researchers conceive materialism as a personality trait (e.g. Belk 1985) or 
representing an attitude constellation (e.g. Kilbourne et al. 2005), others envisage it as a personal 
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value (e.g., Richins and Dawson 1992; Kasser 2002; Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002) or as 
a cultural characteristic (e.g. Inglehart 1990). Some envision materialism as relatively stable 
(Belk 1985), other authors contend that it is manifested situationally (Wallendorf and Arnould 
1988; Hirschman 1992; Cleveland et al. 2009a). Uncertainty exists as to whether material-
ism is antecedent or consequent to consumption. Most papers depict materialism as ultimately 
negative for consumer well-being, yet a few persuasively claim that material pursuits potentially 
yield positive outcomes (Hudders and Pandelaere 2011; Karabati and Cemalcilar 2010; Richins 
and Rudmin 1994). The multiplicity of theories, conceptualizations and operationalizations 
(Shrum et al. 2012) has frustrated efforts to coherently link materialism to culture and ethnicity –  
concepts that themselves are fraught with ambiguity. The nature of materialism across cultures 
and how social forces affect materialism across ethnicities remains indefinite. Social groups may 
readily embrace or resist the consumption-based orientation characterizing Global Consumer 
Culture (GCC). The same consumer may be variably prone to materialistic tendencies, as per 
the social setting enveloping the consumption situation.

Materialism is ‘the importance ascribed to the ownership and acquisition of material goods 
in achieving major life goals or desired states’ (Richins 2004, p. 210). The most widely adopted 
characterizations are those advanced by Belk (1985), Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 
(1981) and Richins and Dawson (1992). Belk (1985) conceives materialism as a personality 
trait, consisting of three facets. Possessiveness refers to the ‘inclination and tendency to retain 
control or ownership of one’s possessions’ (Ger and Belk 1990, p. 186). The other two dimen-
sions entail negative connotations towards others. Whereas envy embodies the ‘displeasure and 
ill will at the superiority of [another person] in happiness, success, reputation or the possession 
of anything desirable’, non-generosity represents ‘an unwillingness to give possessions to or share 
possessions with others’ (p. 186). Envy is distinguishable from jealousy as the former relates to 
others’ possessions (wanting something of another) and the latter, on personal possessions (not 
wanting to share your own possessions; Belk 1985).

From a motivational perspective, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) distinguish 
instrumental and terminal materialism. The latter describes consumption as an end, and stereo-
typically reflects how materialism negatively associates with consumer well-being. Achieving 
happiness through possessions is unattainable because this form of materialism is habit-forming 
and thus insatiable. Whereas a moderate level of envy is potentially beneficial for motivational 
purposes, at the extreme envy is a destructive trait, connected to several psychological disorders 
and anti-social behaviours (Burroughs amd Rindfleisch 2002). Non-generosity has also been 
empirically associated with unhappiness (Belk 1984). Terminal materialism intimates valuing stuff 
more than people (Ger and Belk 1996b), and for some, possessions substitute for deficient 
interpersonal relations (Rindfleisch et al. 1997). Achievement that is principally socially oriented 
implies that the pursuit of material goods stems from a deep-seated motivation to fulfill the 
expectations of relevant others, e.g., family (Markus and Kitayama 1991). Instrumental materialism 
is thus more a consequence of socialization relative to terminal materialism, which is perhaps 
primarily idiosyncratic. With instrumental materialism, objects are valued because they operate 
to achieve other objectives: a gift serves to strengthen a relationship; a creative or sacred object 
provides an aesthetic experience or enables fulfilment of a cultural ritual, and so forth (Zinkhan 
1994). In this way, materialism needn’t negatively impact subjective well-being. It is interesting 
to note that the opposite state of materialism – asceticism – has also been linked to mental disor-
ders and maladaptive behaviours, which might ensue from self-denial of materialistic satisfaction 
(Belk 1985).

While some researchers cling to the trait perspective, the majority depict materialism as a 
value (Yang and Stening 2011). As defined by Rokeach (1973), values are ‘enduring beliefs 
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that a specific mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to 
an opposite or converse mode of conduct or end-state of existence’ (p. 5). Value systems exist 
at the psychological and sociological levels (Schwartz 1999). Values underpin a large part of 
human cognition. Values are less circumstantial than attitudes, transcending particular objects. 
Like most values and norms, materialistic values are believed to be instilled in children by par-
ents and other socialization agents, for example, in terms of giving/receiving gifts for birthdays 
and cultural occasions, as well as rewarding/withholding material items (e.g. toys) as a response 
to (or to encourage) appropriate conduct and to punish (discourage) inappropriate behaviours 
(Belk 1985). Consistent with the socialization argument, Rindfleisch et al. (1997) linked mate-
rialism in young adults to their experiences growing up under various forms of family structure. 
Richins and Dawson (1992) conceptualize materialism as an enduring personal value, inculcated 
by various socialization agents. Analogous to Belk’s (1985) tripartite conceptualization, this 
value spans three domains: (1) the centrality of possessions in a person’s life, (2) the belief that 
acquiring possessions yields happiness and fulfillment and (3) the use of belongings to infer the 
success of oneself and others.

Long ago, Veblen (1899) and Weber (1904–05[1947]) reasoned that conspicuous consump-
tion (and its doppelganger, conspicuous waste)2 was a tactic employed by individuals as a way 
to signal their identity and place within the social network. Baudrillard (1968) was among the 
first to explicitly expound the social meanings within consumer objects. These items are used 
by materialists to communicate information about themselves to other people, e.g., for signal-
ing social status, adherence to group norms and indicating identity (Hudders and Pandelaere 
2011). According to the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1985) the fulfillment of any behaviour is 
determined by behavioural intention and perceived behavioural control. The former stems from 
attitudes, subjective norms and the motivation to comply with these norms; whereas the latter 
concerns perceptions of ability to behave in a certain way (i.e. volition). Individual consumption 
behaviours, therefore, are shaped by and exert influence upon, the opinions and consumption 
activities of other members in the social network. Despite this reality, ‘consumption’s role in 
larger collectives, such as social networks and communities that operate within and across iden-
tity categories, is comparatively under-researched’ (Crockett et al. 2011, p. 47).

Shrum et al. (2012) recently advocated a functional perspective on materialism, which they 
defined as ‘the extent to which individuals attempt to engage in the construction and maintenance 
of the self through the acquisition and use of products, services, experiences, or relationships 
that are perceived to provide desirable symbolic value’ (p. 2). They identified six motives that 
can be satisfied by material means: self-esteem, efficacy, meaning, continuity, distinctiveness 
and belonging. The latter three strongly connect with social membership. Continuity refers to 
identity-maintenance efforts over time and situations (e.g. purchasing ‘home-country’ products, 
keeping objects as nostalgic markers). Distinctiveness entails consumption rituals that signal dif-
ferentiation; e.g. when immigrants wear traditional apparel. Belonging is motivated by the need 
for affiliation and acceptance, and for immigrants this could also enact towards the mainstream 
society (e.g. embracing a local sports team). All three represent ‘identity construction motives 
fulfilled through other signaling’ (Shrum et al. 2012, p. 4), for social comparison purposes or to 
obtain social approval.

Consumption embodies symbolism, revealing the formation or conservation of selfhood and 
affiliation, as well as denoting social and occupational status. Several authors have hinted that 
materialism is aggravated by worries of social condemnation and negative evaluations by others 
(Karabati and Cemalcilar 2010; He et al. 2012). Social behaviours are principally determined by 
norms guiding appropriate conduct (including the consequences of performing or not conform-
ing) in a given situation (Triandis 1994).
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Culture and ethnic identity

Attitudes, values and behaviours are a coproduction of idiosyncratic ingredients (personality 
traits, experiences) and shared cultural factors (Schwartz 1999). Since culture is so ‘entwined 
with all facets of human existence . . . it is often difficult to determine how and in what ways 
its impact is manifested’ (Craig and Douglas 2006, p. 322). Culture is antecedent to human 
thought and behaviour (Berry 1997; Triandis 1994). Due to its inherent complexity and intan-
gibility, culture cannot be measured per se; one can only measure proxy signifiers. These 
typically consist of the degree to which value and belief systems and associated behavioural 
trappings are maintained, promoted and move across social boundaries.

Identity ‘is the idea one has about oneself, one’s characteristic properties, one’s own body, 
and the values one considers to be important’ (de Mooij 2004, p. 109). Ethnic and other forms 
of social identity incorporate culture into a person’s self-concept, fundamentally permeating 
the feelings and actions of cultural members (Markus and Kitayama 1991). The inculcation 
of Ethnic Identity (EID) occurs throughout childhood, rooted in the contrasts children make 
between their own group and other groups, and reinforced by the socializing efforts of par-
ents to infuse in their child a feeling of group membership (Rosenthal and Cichello 1986). 
This belongingness is indispensable to the development of the child’s self-definition, which in 
turn eases the acquisition of cultural values and behaviours. With changes in social expecta-
tions, physical development and effects on self-esteem, identity assumes greater significance 
during adolescence (Erikson 1959). Studying EID requires examining how group members 
themselves understand and interpret their own ethnicity (Phinney 1990). EID must therefore 
be conceptualized as a psychological variable consisting of individuals’ perceptions of social 
belongingness, as opposed to an objective descriptor of precise meaning, e.g., race, nation-
ality, religious or language group (Venkatesh 1995). Eriksen (1993) reasons that ethnicity 
is a relational construct, best examined from the standpoint of group formation, mainte-
nance and interaction with other groups. Consequently, members’ sense of self-identification 
is ‘mediated by the perceptions of others’ (Venkatesh 1995, p. 33). As per Oswald (1999,  
p. 312), ‘language, customs, representations of the past, religious beliefs, a sense of common 
origin, rules of comportment, behaviours that contrast with those of outsiders – all symbolize 
boundaries of inclusion and exclusion between social groups, levels and modes of belonging, 
leadership modalities and social identity’.

Due to mixed ethnicities and exposure to external cultures individuals can identify with 
multiple groups, and variably acquire, adhere or reject few, some, or many aspects from each 
group (Phinney 1990). Over successive generations, central and invisible facets (i.e. values) tend 
to be preserved by immigrants and their progeny, with erosion more likely along peripheral 
and visible facets such as language and media usage (Rosenthal and Feldman 1992). Moreover, 
people can switch back and forth between loci of identity (Stayman and Deshpandé 1989; 
Askegaard et al. 2005). Role theory (Wilson and Bozinoff 1980) posits that individuals are com-
posed of multiple selves (ideal vs. actual, independent vs. interdependent, etc.), and different 
roles activate various identities. Analogous to a play, the same person can act quite differently 
(following a particular script) and use different props and costumes (products), depending on the 
situational requirements. The more salient a given identity, the more the individual will partake 
in identity-related activities. The stronger the level of socio-cultural identification, the greater 
is the dedication to group values/norms and hence, the group’s sway on the person’s attitudes/
behaviours (Phinney 1990; Jamal 2003). Frideres and Goldenberg (1982) observed that EID 
was most prominent during religious/secular holidays, when travelling and when spending time 
with family. According to Oswald (1999, p. 303), ‘consumers routinely “culture swap” – they 
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borrow or buy the cultural trappings of other groups . . . since goods take on different meanings 
as consumers move between one identity and another’. Here, EID is a voluntary choice; negat-
ing the customary belief that consumers are merely culture bearers by recognizing that they are 
also culture producers (Arnould and Thompson 2005).

Ethnic identity thus embodies a higher-order, subjective construct, reflecting the idea that 
a person’s identity builds around numerous aspects, which are inadequately summarized by 
uni-dimensional, objective criteria. Focusing on the relationships to materialism, the ensuing 
paragraphs discuss key ethnicity aspects.

The notion that consumption is contingent on ethnicity and culture change is well estab-
lished. Influencing perceptions, configuring priorities and translating consumer needs into 
wants, culture also reinforces behavioural expectations via social norms. Certain norms are 
formal and explicit (e.g., laws, club regulations); most are implicit and informal, with such 
knowledge (including possible rewards/sanctions for conformity/deviance) acquired gradually 
through group engagements. These norms affect behavioural intentions, ultimately shaping 
behaviour. Thus within a given context, whether materialism is perceived as a moral indiscre-
tion by the relevant in-group combined with the individual’s degree of adherence to group 
values/norms – including appropriateness of autonomous opinions – determines whether mate-
rialism will be enacted.

Social psychologists describe the need to belong as a deep-seated, pervasive human motiva-
tion and the foundation for comprehending interpersonal behaviour. Two requirements are 
implicated to satisfy this drive: ‘[f]irst, there is a need for frequent, affectively pleasant interac-
tions with a few other people, and, second, these interactions must take place in the context 
of a temporally stable and enduring framework of affective concern for each other’s welfare’ 
(Baumeister and Leary 1995, p. 497). For immigrants and ethnic minorities, social networks are 
indispensable for ethnic maintenance/expression and for consumer acculturation (Peñaloza 
1989; Peñaloza 1994). Ethnic associations, neighbourhoods and other networks established by 
minorities also enable members to live somewhat isolated from mainstream society. The impor-
tance of maintaining interpersonal relationships with in-group members may elevate materialism. 
Possessions ‘are a convenient means of storing the memories and feelings that attach to our 
sense of past’ (Belk 1988, p. 148). Nostalgia is connected to many consumption experiences 
(Holbrook 1993). Associated products, particularly when consumed with kin and kind, help 
the consumer relive cherished moments. Assimilating the symbolic meaning inherent to valued 
possessions, these objects form part of the extended self (Belk 1988), enhancing self-concept and 
constructing identity (Hudders and Pandelaere 2011).

It is not only the owner that defines materialistic goods, but also the owner’s impression 
of how s/he thinks others will evaluate the goods. Researching advertising memory in social 
contexts, Puntoni and Tavassoli (2007) found that the presence of others activated impression 
management concerns. Evaluation-apprehension theory (Baumeister and Leary 1995) and social 
capital theory (Bourdieu 1984) imply that the perceptions of relevant others mediates individ-
ual materialism levels. Materialistic consumers ‘are concerned about displaying their status and 
possessions in their relevant social groups’ (Sharma 2011, p. 289). Command over economic 
resources supports and is reinforced by social capital. Immigrant and ethnic minority consum-
ers might cultivate a conspicuous consumption lifestyle, to gauge and convey their own success 
(Cleveland and Chang 2009). Alternatively, an inconspicuous consumption strategy could 
emphasize adherence to cultural norms emphasizing austerity, or reduce the risk of being cate-
gorized into the wrong ethnic group (Shrum et al. 2012). In public, individuals generally abstain 
from expressing opinions or engaging in behaviours that could convey a negative impression or 
invite disapproval from others. Studies show that felt emotions (e.g., conceit, humiliation) are 
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felt more acutely when in the presence of others (He et al. 2012). Lastly, from a social exchange 
theory perspective, the exchange of material goods might substitute for direct interactions with 
another/others, or an attempt to compensate for perceived inadequacies thereof (Wilk 1998; 
Rindfleisch et al. 1997).

Indispensable for communication, language comprises a channel for conveying the intan-
gible components of culture – activities and histories, as well as their interpretations – across 
place and time (Craig and Douglas 2006). Individuals modify their verbal expressions to 
conform to social expectations and to coordinate in-group activities. This interactivity dis-
tinguishes from the passive, uni-directional flow characterizing most media (Cleveland et al. 
2015). Media consumption is another prominent ethnicity dimension, particularly since it is 
somewhat volitional (Lee and Tse 1994). Satellite television and the internet enable individu-
als to select from a set of alternatives. Reference group exposure depends in part on media 
choices, which is both a cause and effect of the individual’s worldview. Holt (1998) distin-
guishes the media habits of high and low cultural capital consumers. The former, with their 
cosmopolitan disposition, consume international media and gain exposure to foreign refer-
ence groups; enabling adoption of products/styles from elsewhere. This group sets or modifies 
the standards (the subjective, elaborated codes) dictating suitable patterns of consumption, 
including those regulating status and hedonic goods, which then trickle down to lower social 
strata. Low cultural-capital consumers tend to confine their media and reference groups to 
local or ethnic sources. Subsequently, the parochial group relies heavily on objective forms 
of meaning inherent to consumption (i.e. restricted codes). Thus, the dual role played by 
cultural capital, in terms of establishing and assigning significance to status goods, ensures that 
the objects and connotations employed as markers will normally vary across social classes and 
potentially, cultural groups.

Other ethnic aspects commonly invoked include ethnic customs, aesthetics and rituals (Phinney 
1990). The multiplicity and variability of customs makes it impractical to postulate specific rela-
tionships; some activities may encourage materialistic tendencies, whereas others might inhibit 
the same. Family structure and adherence to traditional gender roles have both served as ethnicity 
indicators. These resemble several cultural values discussed later.

Most studies report negative links between materialism and happiness (Millar and Thomas 
2009). The unquenchable nature of terminal materialism is clearly detrimental; however, a posi-
tive relationship could exist. Some motives driving instrumental materialism (economic security, 
affiliation, self-improvement, upward mobility, etc.) associate positively with social well-being 
(Karabati and Cemalcilar 2010; Richins and Rudmin 1994). The valence ‘may depend on what 
other values one holds central, particularly if these other values are antithetical to a materialistic 
lifestyle’ (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002, p. 349), for example, religious ideals.

The self-promotion, consumption-based orientation embodied by materialism is regarded 
as an aspect of economic affluence, secularism and Western post-industrial life (Ger and Belk 
1990). Most religions are diametrically opposed to materialistic desires, and religious val-
ues hold more sway in traditional societies (Watson et al. 2002; Burroughs and Rindfleisch 
2002). Nearly all consumers worldwide identify with a particular religious creed, yet few 
studies examine how religion guides consumer behaviour. World religions share an emphasis 
on subordinating personal objectives to focus on the betterment of others, and demoting 
the significance of material belongings in favour of embracing spiritual aspirations. Catholic 
teachings, for example, are irreconcilable with the self-centredness of materialism; a point 
repeatedly preached by Pope John Paul II (Tobacyk et al. 2011). Conversely, contemporary 
North American culture – preponderantly individualist and Christian – has been linked 
to the anthropocentric concept that humans possess dominion over the Earth, as stated in 
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the Bible (Genesis I). Most Americans affiliate with Protestantism, of which the tenets find 
some compatibility with materialism. As per the Protestant work ethic (Weber 1947), ‘personal 
financial success is a divine blessing’ (Tobacyk et al. 2011, p. 946). Describing the ‘prosper-
ity gospel’ preached by several evangelical denominations, Stillman et al. (2012) wrote that 
‘religious and spiritual pursuits are not inimical to spending and wealth, but are explicitly 
linked to financial and materialistic rewards’ (p. 6). This contrasts against the notions of har-
mony and submission espoused by Islam (SarigÖllü 2009). The doctrines of numerous faiths 
incorporate fatalistic perspectives. Expressions equivalent to ‘God Willing’ are found in Latin 
(Deus Vult) in reference to Catholicism and in Arabic (InŠā’ Allāh) regarding Islam (Bloom 
and Blair 2002). Buddhism distinguishes fate from karma. The former denotes the inevitabil-
ity of a chain of events (according to the master plan of a Supreme Being), whereas karma 
springs from intention (Chapple 1986). Unlike fate, karma is volitional; a consequence of the 
motives (good or bad) behind an action. Good deeds sow positive rewards whereas bad con-
duct reaps negative outcomes. Venkatesh (1995) contends that in Indian culture, spiritualism 
is not incompatible with materialism, ‘instead they belong to the same realm of experience’ 
(Gupta 2011, p. 253).

Frequently spanning ethnic groups, different faiths are often practised by members of the 
same ethnic group. Individuals vary in the intensity to which they internalize and practise  
religious-relevant aspects, depending on the motives underlying religious fulfillment. For 
instance, immigrants will often join congregations soon after their arrival for spiritual comfort, 
but also to obtain support for the difficult transition and to make in-group connections. Stillman 
et al. (2012) distinguish between intrinsically religious people (for whom faith is a fundamental 
part of their self-concept) and those practicing religion for external reasons (e.g. for social ben-
efits). This explains equivocal findings on the relationship between religiosity and materialism.  
Burroughs and Rindfleisch (2002) and Stillman et al. (2012) reported reduced materialism 
among those with higher levels of spirituality. Cleveland and Chang (2009) reported an inverse 
(non-significant) relationship among first- (second-) generation Koreans, whereas Cleveland, 
Laroche and Hallab (2012b) documented positive relationships for both Muslim and Christian 
Lebanese. Contrary to their predictions, Tobacyk et al. (2011) reported similar materialism – 
for both success/centrality and happiness sub-dimensions – among Catholic Poles and chiefly 
Protestant Americans. These latter findings support the idea that materialism advances in places 
facing rapid social change, despite conflicting traditional values.

Ethnically salient consumers should presumably be more traditional and consequently, have 
greater immunity to external influences transmitting materialism. Then again, traditional socie-
ties tend to be collectivistic and this may foster materialism when the self-promotion component 
is understood to include in-group members in terms of achieving status and acquiring possessions 
for kith and kin. Ger and Belk (1990; Ger and Belk 1996b) believe that the Protestant work 
ethic is now stronger in certain developing nations and weaker in the post-industrial West. Ger 
and Belk (1996b) speculated that evolving social conditions enhances materialism. Cleveland 
and Chang (2009) found that materialism was higher among first-generation immigrants from 
a collectivist country (Korea) vs. their second-generation (Canadian-born) counterparts, even 
though the earlier generation predictably expressed higher Korean EID. They concluded that 
this was due to acculturative stress and anxiety of separation from their native land. As immi-
grants move away from their home country, a greater burden is laid upon material possessions 
to anchor EID and to fashion a new identity, ‘especially when the move is voluntary and reflects 
upward social mobility’ (Mehta and Belk 1991, p. 400). Crises of identity from acculturation 
pressures, and the relative anonymity of modern society, precipitate identity-seeking behav-
iours, whereby possessions compensate for an insecure identity or low self-esteem (Kasser 2002).
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To recap, materialism is not necessarily incompatible with traditional identity. Indeed, some 
authors maintain that materialism embodies a latent, universal human desire for material and 
status enrichment (Belk et al. 2003), although genetic research (Giddens et al. 2009) fails to sup-
port this explanation. As evidenced by the equivocal results, exactly how ethnicity and culture 
intertwine with materialism is still not well understood. This ambiguity arises from two inter-
related issues: differences in the values underlying culture and EID, and differences ensuing from 
contact with external cultures.

Ethnic values and materialism

Cross-national investigations ordinarily omit scales for cultural phenomena. True cross-cultural 
studies integrate such measures, normally operationalized along dimensions denoting the guid-
ing principles/standards and associated life goals (Rokeach 1973; Triandis 1994). These values 
underpin social arrangements and practices, and thus consumption-related attitudes and activities. 
Indeed, the bumper-sticker slogan opening this chapter is laden with value elements, commenc-
ing with ‘He’ (masculinity and individualism due to singular tense), ‘the most’ (dominance, 
epitomizing hierarchy) and concluding with ‘wins’ (mastery). The discussion centres on the 
connections of materialism to the typologies proposed by Hofstede (1991), Schwartz (1999) and 
Hall (1976).

The most fundamental distinction between societies concerns the respective roles of the indi-
vidual vs. the group. Under individualism, people are supposed to take care of themselves and of 
their immediate family only. Persons adhering to this independent self-construal are ‘individu-
alist, egocentric, separate, autonomous, idiocentric, and self-contained’ (Markus and Kitayama 
1991, p. 226). Individualists’ behaviours arise from cost/benefit calculations (Triandis et al. 1993). 
Consequently, they are susceptible to the rewards ensuing from personal effort and less disposed 
towards rewards reflecting the group. Individualists, according to Furnham (1984) should be more 
materialistic than collectivists, since becoming rich and obtaining material goods are desirable 
end-states for those questing for economic independence. Within individualistic societies, mar-
keting caters to consumers’ wishes for personal gratification, selection and novelty (Nakata and 
Sivakumar 2001). Roth (1995) confirmed that individualists have a proclivity for variety-seeking 
and hedonistic experiences. Moreover, asserting autonomy encourages individualists to desire 
materialistic objects that are consistent with the goal of self-differentiation (Watson et al. 2002).

Cultures high in collectivism emphasize group harmony, social order, loyalty and reputation 
(Hofstede 1991). In-groups and out-groups are more stable and concrete for collectivists. If indi-
vidualists are stereotypically more materialistic then ethnic consumers with an interdependent 
self-construal should be less so, given their propensity to subordinate personal desires –  
especially when in conflict with the group – and presumably, their better capability to resist 
the materialistic appeals associated with the individualist West. Yet, as noted earlier, collectiv-
ists could be more materialistic when what is valued is the admiration and status accruing to 
kin and kind from possession ownership (Ger and Belk 1990). Collectivists’ higher levels of 
generosity and willingness to share may encourage materialistic passion (Cleveland and Chang 
2009). Employing Belk’s (1985) materialism scale, Turan (2007, c.f. Karabati and Cemalcilar 
2010) reported a positive link between collectivism and acquisition-centrality, and an inverse 
relationship between individualism and the success facet, though individualists did score higher 
on the happiness subscale.

Kagitcibasi (1997) contends that instead of representing fixed states or polar opposites, 
individualism-collectivism (I-C) simultaneously exist within the same person, with one or the 
other subject to context factors. Triandis and Gelfand (1998) alternatively proposed vertical and 
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horizontal I-C components. Under vertical individualism (e.g., American society), an acute 
sense of competition with others underscores the motivation to distinguish oneself and acquire 
status. Under horizontal individualism (e.g., Swedish society), self-reliance and uniqueness are 
valued, although these are not necessarily obtainable through competition but rather through 
self-transcendence (Karabati and Cemalcilar 2010). Whereas personal goals are subordinated 
for both horizontal and vertical forms of collectivism (e.g., Israeli kibbutz and Korean society, 
respectively), people within the latter form are predisposed to ‘support competitions of their in-
groups with out-groups’, and – unlike horizontal collectivists – they will yield to authorities if 
this is deemed necessary to achieve superiority over competing groups, even when the methods 
are seen extremely objectionable by in-group members (Triandis and Gelfand 1998, p. 119).

I-C resembles Schwartz’s (1999) continuum of autonomy vs. conservativism. Intellectual auton-
omy portrays the appropriateness of personal freedom vs. embeddedness within the collectivity, 
in terms of the engagement of intellectual pursuits and the fostering ideas. Affective autonomy 
denotes the independent quest for pleasure and other emotionally positive experiences, presum-
ably whetting material desire. With conservativism, individual needs are fulfilled by partaking in a 
shared way of life and striving towards communal aspirations, rather than pursuing personal out-
comes that might conflict with the traditional order. Product choices, including luxuries, status 
markers and gifts, should closely reflect social norms; whereas idiosyncratic attitudes and tastes are 
liable to steer selection in less conservative circles (Wong and Ahuvia 1998).

Materialism’s relationship to intellectual autonomy and conservativism is ambivalent. 
Conservativism can imply valuing material goods due to their historical significance (e.g., 
heirlooms, nostalgia) and their ability to render concrete intangible cultural values. Several of 
the sub-values associated with conservativism are clearly inconsistent with materialism (self-
discipline, obedience, moderateness and devoutness), yet others are conducive (preservation 
of public image, reciprocation of favours and honouring parents/elders). Belk (1985) noted 
that traits associated with conservativism (e.g., Protestant work ethic) link to an aversion 
towards charitable acts, consistent with his non-generosity subscale. Connected to intellectual 
autonomy, people accrue status by exhibiting cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984), e.g., displaying 
comparatively rare customs. The value of aesthetic possessions partly stems from their capac-
ity for social differentiation (Wallendorf and Arnould 1988). These private meanings could 
encourage materialism through the acquisition of products necessary to exhibit and perform 
cultural knowledge and rituals. As Belk (2000, p. 137) declares, the ‘rise of global consump-
tion ideals potentially makes the elite among Third World consumers into cosmopolitans who 
are more concerned with how they compare to the world’s most privileged consumers than 
they are to compare themselves locally’. For impression management purposes, materialists 
may amass and display discretionary experiences similar to how they would exhibit possessions 
(Millar and Thomas 2009). Yet, versus their counterparts that have endured pecuniary scarcity, 
consumers who have consistently experienced affluence ought to have broader horizons. In 
line with Inglehart’s (1990) post-materialism theory and consistent with striving for intellectual 
autonomy, they are motivated by abstract concerns (e.g., environmentalism, self-actualization) 
and less fixated on materialistic matters.

The context continuum advanced by the anthropologist Hall (1976) closely parallels the I-C 
divide. The explicit exchange of information is the chief purpose fulfilled by communication 
within low-context societies. Communication is principally for constructing and preserving in-
group relationships within high-context cultures: ‘most of the information is either in the physical 
context or internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted 
part of the message’ (Hall 1976, p. 79). Individualistic societies typically speak low-context 
Germanic languages (e.g., English). High-context languages (e.g., Chinese, Arabic, Spanish) 
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prevail within collectivistic societies. This has many marketing implications, especially regarding 
information search and advertising appeals. Germans prefer (low-context) detailed product-
attribute facts when acquiring information in conjunction with an automobile purchase whereas 
their Italian counterparts favour (high-context) imagery and subjective allusions to car-usage 
situations (de Mooij 2004). High-context collectivists place greater reliance on word-of-mouth, 
interpersonal sources, whereas individualists favour explicit media information (Laroche et al. 
2005). Cleveland et al. (2015) recently reported higher materialism among consumers living in 
high-context societies. This, the authors speculated, was partly due to global media exposure 
(promoting secular consumption values), which was also higher for respondents from high-
context countries. Interestingly, these respondents outscored their low-context counterparts on 
the importance of preserving their EID.

To summarize, the individualist is predisposed towards materialism when consumption activi-
ties are connected to accomplishment/status for the self, whereas the collectivist is prone to 
materialism when conspicuous consumption achieves status for the (extended) family and other 
in-groups, provided that this orientation is not irreconcilable with in-group behavioural expecta-
tions and finds congruency with other core societal values. Whereas individualists crave material 
items consistent with the objective of standing apart from the crowd, the collectivist desires 
materialist objects enabling compliance with social expectations and favourable comparisons with 
others occupying similar status. The horizontal individualism of German society explains why 
Germans ‘do not see material possessions as a distinguishing factor in social institutions of society’ 
as much as their vertical-individualist American counterparts (Kilbourne et al. 2005, p. 638). 
Consistent with evaluation-apprehension theory, sensitivity to norms elevates materialism among 
collectivists if fellow members also embrace the same, especially within public settings.

Power distance (PD) associates with traditional notions of dominance, stratification and rigid-
ity. Within high PD societies, superiors exhibit authoritarian tendencies and subordinates are 
expected to be passively obedient. Attempts to thwart the social order, dividing the ‘haves’ from 
the ‘have-nots’, are regarded harshly. These aspects impede susceptibility to outside cultural 
influences; however, they advance materialism by encouraging the display of goods to designate 
social stratification (Hofstede 1991; Roth 1995). Low PD cultures value fairness, equal oppor-
tunity and merit through ability, as well as initiative over birthright, nepotism and class (Nakata 
and Sivakumar 2001). Here, Roth (1995) argues that advertising appeals centred on social roles 
and ethic affiliation should be deemphasized.

Schwartz’s second continuum is analogous to PD. Hierarchy emphasizes the pecking order 
and uneven distribution of resources; accepted as legitimate by societal members. The sub-values 
of social power, influence, wealth and authority are prominent within hierarchical societies, as 
are the virtues of humility and accepting one’s place. Egalitarianism implies recognizing other 
societal members as moral equals and a concern for their prosperity and welfare. Conspicuous 
consumption is an obvious tactic to indicate one’s relative standing within relatively misan-
thropic, hierarchical societies. Consumers pursuing status through consumption should be more 
sensitive to group opinions and apt to conform to in-group norms (Goldsmith and Clark 2012). 
Symbolic goods indicate the person’s echelon within the social strata, relative to more egalitar-
ian environments where such goods aid in expressing the person’s unique, internal self (Wong 
and Ahuvia 1998).

Somewhat similar to hierarchy, traditional sex roles and male dominance are pronounced 
in masculine (MAS) societies; and mannish values/aims are stressed, e.g., boldness, achieve-
ment, as well as acquiring status, money and possessions (Nakata and Sivakumar 2001). Within 
such cultures (e.g., Japan), ‘people consume for show’ (de Mooij 2004, p. 35), whereas within 
feminine societies such as Denmark, consumption modesty is encouraged, and there is more of 
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an emphasis on helping others, improving the quality of life and shunning self-recognition. At 
the national level, MAS and PD are strongly correlated (Hofstede 1991). Anchored by mastery 
and harmony, Schwartz’s third continuum is conceptually similar. Mastery implies advancement 
through self-assertion and dominating the world; and, consistent with materialism, ‘gain-
ing control of objects and making them possessions is a key way of accomplishing this’ (Belk 
1985, p. 268). Self-direction, social recognition and accomplishment are embraced by socie-
ties emphasizing mastery. Products denoting social status are readily justifiable within cultures 
stressing ambition, achievement and audaciousness (Gutterman 2009). From an immigration 
standpoint, mastery implies successful integration with mainstream society, in terms of ‘becom-
ing adept at both its elements and relational rules’ (Peñaloza 1994, p. 42). Societies positioned 
towards the opposite pole, harmony, espouse an ecumenical perspective towards the natural and 
social worlds. These ideals are not necessarily incompatible with individual autonomy; however 
self-enhancement objectives should not entail exploitation. Harmony can manifest for objects 
that ‘allow aesthetic and physical awareness of the environment’ (Watson et al. 2002, p. 925).

Cultures with high Uncertainty Avoidance (UA) (e.g., Greece) are aversive to new ideas, 
products, technologies and practices (Hofstede 1991), and place greater weight on word-
of-mouth communications as a means of reducing risk (Nakata and Sivakumar 2001). To 
minimize ambiguity, UA societies adhere to strictly defined laws and measures. Globalization 
is fraught with uncertainty, in terms of breaking down barriers and reorganizing societies. 
Tensions arising from the intersection of different customs and modes of expression are 
acutely experienced by members of UA societies; leading to disorientation, apprehension 
about the future and perhaps xenophobia (Mau et al. 2008). According to Hofstede (1991), 
‘[t]he more anxious cultures tend to be the most expressive cultures’ (p. 115). He goes on to 
say that money (and what it buys) conveys extrinsic meaning. Empirical findings uphold the 
positive materialism–UA link (Cleveland 2007). Then again, because low UA societies have 
fewer formal rules, people are more tolerant of behaviours and ideals that differ from their 
own (Hofstede 1991), which could include materialism.

Confucian-dynamism (Hofstede 1991) is more commonly labelled long- versus short-term 
orientation (LTO vs. STO). STO societies attach importance to obligations and reciprocity, 
concern for face, etc. Hyperbolic discounting theory (Thaler 1981) refers to the general tendency 
of human beings to prefer rewards sooner rather than later, hence discounting the worth of 
the later reward. Materialistic gratification may be preferred within STO societies, even to the 
detriment of long-term goals (Hudders and Pandelaere 2011). Discounting should be moderate 
in LTO cultures. LTO societal members value thrift and perseverance, live within their means 
and save ‘for a rainy day’. The pressure to keep up appearances is more pronounced among their 
STO counterparts; they may even overspend to maintain their social image (Cleveland 2007).

Beyond temporality, Yau (1988) delineated Chinese values stemming from Confucianism: 
spirituality (personal dignity ensuing from spiritual supremacy), face-saving (respectability and/
or deference obtained from others, though one’s position in the social network and by exhibit-
ing behaviour befitting one’s station), group orientation and power distance. Yang and Stening 
(2011) empirically examined materialism’s association with these facets and Maoism (a political 
ideology epitomizing selflessness, extreme egalitarianism and complete renunciation of capital-
istic society), conjecturing diminished materialism among Chinese valuing spirituality, group 
orientation and Maoism. Materialism, they argued, should be higher for those concerned with 
maintaining face and social status and, particularly, for those embracing post-Maoism ideology 
(espoused by Deng Xiaoping who famously said: ‘To be rich is glorious’, and ‘It doesn’t mat-
ter if a cat is black or white, so long as it catches mice’ cited in Yang & Stening 2011, p. 443). 
As expected, materialism positively linked to power distance and post-Maoism, and negatively 
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with subjective well-being. Contrary to hypotheses, face associated negatively with materialism. 
As China is drawn into the global capitalist system, ‘the rhetoric of wealth as achievement . . . 
[supplants] the Confucian language of humility’ (Wong and Ahuvia 1998, p. 428).

Researching twelve countries, Ger and Belk (1996b) resolved that materialism is neither 
exclusively Western, nor directly related to affluence, but is coupled with unsettled social con-
ditions. A subsequent study reinforced these conclusions (Belk et al. 2003). Burroughs and 
Rindfleisch (2002) assert that materialism levels have plateaued within advanced (primarily 
individualistic) economies, whereas materialistic desires are escalating among emerging-market 
consumers (Sharma 2011). Consumers in advanced economies may be moving towards abstract 
post-material aspirations (Inglehart 1990); however, recent findings provide only equivocal sup-
port for this conjecture (Cleveland et al. 2009a).

Ethnic change and materialism

Identity positions are fluid and in motion: a product of reconciling the various acculturation fac-
tors facing individuals under different contexts (Askegaard et al. 2005). The nature and extent of 
culture change depends on situational factors encouraging or inhibiting socialization, including 
length of time in the host country, employment, residence (ethnic vs. mixed neighbourhood), 
marital status and lifecycle stage, etc. Furthermore, explicit and/or implicit institutional policies 
regarding immigration and ethnic minorities abet or hinder the expression of diversity. Because 
minority groups face the prospect of cultural assimilation, members are motivated to maintain 
solidarity with and patriotism towards the group(s) with which they identify most strongly, so 
that they and future generations can maintain their distinctive values and traditions (Cleveland 
and Chang 2009). Acquiring new traits does not mean inexorable desertion of ethnic traits. EID 
‘may be retained or even strengthened despite acculturation’ (Cleveland et al. 2009b, p. 208). 
Contemporary theorists envisage multiple and more complex culture-change outcomes. The 
most prominent framework, promulgated by Berry (1997), describes four patterns from the per-
mutation of two issues: (1) maintenance of original cultural identity/traits and (2) contact with, 
and participation in, the host culture.

Assimilation is when host traits steadily replace those of the original entity. Overshooting 
describes cases when the adopted behaviour extends beyond the host society (Stayman and 
Deshpandé 1989), transpiring when the immigrant craves mainstream acceptance and willingly 
disassociates from their original culture (Triandis 1994). At the other extreme lies separation 
(or segregation), when the individual actively refrains from participating in or adopting from 
the host – or is otherwise unable to engage with the alternate culture due to discrimination, 
prejudice or lingering animosity – in favour of ethnic affirmation. This can produce hyper-
identification: zealous adherence to the values and behavioural norms of the original group 
exceeding levels found in the home country (Mehta and Belk 1991; Askegaard et al. 2005).

Marginalization implies disengagement from original and alternative cultural identities (e.g. 
counter-cultures). Ethnic attachment hinges partially on the perceived responses of mainstream 
members. Researching marginalized rural-to-urban migrants, Üstüner and Holt (2007) deter-
mined that those living in the deprived neighbourhoods experienced social stigmatism, which 
diminished ethnic identity and dignity. From a consumer behaviour standpoint, this pattern 
may reflect the lifestyles of ascetic individuals who eschew consumption except that required for 
survival. At the societal level, marginalization finds resonance with the past and current political 
ideologies of China (Maoism) and North Korea ( Juche), respectively.

Integration describes blending without loss of distinction. Jamal (2003) explains how non-
ethnic ties facilitate immigrants’ exposure to unfamiliar products, which are adopted, then 
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modified to suit their tastes. This applies to mainstream cultures when they are permeated by 
outside influences, e.g., as a consequence of globalization (Cleveland et al. 2011c; Gillespie  
et al. 2010). For example, affluent, young urban Chinese consumers ‘are shifting from col-
lective values to greater individualism, and have aspirations of modernizing, but on their 
own terms’ (Douglas and Craig 2010, p. 446). Mendoza and Martinez’s (1981) framework 
differentiates between incorporation and transmutation (or creolization). The latter depicts 
hybridized social entities (and related artifacts and behaviours, e.g., hip-hop music, Ganguro 
subculture) forged over an indeterminate period of time from the amalgamation of cultural 
elements.

Consumer acculturation ‘primarily focuses on cultural adaptation as manifest in the market-
place’ (Peñaloza 1989, p. 111). Direct agents comprise family, peers and other reference groups; 
indirect agents include media, marketing and retail businesses (Lee and Tse 1994).3 Peñaloza and 
Gilly (1999, p. 101) aver that marketers have their own culture, ‘with values including initiative, 
consummating exchanges, competing, [and] making money’. Consumer culture amplifies the 
importance accorded to individual pursuits/desires and the escalation of consumer expectations 
(Ger and Belk 1996a), potentially to the detriment of ethnic and religious values. Emerging-
market consumers are discounting utilitarian needs in favour of satisfying hedonic ideals and 
consigning priority to status symbols (Sharma 2011). Douglas and Isherwood (1979) proposed 
the envy theory of needs, essentially stating that we want what others have. This spreading ideol-
ogy of desire is said to have its origins in modern American culture (Hirschman 1988; Belk et al. 
2003), whereby the latter was shaped by a relative absence of a rigid class strata and a moderation 
of religious opposition towards conspicuous consumption (Wilk 1998).

Intercultural contact and cultural artifacts help to confirm identity. With a significance 
extending well beyond ‘their utilitarian character and commercial value’ (McCracken 1986, 
p. 71), consumer goods are cherished because of their implicit semiotic qualities that express 
social standing (Bourdieu 1984) and inclusion or exclusion with social groupings (Oswald 1999; 
Shrum et al. 2012). These objects substantiate otherwise intangible cultural meaning.

As migrants, immigrants are predisposed to be adaptive, and this presumably carries over to 
product adoption. Whether relocation is motivated by lifestyle, or for economic or socio-political 
reasons, it will impact the acculturation style as well as the absorption of materialistic values, ulti-
mately having an effect on social well-being. The stress of adapting a new cultural environment 
may precipitate low self-esteem and insecurity. These psychological states have been associated 
with a materialistic orientation, insofar that possessing goods is envisaged as a means to achieving 
happiness (Hudders and Pandelaere 2011). Peñaloza (1989) proposed that ‘uncertainty due to the 
effects of multiple role demands of multiple reference cultures may result in the accelerated adop-
tion and conspicuous consumption of products associated with the new culture’ (p. 112).

Most people hitherto lived their lives in accordance with parochial values and behavioural 
expectations. The perspective of culture change as a dichotomous process involving home/
host cultural elements neglects to consider how contemporary global forces impel social trans-
formation (Cleveland and Laroche 2007; Askegaard et al. 2005). Cultural intermingling now 
encompasses whole regions whereas previously it applied only to an echelon of global metropo-
lises. Consumer acculturation theory needs revision to elucidate the ‘contestations of cultural 
presence and meanings in an increasingly global arena’ (Peñaloza 1994, p. 51).

Global consumer culture and materialism

Representing the implicit flattening of the planet into a single consciousness, globalization 
describes an uncoordinated process of accelerating and cumulative interactions of markets,  
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companies and, increasingly, cultures and individuals (Robertson 1992). Globalization is 
championed as mechanism for pecuniary advancement, as Firat (1995, p. 110) describes:

the most important thing in modernity was to expand the pie . . . so that all subjects could 
get a larger piece of the pie and thus take greater control over their material conditions and 
improve their lives. [. . .] In this society, the most important determinant, the all-important 
provider of the promised ‘better life’, was material wealth and accumulation.

Superseding nation-states, marketing, technology and globalization are coming together to level 
the economic playing field. The penetration of social spheres is equally noteworthy. Cultural 
adjustments arising from globalization are everywhere but incomplete, occurring at different 
speeds and magnitudes. Consumers living in emerging economies have felt these effects most 
intensely (Gupta 2011). The social-anthropological critique of globalization proceeds from 
world-system theory (Wallerstein 1989). This perspective portrays the asymmetry existing among 
social blocs: ‘key conceptual pairs have been center (or core) and periphery, metropolis and sat-
ellite’ (Hannerz 1992, p. 219). The core describes the leading cities of economically dominant 
countries while the periphery depicts the poorer regions and hinterlands. The power disparity 
favouring Western countries – above all, the United States – means that they disproportionately 
direct global cultural flows (Venkatesh 1995; Ger and Belk 1996a).

Globalization casts doubt on individuals’ sense of self, identities and cultural belonging-
ness (Arnett 2002). Four decades ago Bell insisted that ethnicity ‘is best understood not as a 
primordial phenomenon in which deeply held identities have to reemerge, but as a strategic 
choice by individuals who, in other circumstances, would choose other group memberships as 
a mean of gaining some power and prestige’ (1975, p. 171). Economic interests may supersede 
ethnicity observance unless the latter advances the former. Identity positions are dynamic, as 
the individual strives to reconcile the multiplicity of societal influences manifesting differentially 
across contexts (Askegaard et al. 2005). Individuals could adopt a hybridized identity or uphold 
independent identities; switching as suitable to the situation (Oswald 1999). EID and accul-
turation are seen here as malleable or mutable rather than fixed. Arnett (2002) contends that a 
growing number of people worldwide are to some extent bi-cultural, with one identity part 
derived from the local cultural narrative and the other extracted from global culture. Minorities 
may acculturate to the global consumer culture (GCC) to circumvent acculturation vis-à-vis 
the mainstream society, or draw upon their GCC knowledge to help them figure out the host 
culture (Cappellini and Yen 2012).

Presupposing that GCC is more materialistic (vis-à-vis territorially derived cultures), when 
and how does this orientation diffuse into mainstream and minority populations? Assuming 
GCC elevates individual aspirations, does this erode adherence to traditional, communal and 
religious values and in what ways across ethnic groups? Bouchet (1995, p. 93) explains that the 
cultural tensions experienced by minorities will increasingly play out among mainstream groups:

What is happening in the subcultures of descendants of immigrants might well be harbin-
gering the situation of many people on this planet who, confronted with the postmodern 
sources of identity making such as international marketing and satellite television and with 
the difficulties of political expression on a world market dominated by transnational com-
panies, will have to define new ways of being persons and groups.

According to Firat, the result ‘is a globalization of fragmentation in all respects. Poverty is 
everywhere, wealth and riches everywhere – America is in every country and every country 
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in America’ (1995, p. 116). Lévi-Strauss (1978) proposed that to the human mind, meaning 
ensues from the tensions of seemingly contradictory positions. His concept of binary opposi-
tions is relevant to the internal conflicts underlying consumer desire in terms of the struggles 
between: secularism and faith, materialism and asceticism, and traditional affiliation and GCC. 
Numerous GCC conceptualizations are relevant to grasping the dissemination of materialism. 
The first stems from the proliferation of transnational corporations marketing consumer com-
modities (Levitt 1983). The second originates from the interdependencies among countries and 
the spread of global capitalism (Appadurai 1990). Global consumerism, the third angle, depicts 
the ‘widespread and unquenchable desire for material possessions’ (Ger and Belk 1996a, p. 275). 
The final viewpoint characterizes GCC as the homogenization of consumption patterns. GCC 
is ‘a transnational set of cultural ideas and practices . . . inspired notably by U.S. consumer cul-
ture’ (Askegaard et al. 2005, pp. 165–66). Studying Greenlandic immigrants living in Denmark, 
the authors invoke world-system theory to describe GCC radiating from the American cen-
tre to the Danish periphery. Respondents expressed overlapping social identities: traditional 
Greenlandic, mainstream Danish and GCC sources, which were variably resurrected or assumed 
subject to the consumption context. Cleveland and Laroche’s (2007b) acculturation to GCC 
(AGCC) scale incorporates seven facets reflecting the drivers of GCC. The ensuing paragraphs 
describe each from the perspective of materialism.

Global mass media is predictably paramount as the chief agent diffusing GCC and materialism. 
The boundaries imposed by national frontiers are wearing down due to the pervasiveness of 
global media and programming (Hannerz 1992); principally from satellite television and the film 
industry, and joined nowadays by a virtual explosion in the number of internet-ready devices. 
The imagery broadcast facilitates the construction and sharing of GCC symbols (e.g., brands, 
lifestyles) and associated consumption-laden values (Alden et al. 1999; Ger and Belk 1996a; 
Walker 1996). Promoting self-indulgence and immediate gratification, media abet consumer 
desire for luxuries and other objects; valued more for their symbolic benefits than for their 
hedonic qualities. Researching the semiotic properties conveyed by media, Hirschman (1988) 
has this to say regarding the antagonist of Dallas, the hugely popular, syndicated 1980s American 
television show: ‘J. R. Ewing not only acts, he consumes, and what he consumes tells us as 
much about him and about what he symbolizes as his actions do’ (p. 346).

Theories regarding the role of media split into two perspectives. The Frankfurt School holds 
that consumers passively absorb media. Consumers attempt to emulate the individuals depicted 
and strive to satisfy the drives primed by the advertising appeals. Media with a worldwide pres-
ence are disproportionately Western, although Asian-based sources are growing swiftly. The 
excessive hedonism and preoccupation with social status characterizing programming depicts an 
exaggerated image of Western society (Ger and Belk 1996b). Emulation based on these stereo-
types advances desire for luxury goods, possibly to the detriment of basic physiological safety and 
social needs (Ger and Belk 1996b; Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002). Levitt’s (1983) extreme 
stance avers that exposure to the marketing activities of multinationals will ultimately amalgamate 
everyone into a uniform GCC in which consumers purchase, use and value the same repertoire 
of products, permitting marketing strategies to be further standardized worldwide. As expressed 
by Steingard and Fitzgibbons (1995, p. 34):

The values of Globalization, transmitted through satellite television and the distribution of 
worldwide publications, permeate everyone’s life. Global marketing, international stock mar-
kets, and the availability of nomadic world-wide venture capital complete the scene for the 
rise of a global market value system. No culture is protected by topography, tradition or just 
plain disinterest – essentially nobody is out of reach of the extended arm of Globalization.
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The second viewpoint contends that consumers are active manipulators, selectively filtering 
programming and engaging in counter-argumentation. This perspective refutes convergence; 
rather, ethnic values and other distinctions are reasserted in response to globalization (de Mooij 
2004). As Huntington (1993, p. 40–1) declared: ‘Western efforts to propagate such ideas pro-
duce instead a reaction against “human rights imperialism” and a reaffirmation of indigenous 
values, as can be seen in the support for religious fundamentalism by the younger generation in 
non-Western cultures’. Ger (1999, p. 65) avows that ‘consumers are returning to their roots, 
reconfiguring global goods and their meanings to better fit local culture and, especially, mix-
ing the old and the new from disparate sources’. Waters (1995, p. 130) similarly claims that 
the social changes are likely more nuanced than Western cultural hegemony or utter rejection 
thereof, with tensions arising from the concurrence of cultural forces:

the uneasy balance between the persistence of unique local cultural identities and the 
reshaping of such uniqueness by totalizing transnational cultural influences ranging from 
Coca-Colarization to the universalisation of western ideological and political concepts.

The debate continues as to whether advertising is the cause of materialism or merely intensifies 
it (Belk 1985). Marketing channels convey meaning transfer: overtly and clandestinely dis-
seminating cultural signs, values and behavioural norms (McCracken 1986; Peñaloza and Gilly 
1999). Materialism can be primed by advertising, and triggered by cues embedded in the pur-
chasing, consumption and social environments. Adverts persuade us that ‘we will be happier, 
that our lives will become somehow more satisfying – if we accumulate more and more things’ 
(Swinyard, Kau and Phua 2001, p. 27). Don Draper, the fictional protagonist of the Sterling-
Cooper Advertising Agency explains:

Advertising is based on one thing: happiness. And do you know what happiness is? 
Happiness is the smell of a new car. It’s freedom from fear. It’s a billboard on the side of a 
road that screams with reassurance that whatever you’re doing is OK.

[Advertising] creates an itch. You simply put your product in there as a kind of . . . cala-
mine lotion.4

Changing consumption values mirror shifting advertising appeals, and the most striking changes 
have occurred within emerging markets. The prominence of utilitarian appeals (i.e. satisfying 
basic physiological and safety needs) has given way to emphasizing the social and hedonic con-
sumption values fulfilled by products (Tse et al. 1989). These latter ideals are characteristic of 
GCC (Alden et al. 1999).

Tourism lists among the world’s largest industries; directly or indirectly employing 10 per cent 
of the world’s labour force (Graddol 2000). Relaxing barriers, cost reductions and increasing 
pecuniary resources encourage mobility; escalating the incidence of intercultural contacts, the 
transmission of GCC and, its lingua franca, English. While satisfying hedonistic motives, tour-
ists normally confine their experiences to aesthetically pleasing situations, which may warp their 
perceptions of material abundance (similar to drawing lifestyle impressions TV programming), 
whetting consumer desire. Belk (1985) found that people scoring highly on the possessiveness 
dimension of materialism tended to be avid travellers. He surmised that travelling episodes 
represented accumulating experiences, which is analogous to acquiring possessions. Displaying 
material goods acquired from abroad is a strategy used by migrants to accentuate social status.

Language is a framework for organizing social activities and interpretations (Hall 1976). In 
1780 the world contained fewer than 13 million English speakers (Belich 2009); today a third 
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of the planet speaks or is learning English (Graddol 2000).5 English is the lingua franca of inter-
national business and institutions, sciences, media and thus, GCC (Huntington 1996). Even in 
places where few speak the language, English appears in advertisements, symbolically denoting 
modernism, sophistication and upward mobility (Alden et al. 1999).

Cleveland and Laroche (2012) conceive cosmopolitanism as a learnable disposition:

reflecting a specific set of values, opinions, and competencies held by certain individuals; 
specifically a genuine, humanitarian appreciation for, desire to learn from, and ability to 
engage with, peoples of different cultures; in short, an affinity for cultural diversity and the 
proclivity to master it.

(p. 55)

Tourists are simply cultural spectators, whereas cosmopolitans actively interface with discrete 
social entities and serve as conduits for conveying external values. Global media fosters this dis-
position, discounting the need for foreign travelling (Hannerz 1992). Cosmopolitanism has been 
described as a secular force and as a taste orientation. Cosmopolites demonstrate luxurious cultural 
capital (Ong 2009) by virtue of their skill at decoding foreign symbols. Displaying the accoutre-
ments and rituals of foreign cultures enhances social standing (Thompson and Tambyah 1999).

A dissenting view considers cosmopolitanism a post-materialism value. Cosmopolites accord 
higher priority to achieving intellectual autonomy associated with self-transcendence (vs. self-
enhancement), which is antithetical to materialism (Cleveland et al. 2011a). Cosmopolitanism 
correlates with education, which also fosters post-materialistic values (Cleveland and Laroche 
2012a). The less tangible, experiential consumption cherished by cosmopolitans may supplant or – 
consistent with the hedonism typifying affective autonomy – reinforce materialistic predilections.

Cleveland and Laroche’s (2007b) sixth dimension was labelled openness to GCC. Globalization 
disseminates themes, ideologies and aspirations, which are selectively adopted by individuals 
worldwide (Robertson 1992). Individuals are seduced by experiences and marketplace objects 
(e.g., the iPhone) serving as points of common reference to the consumer culture conveyed by 
global media (Appadurai 1990; Alden et al. 1999; Walker 1996). Luxury brands ‘like Vuitton 
purses fulfill the need to conform . . . teenage girls want Vuitton because “everyone has it”’ 
(de Mooij 2004, p. 163). Materialism is instrumental for building and strengthening relation-
ships among initiates and members of consumer tribes (Schouten and McAlexander 1995). 
As Oswald (1999, p. 310) states, ‘consumers cruise the malls to go “lifestyle shopping” . . . 
to acquire the outward signs of culture for a lack of a more permanent identity’. Wee (1999) 
reported that young Asian consumers eagerly embrace a lifestyle reflecting such Western ideals 
as individualism, competition, self-indulgence and cynicism. Other research identifies global 
segments regarding advertising appeals, fashion and lifestyle traits (Cleveland et al. 2011c; Alden 
et al. 2006; Zhou and Belk 2004; Belk et al. 2003).

Globalization amplifies the role played by the marketing system in shaping consumer iden-
tity (Bouchet 1995). Following social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986), self-identification 
with GCC extends beyond experimentation with the symbols of global culture. As with EID, 
a strong global identity affects members’ thoughts, values and behaviours. Global consumers 
act out their lives according to the belief structures intrinsic to GCC, drawing products from 
the global bazaar to fashion and express this self-affirmation, and to distinguish themselves from 
the local masses. This phenomenon is more likely among younger consumers (due to incom-
plete identities or generation gap perceptions) and among sub-groups experiencing a sense of 
exclusion from (or conversely, feeling superiority towards) mainstream society, due to their 
occupation, class/caste, or race/ethnicity/religion. Xenocentrism – the perception that one’s 



166

Mark Cleveland

local/ethnic culture is inferior to the culture of the out-group (e.g., global culture) – is thought 
to be more prevalent among citizens of developing countries (Ger and Belk 1996a; Ger and 
Belk 1990; Batra et al. 2000).

Empirical findings

Concerning materialism’s association with EID and AGCC, Cleveland et al. (2013) surveyed 
consumers living in the Americas, Europe and Asia. Robust support emerged for the proposi-
tion that AGCC drives materialistic values. The positive correlation obtained for the overall 
sample on the composite AGCC construct replicated across all eight country sub-samples. Most 
constituent AGCC dimensions linked positively with materialism; although merely speaking 
more English did not, which was positively associated only among French-speaking Canadians. 
Consistent patterns emerged for global mass media and self-identification with GCC: these con-
structs’ relationships to materialism were strongly positive for all countries. Likewise, the link 
between materialism and exposure to multinational marketing was significantly positive overall, 
and for seven countries. These results testify to the power of media and marketing to transmit 
materialistic values, especially regarding the ubiquity of American media conveying GCC val-
ues and promoting identification with GCC. With positive links uncovered for five countries, 
materialism was reinforced via first-hand intercultural encounters (travelling abroad); and, for a 
subset of samples, through openness to GCC (four countries) and exposure to European global 
media (also four countries).

Mixed results emerged for the relationship of materialism to ethnic identity. The linkage 
was non-significant overall (aggregate data), yet was positively significant in four countries. 
In no case did materialism negatively link to the composite EID factor. Across the countries, 
almost all the significant links uncovered for the sub-facets of EID to materialism were posi-
tive. This clearly demonstrates that cultural traditions are compatible with materialism, and 
debunks the notion that GCC is solely responsible for the spread of acquisitive tendencies. 
This was particularly true for interpersonal relationships with fellow ethnic members, whereby 
positive associations with materialism emerged in four countries. Identification with/desire to 
maintain local culture positively associated with materialism in three countries (and negatively 
in only one country). For two cases local language use positively associated with materialism; 
only for French-speaking Canadians was the relationship negative. Local media usage positively 
related to materialism in two countries. Studying Korean Canadians, Cleveland and Chang 
(2009) reported a strong positive relationship between materialism and ethnic media expo-
sure for first-generation (Korean-born) immigrants, but this finding was not sustained for their 
second-generation (Canadian-born) counterparts. The authors’ finding of a positive relationship 
between materialism and overall (Korean) EID was replicated in a study of ethnic Lebanese 
living in Lebanon, but only for the Christian sub-sample, whereas for Muslims the link was 
insignificant (Cleveland et al. 2012). Research on Japanese consumers – a collectivistic society –  
found a positive link between EID and materialism (Cleveland et al. 2009c), which was consid-
erably stronger in magnitude than the relationship between AGCC and materialism. Another 
study revealed a positive link between materialism and Iranian EID; here, the magnitude was 
slightly lower than that observed between materialism and AGCC (Cleveland et al. 2011b).

Individual differences

The nature of materialism and ethnicity is also informed by demographic variables, including: 
length of residency, generation, education, income, social class, occupation and gender. Income is 
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confounded by social class, wealth, age, education, family size and purchasing power. Within 
Western countries, individuals typically achieve their peak earnings during their fifth decade; 
however, older (vs. younger) individuals tend to be relatively less materialistic (Keillor, d’Amico 
and Horton 2001). This explains the lack a significant relationship between materialism and 
income reported in numerous studies (Cleveland et al. 2009a; Richins and Dawson 1992; Belk 
1985; Ger and Belk 1996b). Regarding gender, males are said to employ conspicuous consump-
tion to signal success, with the goal of attracting females (Stillman et al. 2012). Gender differ-
ences in materialism are documented (Gupta 2011; Cleveland et al. 2009a), yet these findings are 
equivocal across ethnic groups. Parental guidance and family structure affects the socialization of 
children, and elevated materialism evidences among children of divorced parents (Rindfleisch 
et al. 1997).

Individual-level values and other idiosyncratic differences also combine with social factors 
to foster materialism. Personality traits associated with conformity that encourage materialism 
include: susceptibility to interpersonal influence, need for uniqueness, opinion-seeking and self-
monitoring.6 Schwartz’s (1992; 1999) value inventory contains ten motivationally distinct and 
universal values applicable at the individual level, and studies have linked some of these values 
to materialism (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002; Karabati and Cemalcilar 2010; Kilbourne et al. 
2005). Cleveland et al. (2012b) reported numerous differences between Muslim and Christian 
Lebanese on the relationship of materialism to these values. Whereas power (benevolence) was 
strongly positively (negatively) associated for both groups, hedonism was positively linked only 
for Christians. Tradition (universalism and self-direction) was (were) inversely associated to materi-
alism only for Christians (Muslims).

Studying Turks, Karabati and Cemalcilar (2010) reported positive relationships of power, 
achievement and hedonism to materialism; although the strength of these linkages varied across the 
subscales (happiness, success and centrality: Richins and Dawson 1992). Contrary to expecta-
tions, they documented a positive effect of tradition on the success facet; which the authors 
suggest, points towards a less austere, more status-driven form of conservativism. Elaborating 
the complexity of these individual-social interactions and materialistic outcomes is delegated to 
future authors.

Consumption contexts and culture

Schwartz (1992) holds that although values steer consumption behaviour, these should not be 
context-specific. However, the earlier review of ethnicity and acculturation implies that the 
prominence and behavioural outcomes of materialism are dependent on the situation, rather 
than absolute. Products operate as dramaturgical props that define and display the consumer’s 
self-image, and the particular social role that is operational (Oswald 1999; Bouchet 1995), which 
brings into play different reference groups. Ethnic awareness and the salience of other groups 
can be inconstant, activated in part by verbal/visual cues (e.g., propinquity of other cultur-
ally similar/dissimilar individuals, ethnic holidays and religious events, and cultural signals pre-
sent within advertising), coinciding with purchasing and consumption settings (Forehand and 
Deshpandé 2001). Moreover, private and public self-concepts co-exist and the researcher must 
reflect on which aspect(s) of the self will dominate in different social circumstances (Triandis 
1994; Wong and Ahuvia 1998).

Peñaloza’s (1994) research on Mexican American immigrant acculturation found that readily 
adopted products were low in cost but high in visibility. Traditional consumption behaviours 
revealed when celebrating ethnic heritage and familial ties, whereas consumer acculturation read-
ily occurred with culturally inert activities. Askegaard et al. (2005) described how marketplace 
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offerings enabled Greenlandic-Danish immigrants to resurrect ethnic traditions. This supports 
Firat’s (1995) argument that the persistence of cultural forms is contingent upon rendering tradi-
tions into consumable forms, and Bouchet’s (1995) assertion that ethnicity in the contemporary 
period is primarily about responding to social change, whereas beforehand it was a mechanism 
for avoiding it.

The meanings incorporated into material goods can also be dynamic (McCracken 1986). 
Certain objects assume static meanings, e.g., heirlooms symbolize continuity, religious artifacts 
denote spirituality. Others, including branded products, assume different meanings to both the 
same and different people, across time and place (Kleine and Baker 2004). Evoking cultural 
values, Watson et al. (2002) give the example of how conservativism and mastery engen-
der equivalent importance to an antique Hamilton pocket watch for different, often private, 
meanings. Regarding the former, the watch is valued for symbolizing family ties and heritage; 
whereas for the latter, the significance derives from the object’s prestige and capacity to enhance 
self-concept. Likewise, whereas someone might value a bicycle for enhancing athletic prowess 
(an expression of mastery), another person might value the object for providing the sensory 
pleasures associated with experiencing, via leisurely bikerides, the natural environment (thus, 
harmony; Watson et al. 2002). Because cultural values affect self-image – which is partly the 
product of how others see the individual as well as the person’s perceptions of themself – these 
values have some bearing on the individual’s selection and definition of their most important 
belongings (Markus and Kitayama 1991). To the bearer, consumer goods infuse with symbolic 
properties incorporating social (and economic) risk. Reference group influence is not equally 
powerful for all types of information, products and consumption contexts. Also, the role(s) of 
different social power bases (referent, legitimate, expert, etc.) vary according to the situation.

Materialism is also triggered by retailing cues. Copious inventories, numerous brand choices, 
category assortments and the full shopping carts of other customers signal material abundance 
and convey impressions regarding the social acceptability of consumer desire. People weave in 
and out of a materialistic orientation and therefore, materialism influences certain behaviours 
but not others. Where a relationship exists, it is usually, but not always, positively valenced.

Karabati and Cemalcilar (2010) speculate that high materialists engage in consumption that 
publically signals status, whereas low materialists are apt ‘to value private meanings of posses-
sions . . . [such as] books, memorabilia, and other possessions displayed privately rather than in 
public’ (p. 631). Luxuries are the category of products most obviously associated with materi-
alism. In addition to satisfying hedonic needs, luxuries are purchased for symbolic reasons, to 
promote idiosyncratic expression and invidious distinction, to convey personal success and status 
and so forth. Several authors have cogitated about cultural differences concerning the motives 
underlying luxury consumption. Wong and Ahuvia (1998) proposed that individualist Western 
consumers accord importance to achieving hedonic experiences, whereas collectivist Asians – 
with their enhanced concern for ‘face’ – stress publically visible possessions. Clothing, jewellery 
and other wearables signify personality, ethnic affiliation, occupation and social status; possibly 
communicating intentions regarding a particular situation.

In their eight-country study, Cleveland et al. (2009a) reported that for the aggregated data-
set, materialism was a significant predictor for most of the forty-eight consumption behaviours 
considered, and the relationship was positive in all but two cases (Appendix 10.1). Materialism’s 
role was pronounced for the consumption of luxury goods, apparel, consumer electronics and 
applicances. Materialism also linked positively with media and communication behaviours. 
Yet, the magnitude (and sometimes, direction) of these relationships varied considerably across 
nations. The most consistent findings ensued for hedonistic, socially visible and status-enhancing 
consumer objects: luxuries, media devices, durables and appliances. In all but one country, 
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automobile ownership was a positive function of materialism. On the other hand, purchasing 
athletic shoes positively linked with materialism in some countries, but the relationship was 
negative one country (Korea). These and other inconsistent findings are probably due to cultural 
differences in product meaning as well as the norms guiding the satiation of materialism.

The results demonstrate that cultural homogenization is not the inevitable outcome of mar-
ketplace globalization. When consumer goods are introduced, the recipient society modif ies the 
meaning of these objects in ways that can enhance or compliment rather than diminish existing 
cultural identity (Akaka and Alden 2010; Miller 1996; Hannerz 1992). Increasingly, consumers in 
affluent societies are curious about foreign cultures, cuisines and products; whereas some studies 
point to a revival of localism in the consumption habits of those living in less prosperous environs 
(Ger 1999). Describing the evolution of habits in Romania following the overthrow of Ceauşescu, 
Belk (1996) stated that despite the influx of Western brands, media and other influences, ‘signifi-
cant differences in foods, clothing, religion, vehicles, and celebrations act as ethnic markers that 
are used by the Romanian majority and the Hungarian and Gypsy minorities to proclaim their 
ethnic identities and thereby resist assimilation to each other, much less to global culture’ (p. 26).

Levitt (1983) foretold inexorable cultural convergence and synchronization of attitudinal/
behavioural outcomes. Certain segments (e.g., global teens) may embrace a lifestyle congru-
ent with GCC while spurning local norms (Alden et al. 1999). De Mooij (2004) counters that 
unique cultural affiliations and predilections are not waning: ‘the spread of global symbols . . . 
does not necessarily include homogeneity of people’s habits or values’ (p. 4). Juxtaposing with 
affirmation to traditional identities, globalization produces marketplace tensions; e.g., deliberat-
ing between local/foreign product alternatives. Ethnic members strive to maintain identity and 
pride towards their ethnic heritage. This entails adhering to cultural customs/values and encul-
turating these aspects into their offspring (Mehta and Belk 1991).

The allure of neoethnicism partly stems from its reductivism (Miyoshi 1993), and assumes 
greater salience in the current, perplexingly intricate phase of globalization. Social identity the-
ory posits that when individuals encounter complex social environments, they will search out 
and identify with the group that they feel most at ease (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Supposed 
cultural encroachment or economic vulnerability motivates compels certain individuals to  
‘promote a resurgence of, and renewed commitment to, indigenous cultures’ (Huntington 
1996, p. 37); and perhaps eschew global influences and associated media/marketing, and absten-
tion of foreign products. Modernization and economic expansion is not interchangeable with 
cultural Westernization. Foreign products, ideas and even values are indigenized. Researching 
consumer acculturation in Belize, Wilk (1995) found that the adoption of foreign behaviours 
was highly selective, and in certain instances, consumers reacted strongly against Western stand-
ards. Partaking in rituals and consuming symbolic products help establish group solidarity. One 
corollary is that minorities may develop exaggerated perceptions of the importance/quality of 
brands emanating from their original country, as they strive to affirm their traditional identity 
(Guzmán and Paswan 2009).

How do consumers reconcile manifold value systems, particularly if one ethos is conducive 
to materialism while the other is hostile? One way that these ambivalent feelings are revealed is 
through consumer ethnocentrism (CET).

[Ethnocentrism] represents the universal proclivity for people to view their own group as 
the center of the universe, to interpret other social units from the perspective of their own 
group, and to reject persons who are culturally dissimilar while blindly accepting those who 
are culturally like themselves.

(Shimp and Sharma 1987, p. 280)
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CET specifically refers to individuals’ penchant towards local products, and aversion to foreign 
alternatives, which are seen as perilous to the in-group economy and culture. Ethnocentric 
consumers will even forfeit the higher quality or lower prices offered by foreign goods so as to 
‘enjoy the psychological benefit of avoiding contact with the out-group’ (Steenkamp et al. 2003, 
pp. 56–7). CET alternatively denotes compliance to injunctive norms. A person might stifle their 
private preference towards a foreign product in light of perceived reference group pressure to 
select the domestic/ethnic alternative (Rawwas et al. 1996).

Norms critically impact behaviour, but prognosticating the nature of influence requires 
specifying the type(s) apt to be operational in a given context. Descriptive norms denote typi-
cal behaviours (what is usually done), whereas injunctive norms signify morally appropriate 
behaviours (what ought to be done) as defined by society (Cialdini et al. 1990). It is also helpful 
to distinguish between prescriptive norms (dictating what people should do) and proscriptive 
norms (decreeing what people should not do; Argyle et al. 1985). The extent to which a societal 
member is motivated to conform to social expectations (gaining approval by imitating others or 
affirming norms) and to avoid disapproval from the group – risking sanctions for violating values 
and deviating from accepted norms – independently or jointly affect the degree that materialistic 
temptations are embraced or suppressed.

Because many ethnocentric consumers, especially those acquiescing to in-group norms, still 
desire materialistic objects, local/ethnic options will be sought to fulfill acquisitive needs, assum-
ing that conspicuous consumption does not openly violate cultural sensibilities. Support for this 
contention emerged in Cleveland et al.’s (2009a) study, which revealed an independent link 
between CET and materialism in most countries examined. CET positively predicted numerous 
consumer behaviours prototypically thought of as satisfying hedonic and status needs, including 
several luxuries, consumer electronics, appliances and durables. Relevant for product position-
ing, a four-fold classification was suggested based on the combined influence of materialism and 
CET (Table 10.1). Still, ethnocentrism does not always drive preferences for local/ethnic brands 
over foreign/host alternatives. Consumers may perceive local brands as more responsive to their 
unique in-group needs. Traditional ethnic consumers may also spurn brand options that explic-
itly emphasize status or hedonism in their promotional appeals (Cleveland and Laroche 2012a).

Table 10.2 summarizes the principal linkages of materialism to ethnic identity, cultural values 
and acculturation.

Implications and conclusions

Researching materialism

Despite the abundant materialism literature, few studies focus on the consistency and drivers 
across countries/cultures. This is a glaring oversight, given the pervasiveness of materialistic-laden 

Table 10.1 Materialism, consumer ethnocentrism, and consumer behavior

Materialism

Negative* Positive

Consumer 
ethnocentrism

Negative* Necessity consumption Hedonistic-global consumption

Positive Traditional consumption Hedonistic-local consumption

Source: Adapted from Cleveland et al. (2009a).

Note
*or not significant.



Table 10.2 Summarizing ethnicity and materialism relationships

Antecedent variable/construct Relationship to materialism

Ethnic identity (EID) 	Depends on whether materialism is acceptable to fellow 
ethnic group members, within a given situation. Perceptions 
differ across ethnicities due to cultural traditions, interacting 
with religion and attitudes towards upward mobility, 
majority vs. minority ethnicity status, demographics, 
consumption situational effects (e.g., public vs. private 
consumption), etc.

Religiosity 		An orientation towards consumption fundamentally conflicts 
with most forms of religious fulfillment.

High (vs. low) context 	Low-context communication may explicitly reference 
materialistic values, although symbolism present in high-
context communication may covertly convey materialistic 
appeals (e.g., status-marking objects).

Hofstede’s dimensions
 • Individualism 	Acquiring goods is consistent with individual pursuits; 

collectivists can be materialistic when benefits of status/
possessions accrue to family/group.

 • Power distance 		Status goods reinforce power/wealth differences.
 • Uncertainty avoidance 		Consumer goods help to anchor identity under ambiguous 

situations and social upheaval.
 • Masculinity 		Agentic needs, e.g., material enrichment, are emphasized 

in masculine societies; feminine cultures are comparatively 
communally oriented.

 • Long-term orientation 		Time horizon affects consumption priorities, i.e., delaying 
gratification vs. satisfying immediate, hedonic needs.

Schwartz’s cultural  
values

 • Harmony 		Symbiotic societies less likely engage in exploitive 
consumption as well as restrain consumer envy and the 
display of status markers.

 • Egalitarianism 		The importance of status markers should be muted in 
relatively classless societies.

 • Intellectual autonomy 	Advanced as a post-materialistic value, self-actualization 
is also consistent with the enhancement of cultural 
capital, which encourages materialism via flaunting social 
sophistication.

 • Affective autonomy 		The pursuit of hedonistic experiences is coherent with the 
belief that material goods are instrumental to achieving 
happiness and fulfillment.

 • Mastery 		Similar to achieving control over the environment, mastery 
implies command over (conspicuous evidence of) resources.

 • Hierarchy 		As with power distance, conspicuous consumption expresses 
one’s place in the social hierarchy.

 • Conservativism 	Conforming to ethnic traditions could suppress or encourage 
materialistic tendencies depending on social norms and 
consumption context.

(continued)
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Antecedent variable/construct Relationship to materialism

Acculturation
 • Host society 	Depends in part on whether expressions of materialism are 

embraced or frowned upon by mainstream/host cultural entity 
in a given consumption situation, and host society attitudes 
towards the acculturating group.

 • Global consumer culture 
(AGCC)

		This ideology of consumption aggressively promotes consumer 
desire. Globalization and culture change links with rising 
materialism.

Consumer ethnocentrism 	Ethnocentric consumers shun outside cultural influences; how-
ever, they still place value on material enrichment for conveying 
social status.

Note
 = increasing/positive,  = reducing/negative.

product appeals, and the awareness that cultural forces fundamentally shape consumer behav-
iour. As nations converge along socio-economic indicators, cultural variables take on greater 
significance for explaining consumer variability (de Mooij 2004). There is a dearth of research on 
societies characterized as culturally distant from the West: Africa, much of Asia, Latin America, 
etc. These neglected regions represent almost 90 per cent of the world’s populace and most of its 
future economic growth. Conducting research into these regions ‘requires both understanding 
and sensitivity to differences in the marketing environment as well as an ability to deal with the 
lack of a well-developed market research infrastructure’ (Craig and Douglas 2001, p. 84); and 
requires the employment of instruments that are ‘readily understood and unambiguously inter-
preted, and, as far as possible, devoid of cultural bias’ (p. 85).

Many studies suffer because the treatment of culture is exploratory, lacking a priori specifi-
cation of the influence it will take. Innovative uses of and novel meanings for products/brands 
strengthens the need for emic (anthropological) research approaches. Acculturation processes are 
difficult to describe with quantitative methodologies. Longitudinal and qualitative designs enable 
documentation of the dynamic evolution of identity, culture change and materialism (Askegaard 
et al. 2005). The Diderot effect (McCracken 1988) implies that it is necessary to research con-
sumption constellations: the meaning ensuing from the interaction of complimentary consumer 
possessions. Consumer values and lifestyles are revealed when objects are assessed in concert. The 
beneficial insights offered by such approaches must be balanced against the inability to generalize. 
The nature of identity varies across ethnic groups, further complicating etic cross-cultural com-
parisons of materialism. Most consumer research employs the individual as the unit of analysis; 
however many decisions are made at the household level. This requires insights into decision- 
making and gender roles within families, which also vary across ethnic groups.

Hofstede’s data – drawn from IBM employees – dates from the 1960s onwards. Scores may 
have shifted, especially within societies experiencing economic change or sustaining high immi-
gration. Cultural indices are limited by their aggregation. Within-country variation is often 
as great as between-country differences. Most marketing research positioned as cross-cultural 
is essentially cross-national. Ethnicity and nationality are not interchangeable concepts. Many 
nation-states are multi-ethnic: aggregated country-sample data obscures individual-level dis-
crepancies as well as regional and subcultural differences. The ecological fallacy (Robinson 
1950) occurs when inferences are made about the nature of individuals based upon aggregate-
level data findings. This error is the bane of deductive quantitative research, whereas inductive, 

Table 10.2 (continued)
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qualitative methodologies risk the exception fallacy (Damer 2012), whereby group conclusions 
are confounded because they are based on exceptional/anecdotal cases. These issues inform as 
to the brevity (Cleveland et al. 2011c) of ethnicity-based segmentation relative to more objec-
tive demographic and/or country-level approaches, despite ample theoretical justification and 
practical significance for utilizing ethnicity to craft marketing strategy.

The literature upholds the superior psychometric properties of Richins’ (2004) material 
values scale vs. Belk’s (1985) trait-based scale. Studies employing either scale report deviations 
from the posited tripartite structure, and several report issues regarding the interpretation 
of negatively valenced statements, especially when translated (Cleveland and  Chang 2009; 
Wong et al. 2003; Tobacyk et al. 2011; Karabati and Cemalcilar 2010). Cross-cultural vali-
dation requires assessing equivalence in the meaning and structure of construct measures 
(i.e. measurement invariance; Steenkamp and Baumgartner 1998). Researchers must also be 
on guard for elements or manifestations of materialism unique to a particular culture, and 
avoid pseudo-etic operationalizations whereby measures developed in one cultural context 
are applied with only minimal adaptation (i.e., translation) to others without due considera-
tion of social and behavioural context-effects (Triandis 1994). To clarify materialism’s effects 
on personal and social well-being, it would be advantageous to develop a materialism scale 
conceptualized from a motivational perspective; one that distinguishes between instrumental 
and terminal functions, and that is reliable/valid across ethnic groups, social contexts and 
consumption circumstances.

Practical implications

As economies become affluent, advertising appeals shift from primarily utilitarian themes 
towards emphasizing hedonistic values (Tse et al. 1989). Rising materialism augers well for glob-
ally branded luxuries seen as universal symbols of social status. For most other products, product 
attributes and appeals require modification to fit into existing consumer values. Global advertis-
ing ‘can only be effective if there are global consumers with universal values’ (de Mooij 2004, 
p. 16). Demirbag et al.’s (2010) findings indicated that materialism moderated the relationship 
between country image and preferences for local vs. foreign products; however this relation-
ship varied across product categories. Increasing discretionary income enables greater freedom 
of expression; nevertheless, articulations of social identity and manifestations of materialism are 
shaped principally by or in reaction to value systems. Jamal (2003) described the crucial role 
played by ethnic marketers in terms of providing the ‘emotional glue’ that binds members to 
their original culture, in contrast to mainstream marketers’ activities that encourage integration 
into the consumer culture.

The challenge facing managers of global status brands is to sustain consumer desire. Sony 
and Cadillac once had the brand insistence levels currently enjoyed by Apple and BMW. The 
majority of status brands are unlikely to achieve such universal appeal as social markers, even 
ephemerally. Because consumption unfolds within socio-cultural circumstances, the connota-
tion of materialism will often be dissimilar across cultures (Venkatesh 1995; Cleveland et al. 
2009a). Certain products/brands may be deemed materialistic/hedonistic in one culture, but 
not in another. What one group deems as impeccable taste may be gaudy or ostentatious for 
another. Symbolic self-completion theory (Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1982) avers that goods allow 
for substantiating or innovating identity, through selective use and experimentation with exist-
ing cultural meanings (e.g., the juxtaposition of clothing materials in unconventional ways). 
Episodes of meaning re-contextualization emerge as ethnic members’ negotiate between tradi-
tional and host cultural spheres (Oswald 1999).
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Existing international market segmentation information tends to be organized from the 
nation-state perspective. This is poorly diagnostic for uncovering transnational or intranational 
segments, which – as is the case with domestic environments – are likely to be specific to 
particular product categories (Cleveland et al. 2011c; Jamal 2003). The ethnic fragmentation 
occurring at the societal level is paralleled by identity fragmentation occurring at the indi-
vidual consumer level. Analogous to the tossed-salad metaphor, and drawing from Bouchet’s 
(1995) concept of bricolage, each individual is a mosaic: a blend of various cultural pieces that 
can be ill-fitting due to incompatibility amid the constituent values, competing ethnic norms 
and marketing messages prescribing acceptable behaviour. Research is necessary to illuminate 
how, where, when and for whom this amalgam of identities fuses over time, leading to creoli-
zation, and to identify factors encouraging oscillation between identities. Ethnicity is ‘not just 
who one is but how one feels in and about a particular situation’ (Dion et al. 2011, p. 311). 
Managers seeking to exploit materialistic desire must recognize the circumstances favouring 
the dominance of ethnic/national vs. other/global identities and vice-versa, and to tailor brand 
strategies to suit the values/dispositions operating under these contexts. When taken together, 
the possible outcomes of materialistic goal pursuits are legion across times, places and individu-
als, depending on a complex interchange of cultural norms, socialization forces and marketing 
intermediaries, further interacting with personality, other individual differences and aspirations.

Social implications and conclusions

Members of mainstream Western (vs. emerging-market) societies are likely socialized earlier 
in life to consumerism. Consequently, they may be somewhat inoculated to overt materialistic 
appeals, or possess an enhanced capacity to restrain materialistic urges. Negative affect (anxiety, 
unhappiness, depression, etc.), compulsive buying and a host of other risky behaviours have 
been positively linked with materialistic dispositions, whereas several intrinsic pursuits seen as 
beneficial to subjective well-being – such as social participation and self-actualization – have 
been inversely associated with materialism.7 Conversely, Hudders and Pandelaere (2011) sur-
mise that consuming luxuries leads to happiness when individuals believe that conspicuous 
consumption ‘provides them with a higher status, not only within their own reference groups 
but also within their aspirational groups’ (p. 416). Regardless, the direction of causality remains 
ambiguous: ‘it is also possible that those who have for various reasons experienced dissatisfaction 
in life turn to materialism in their effort to find happiness’ (Belk 1985, p. 274). Despondency 
may result from the trials and prejudice facing ethnic minorities. Immigrants employed in jobs 
for which they lack intrinsic motivation (insufficiently engaging tasks, etc.) could have a greater 
susceptibility towards extrinsic, materialistic-laden rewards.

Drawing from the concepts discussed herein, there is a plethora of issues warranting enquiry. 
Regarding immigration and ethnic minority groups, what situations (e.g., migration motives, eth-
nic stigmatization) exacerbate or alleviate instrumental and terminal forms of materialism? How 
do cultural values work in concert to affect materialism, and how does materialism manifest when 
different ethos intersect, under varying social situations and consumption contexts? What forms of 
materialism drive or are reinforced by the multifarious gift-giving behaviours across ethnic groups 
and cultural norms (reciprocity, etc.) for different occasions? Does materialism occur when social 
needs are reasonably satiated, or develop as a substitute for interpersonal relationships? What accul-
turative stressors lead to ethnic ambivalence and identity confusion (as well as coping mechanisms), 
when the relentlessly secular materialistic character of GCC collides with inviolable cultural tradi-
tions, including religious mores? Researching how individuals cope with cultural fracture, and 
consistent with social capital theory, Davies and Fitchett (2010) conclude that people ‘who live in 
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consumer cultures and have therefore developed abilities to read, encode, and interpret consump-
tion symbolism are likely also to be better able to cope with the transnational movement’ (p. 1016).

What materialistic subcultures – deriving from shared allegiance to a particular constellation 
of brands and display of associated rituals (Schouten and McAlexander 1995) – are emerging and 
transcending boundaries hitherto imposed by ethnicity and nationality? What factors encour-
age anti-materialistic sentiments to arise at the vortex of cultural ideologies? Counter-culture 
movements, ironically, are often subsumed by GCC in due course (e.g., hip-hop), and when 
they are not, the frenzied antagonism to consumerism demonstrated by these groups hastens 
their marginalization. The impact of another six billion people consuming at levels enjoyed by 
the one billion of the West would clearly be ecologically catastrophic. It is imperative to iden-
tify techniques that effectively dampen ecologically harmful manifestations of consumer desire. 
Lastly, in terms of measuring materialism, existing scales need refinement to ensure reliability 
and construct validity across cultures, languages and consumption contexts.

With globalization, cultural homogeneity is waning within many nation- states. Technology 
and tolerance of multiculturalism emboldens ethnic groups to express their distinctiveness. 
Birds of a feather still flock together, but now roost in a greater number and variety of trees. 
This chapter argues that the spread of global consumption symbols does not inevitably insinuate 
homogeneity of consumers’ values and habits. Whereas the need to belong is innate to human 
kind (Baumeister and Leary 1995), the accumulating evidence suggests that materialism by 
and large is not (Cleveland et al. 2013; Giddens et al. 2009). Researchers have only scratched 
the surface of the connection between materialism and ethnicity, in this period of pervasive 
marketplace globalization.

Notes

1 BGC perspectives. “Luxe redux: Raising the bar for the selling of luxuries” https://www.bcg 
perspectives.com/content/articles/consumer_products_automotive_luxe_redux/ (accessed 2 January 
2013).

2 E.g., Potlatch ceremony of native tribes living along the Pacific north-western coast of North America.
3 See Peñaloza (1994) for a review.
4 AMC’s Mad Men TV show. http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0031457/quotes (accessed 12 February 

2013).
5 Mandarin and Spanish have greater and similar numbers of native-speakers, yet the dispersion of English 

is unparalleled.
6 See Kleine and Baker (2004) for a review.
7 See Hudders and Pandalaere (2011) for a review.
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Appendix 10.1: materialism and consumer behaviour  
consistency across countries

Canada Mexico Greece Korea Hungary India Chile Sweden Overall

Traditional meals
Traditional beverages -c +c +b
Traditional food items
Traditional snack items +c +a +b +a +a
Traditional restaurants +a +c +a
Tea -a -a -a
Coffee +c -c
Soft drinks +a +b +a +b +a +a

(continued)



Canada Mexico Greece Korea Hungary India Chile Sweden Overall

Beer +c +a +c
Wine (table)
Champagne/expensive 

wine
+a +a +a +c +a

Pizza +b +c -c +b +a +a +a +a
Hamburgers +b +c +a +a +a +a +a +a
Boxed chocolates +a +a +a +b +a
Personal portable stereo +a +b +a +a +a +a +a
VCR +a +a +a +a
Washing machine +a
Clothes dryer +a +a +a +a +a +a
Dishwasher +a +b +a +a
Hairdryer +c +b +a +b +b +a +a
Vacuum +b +c
CD player +a +a +a +a +a +c +a
Bicycle -b -b _a
Videogame console +a +a +b +a +b +b +a +a
DVD player +a +c +a +b +a +a +a
Refrigerator
Microwave oven +a +a +b +a +a +a +a
TV set +a +a +a +a +c +a +a +a
Digital camera +a +a +a +a +b +b +a +a
PC/laptop computer +a +c +a +a +a
Food processor +a +a +a +a +a +a +a
Automobile +b +b +a +b +a +a +b +a
Blue jeans +a +c +b +a +a +a
Athletic shoes _c +c +a +a +a
Business attire +a +b +a
Traditional fashion +b +a +c +b
Fur/leather coats +a +a +a +a +a +a +a
Fragrances +a +a +a +a +a +a +a +a
Cosmetics +a +a +c +a +a +a +a +a
Jewelry +a +a +a +a +c +a +a
Antique furniture +b +a +a +c +a
Purchase DVD’s +c +b +b +b +a +c +a
Watch television +a +b +b +a +b +a +a
Use mobile phone +a +a +b +a +a
Use PC/laptop +b +b +b +a
Surf internet +a +a +a +a
Send email +a +b +b
Use ATM +a +a +a +b +a +a

Source: Using data derived from Cleveland et al. (2009a). 

Note
+/-: Sign direction for significant standardized path coefficients, AMOS multi-group SEM (baseline model for overall; 
for country-sample results: structural models with measurement-weights constrained, see Cleveland et al., 2009a).  
a means p<.01, b means p<.05, c means p<.10 (N=2015).
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Introduction

Ethnic minority consumers (e.g., Hispanics, African Americans and Asian Americans) are 
defined as consumers that share an ethnicity distinct to the mainstream population (Pires and 
Stanton 2002). In the United States (US), Hispanics, African Americans and Asian Americans 
are the main ethnic minority consumer groups with the largest economic impact and highest 
population growth. The marketing literature has studied these ethnic minority groups due to 
their positive impact on the economy and businesses (ibid.). Culture and ethnicity are factors 
that influence consumer behaviour and seller–buyer behaviour (Hui et al. 1992; Zúñiga and 
Torres 2015c). As a result each ethnic group’s consumer behaviour might be unique due to 
cultural differences. In this context, many called for ethnic marketing taking into account the 
cultural differences of ethnic groups for developing successful targeted marketing programs 
(e.g., Nwankwo et al. 1998).

Ethnic marketing is ‘to treat ethnic consumers as distinctive markets separate from the macro 
market and to reach them using differentiated marketing mix strategies’ (Cui 1998, p. 87) or 
‘differentiated marketing towards an ethnic group’ (p. 88).

With the growing diversity of the U.S. population, ethnic marketing has become an 
increasingly crucial component of marketing strategy (Pires et al. 2003; Demangeot et al. 
2013). Targeting consumers on the basis of ethnicity is essential as latest demographic trends 
suggest that the population of ethnic minority consumers is increasing in numbers. For exam-
ple, an estimated 53 million Hispanics currently live in the US, totaling 17% of the U.S. 
population (Taylor et al. 2012a). It is estimated that by 2050, Hispanics will total 29% of 
the U.S. population (Passel and Cohn 2008). As of 2005, Whites totalled 67% of the U.S. 
population and will only make up 47% in 2050. In 2050, African Americans will make up the 
same proportion of 13% as they did in 2005, while Asian Americans will see their proportion 
increase to 9% from 5% in 2005 (ibid.). In light of these trends, it is important to examine 
both the demographics and lifestyles of ethnic minorities and their implications for ethnic 
minority consumer behaviour. The chapter aims to provide a comprehensive overview of 
such trends providing useful insights for ethnic marketing development and implementa-
tion. The chapter first considers the impact of ethnicity and acculturation on ethnic minority 
consumer behaviour.
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Targeting ethnic minority consumers

Role of ethnicity and ethnic identification

Marketers have used ethnicity in advertising as a tool to appeal to consumers who self-identify 
with a specific ethnicity (Hirschman 1981; Broderick et al. 2011b). Deshpandé and Stayman 
(1994) tested the distinctiveness theory developed by McGuire (1984) to study its application to 
advertising. Distinctiveness theory is defined as the process in which ethnically targeted stimuli 
becomes more effective when the proportion of consumers from a specific ethnic group is 
lower in the overall population (Deshpandé and Stayman 1994). For instance, using a Hispanic 
ethnic spokesperson in an advert becomes more effective in creating positive attitudes toward 
the advert among Hispanics if the Hispanics are small in comparison to the overall population. 
Additionally, distinctiveness theory has found that consumers feel more different when the con-
sumers’ ethnic group is a minority leading to a strong identification with their ethnic group. 
McGuire (1984) found that consumers’ distinctive traits related to the overall population were 
more relevant and important to the consumers than the more common traits. Therefore, adver-
tising with Hispanic cues may be more effective when targeted toward a Hispanic ethnic group.

Ethnic self-awareness is also an important factor which influences consumers’ perceptions and 
responses to adverts. In this context, the concept of ethnocentrism has been employed in under-
standing the behaviours of minorities. Ethnocentrism refers to a tendency to believe that one’s 
own ethnic group is superior to all other ethnic groups (Guo and Schwing 2009) or to judge 
other cultures or ethnic groups using your own cultural values and standards. Such tendencies are 
expected to impact advert attitudes, product attitudes, retail attitudes and purchase intentions. In a 
multicultural context, some ethnocentric consumers may develop less favourable attitudes toward 
retailers and products that employ bilingual advertising or signage that does not relate to their 
ethnicity (ibid.). Moreover, including product or retailer associations of another ethnic group may 
also diminish the appeal, perception of validity, quality and preference for those products or retail-
ers. In the case of Hispanic minorities, for example, advertisers may create more effective adverts 
by using code-switching, Hispanic models, Hispanic cues, and other cultural relevant cues such as 
family, social and business settings and relationships. This phenomenon is a result of Hispanic con-
sumers relating to the cultural cues found in the advert (Zúñiga and Torres 2015a; 2015b; 2015c).

Whittler (1989) suggests that ethnic minority consumers respond positively when ethnicity is 
used in advertising. As a result of the U.S. market being more diverse, marketers have responded 
by representing various multicultural groups and using ethnic cues (e.g., ethnic actors (Zúñiga 
2015; Zúñiga and Torres 2015b)). Forehand and Deshpandé (2001) argued that the more often 
ethnicity is used in adverts, the more consumers will become conditioned to the use of ethnicity 
and the less sensitive they will be toward this tactic. Therefore, the use of ethnicity in adverts is 
not always the most appropriate strategy (ibid). This conditioning effect may be mitigated when 
consumers relate the ethnic cues in adverts to their self-identity (ibid). In other words, consumers 
are more susceptible to adverts with ethnic cues if they possess high levels of ethnic self-awareness.

Forehand and Deshpandé (2001) found that ethnic self-awareness occurs when consumers 
are more sensitive to information that relates to their specific ethnicity. The related process 
in which consumers self-identify with a specific ethnicity is known as self-categorization. 
Self-categorization is the unconscious process of consumers comparing the similarities and dis-
similarities between their ethnic group and others. Ethnic identification, which is shaped from 
consumers’ past social and cultural experiences, is a factor that affects ethnic self-awareness (ibid.). 
Strength of ethnic identification is defined as the extent to which a member of an ethnic group 
identifies with their ethnic group (Deshpandé and Stayman 1994). Moreover, the higher the 
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level of ethnic identification a consumer holds the more sensitive the consumer is to products 
and adverts with ethnic cues. The social situation or environment also affects the strength of 
ethnic identification (Stayman and Deshpandé 1989). It is important to understand that the 
measurement of ethnicity is more accurate if ethnicity and strength of ethnic identification is 
studied in combination with the environmental or situational ethnicity.

Ethnic minority groups are more likely to identify with their ethnicity if they are sur-
rounded by a majority of consumers belonging to another ethnicity. Consumers living in such 
situations are characterized as having a strong ethnic self-awareness and in being more sensitive 
to ethnic cues in adverts. For example, if the social environment has a majority of Hispanics, 
Hispanic consumers tend to consume more products that relate to their Hispanic ethnicity 
compared to situations where their social environment is composed of diverse ethnic groups 
and Hispanic consumers don’t represent the majority. Consumers with strong ethnic group 
identification don’t not always possess a strong ethnic self-awareness (Forehand and Deshpandé 
2001). Forehand and Deshpandé argue that advertisers often assume that consumers with a 
strong ethnic group identification always possess a strong ethnic self-awareness and this is not 
the case. Advertisers need to be cautious and not assume such relationships, and instead research 
their target audience carefully in order to determine small details (e.g., the relationship between 
ethnic group identification and self-awareness) that are essential for the effectiveness of their 
adverts (Zúñiga 2015). Besides factors related to the consumer or social environment, contex-
tual or stimulus primes are also known to influence ethnic self-awareness (Zúñiga and Torres 
2015b). For instance, cues in an advertising context such as code-switched words and ethnic 
images directed toward Asian Americans might affect the levels of consumer self-awareness.

The use of specific ethnic group members as spokespeople for advertising is a factor that 
impacts the effectiveness of adverts (Whittler 1989). More specifically, viewers of adverts prefer 
those that use spokespeople from their own ethnic group. Furthermore, viewers can be differ-
entiated by the level of strength of identification with their ethnic group. For instance, viewers 
prefer a spokesperson belonging to their own ethnic group when they identify more strongly 
with that group. The relationship between distinctiveness theory and the influence of ethnic-
ity on advertising effectiveness is vital for developing effective marketing messages. A model 
was developed by Deshpandé and Stayman (1994) that states an ethnic situation affects ethnic 
salience, which moderates the influence of the spokesperson’s ethnicity on the spokesperson’s 
trustworthiness – ultimately influencing brand attitude.

In essence, marketers may be more successful by tailoring their marketing messages to each dis-
tinct ethnic group. Accommodation theory indicates that ethnic minority consumers are more likely 
to consider someone they perceive as similar as more attractive and influential (Koslow et al. 1994).

Role of acculturation

Acculturation is a process that influences the effectiveness of targeted messages toward ethnic 
minority groups. The process of acculturation is the cultural change that occurs when consum-
ers with diverse cultural backgrounds interact (Gibson 2001). Consumers form their identities 
via diverse acculturation modes, meaning that the acculturation process is an ongoing process 
and not a homogenous one (ibid.).

Berry (1997; 2003) and Berry et al. (1986) depict one of the most popular models of accul-
turation. Such models in particular highlight the resulting acculturation categories from the 
interactions of ethnic groups of consumers. Acculturation results in either positive or nega-
tive attitudes toward ‘ancestral’ and ‘host’ cultures (Poulis et al. 2013). Those consumers that 
strive for cultural maintenance typically are those that consider their cultural identity important  
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enough to maintain. On the other hand, those consumers that do not strive for cultural main-
tenance typically make an effort to be involved with the majority culture. Four modes of 
acculturation exist: integration, assimilation, separation and marginalism. The fours modes of 
acculturation result because differences in consumers’ attitudes toward their ancestral culture 
and host culture. There are some consumers that strive to maintain their ancestral cultural back-
ground, some that strive to be involved with the host culture, some hold positive attitudes, and 
some hold negative attitudes toward the acculturation process.

Integration results when consumers maintain their ancestral culture and also become involved 
in the host culture (Kipnis et al.; Broderick et al. 2011a). On the other hand, assimilation results 
when consumers reject their ancestral culture and become involved in the host culture (ibid.). 
Separation is the process that occurs when consumers make efforts to maintain their ancestral 
cultural identity and do not engage with the host culture (ibid.). Marginalism occurs when con-
sumers reject both their own cultural identity and the host culture as well. The different modes 
of acculturation have implications on firms’ marketing strategy. Additionally, Ownbey and 
Horridge (1997) found that acculturation modes have a stronger effect on consumer behaviour 
than ethnicity. Therefore, marketers have to consider the acculturation mode besides ethnicity 
to effectively target ethnic groups.

This chapter reviews the three major minority groups (i.e., Hispanics, African Americans 
and Asian Americans) because they represent the largest groups and economically most impact-
ful. The chapter then reviews changing trends in demographics and ethnic minority lifestyles 
in the areas of education, poverty, economics, health, politics, immigration, ethnic media, 
homeownership, technology and religion that may be used by marketers to develop more 
effective messages targeted at each distinct ethnic group.

Hispanics

Important issues

Categorization of the U.S. Hispanic population with roots to Spanish-speaking countries has 
typically involved the use of the terms Hispanic or Latino. In order to clarify this further, Taylor 
et al. (2012b) held a telephone-based national bilingual survey of a nationally representative 
sample of 1,220 Latinos 18 years and older. Of the 1,220 total respondents 436 were born in the 
US (this excludes Puerto Rico) and 784 were born outside the US including Puerto Rico. The 
margin of error is 3.6% for this study. The authors found that 51% (vs 24% of Hispanics who 
prefer a pan-ethnic label) of Hispanics identify by their family’s country of origin using terms 
such as Mexican or Venezuelan, not fully agreeing with the pan-ethnic labels Hispanic and 
Latino (Taylor et al. 2012b). Additionally, 36% identify their race as White and 3% as African 
American (ibid.). Those that use the term American to describe their identity totaled 21%. 
When choosing between the terms Hispanic or Latino, 51% of Hispanics indicated they have 
no preference while those that did have a preference were divided, 33% preferred Hispanic and 
14% preferred Latino (ibid.).

Taylor et al. also found that 69% of Hispanics believe that U.S. Hispanics have different 
cultures compared to 29% who believe that one culture is shared among the ethnic group. 
All respondents did however agree that they shared a strong relationship with the Spanish lan-
guage. A total of 82% of Hispanic adults studied speak Spanish and 95% said it is important for 
Hispanics to continue speaking Spanish in the future (ibid.).

In comparison to those who identified as a typical American, 47% of Hispanics believe that 
they are very different from a typical American (ibid.). Only 21% indicated that they use the 
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term American to describe their identity. Currently 48% of Hispanics are U.S. born; these U.S. 
born Hispanics tend to have a stronger American identity than those Hispanics that immigrated 
to the US (ibid.). A total of 66% U.S. born Hispanics identify as a typical American compared to  
only 34% of those Hispanics born outside the US (ibid.).

Use of the Spanish or English language varies among Hispanics. Taylor et al. found that 
38% of Hispanics are Spanish dominant, 38% are bilingual and 24% are English dominant. The 
majority of those born in the US (51%) are English dominant. Overall, Hispanics have posi-
tive perceptions of the US and 87% of Hispanics believe that Hispanic immigrants should learn 
English in order to be successful (ibid.). A total of 55% believe it is very important that future 
generations learn to speak Spanish if they want to be successful and 20% believe it is somewhat 
important (ibid.).

Economic power

Though companies’ dollars allocated to Hispanics remain small as a percent of total general 
domestic advertising spending, more than 78% of blue chip companies have recognized the 
potential of the Hispanic market in the US (Torres 2007). The Hispanic consumers’ annual 
purchasing power totals $1 trillion and is the fastest growing demographic in the US (Fahmy 
2010). Their purchasing power is expected to increase to $1.5 trillion by the year 2017, becom-
ing the world’s nineth largest economy (ibid.). Hispanics are characterized as one of the most 
brand loyal segments of the U.S. general population, making it an even more valuable market 
for advertisers (Zúñiga and Torres 2015c). These attributes of Hispanics are vital for economic 
growth and business success. As a result, advertisers have viewed the Hispanic segment as an 
attractive and high potential market segment to target.

When Hispanics compare their minority group to other minorities, 55% say their group is 
as successful as other ethnic minority groups. Only 22% indicate that they believe the Hispanic 
group is less successful, and 17% believe the Hispanic group has been more successful than other 
minority groups (Taylor et al. 2012b). The perception of the US, compared to their country of 
origin, differs among Hispanics. Hispanics perceive life in the US to be of higher quality than 
in their family’s country of origin, regardless if they are U.S. born or have immigrated to the 
US. A majority 87% of Hispanics believe that the US offers more opportunities for progress in 
life than their country of origin (ibid.). Additionally, 72% of Hispanics view the US as a better 
country for raising children compared to their country of origin and 69% believe that the US 
treats the poor better (ibid.). When looking at moral values, 44% of Hispanics believe that they 
are higher in the US, but 39% believe that the strength of family ties is higher in their country 
of origin (ibid.). Hispanics’ perceptions of the US being an overall positive country to live in 
were also analyzed. For example, 79% of Hispanic immigrants would immigrate again despite 
the reasons for immigration. Of these, 55% immigrated for economic reasons and 24% for fam-
ily reasons (ibid.).

African Americans

Important issues

A content analysis by Bailey (2006) found that African Americans have more commonly appeared 
in advertising, and their presence has become more significant in recent years. Research regard-
ing African Americans in advertising over the years (Taylor and Lee 1995; Cox 1970; Bush 
et al. 1980; Green 1999; Lee et al. 2002; Martin et al. 2004) has found that their presence 
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in advertising has increased consistently. Many of these studies have looked at the frequency 
in which African Americans appear in advertising (Bush et al. 1980; Licata and Biswas 1993; 
Stevenson 2002; Bailey 2006) and they all agree that African Americans have become more 
prominent in both TV and print advertising.

Appiah (2001) examined whether the strength of ethnic identification influenced adolescents’ 
responses to adverts, and found that subjects with strong ethnic identities identified more strongly 
with and responded more favourably towards adverts with characters matching their own ethnic-
ity. The relevance of this finding becomes clearer when advertisers consider evidence that ethnic 
identification is high among minority group members in the US (Deshpandé et al. 1986).

The role of a model’s race has been well researched and its role as a peripheral cue has pre-
viously been established (Whittler and Spira 2002). The study by Whittler and Spira (2002) 
explored the role of ethnicity in an advertising context based on the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (ELM) and Social Categorization Theory. Their study examined minority viewers’ evalu-
ations of products and adverts containing ethnic cues. Specifically, African American adults rated 
an advert that featured either a White or an African American model. Consistent with distinc-
tiveness and ethnic identification theory, product and advert evaluations were more favourable 
when an African American model was present compared to when a White model was, but only 
for African American participants who identified strongly with their culture. African Americans 
who identified weakly with their culture evaluated the product and advert similarly for both 
situations in which either a White or African American model were present. The results also 
showed that the African American model’s ethnicity motivated African Americans, especially 
those with strong racial attitudes, to process the message in a biased manner. In particular, the 
African American (versus White) model’s ethnicity positively influenced the African American 
participants’ thoughts about the product, which in turn yielded more favourable product  
evaluations.

Whittler and Spira (2002) explored how the model’s ethnicity, consistent with the ELM’s 
contention, may play different roles (i.e. as a peripheral cue, to increase the level of elaboration 
or as an argument). By collecting thought listing data and measuring both valence of thoughts 
and elaboration, they found that a model’s ethnicity may influence persuasion in more than one 
way. Their research suggests that a model’s ethnicity can play two roles. In one role, the model’s 
ethnicity may operate as a peripheral cue. With respect to model ethnicity, its role as a periph-
eral cue has been established in several past studies (e.g., Whittler 1989; Whittler and DiMeo 
1991). Their study supports a second but limited role for model ethnicity. In this second role, 
a model’s ethnicity may affect the direction of argument elaboration by producing a positive or 
negative motivational bias to related thoughts. This role is limited because it only emerged with 
racially sensitive viewers.

Economic power

As marketers begin planning their future campaigns and strategic approach, the list of the most 
desirable consumer targets is not necessarily a copy of years past. With a significant spending 
power, the African American segment is one of the most lucrative, interesting and complex 
targets for national and local advertisers. Reaching the African American consumer can help 
marketers expand their consumer base, increase revenue and build brand awareness. African 
Americans comprise more than 13% of the U.S. population today (i.e. totaling 39.2 million) 
and are expected to spend more than $1 trillion in 2013 alone from approximately $318 billion 
in 1990, according to the U.S. Census Bureau and the Selig Center for Economic Growth 
at the University of Georgia’s Terry College of Business (Humphreys 2007). The estimated 
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spending power of $1 trillion in 2013 is expected to result from an increase of 41% from 2007, 
the largest increase among other ethnic groups (ibid.). By July 2050, census estimates indicate 
61.4 million African Americans will live in the US. The population growth in this segment 
gives marketers reason enough to market to African Americans and create inventive ways of 
reaching out to them.

As this consumer segment continues to grow in importance, marketers need to focus on 
determining what types of products could benefit from African American-targeted advertising. 
Major corporations have certainly taken notice. Marketing giants such as Coca-Cola, Ford 
and L’Oreal have instituted special divisions within their marketing departments to develop 
targeted strategies for communicating to African Americans through traditional advertising 
media and other diverse channels. Marketers are definitely paying attention. These days when-
ever we watch TV or look through a magazine African Americans appear in more adverts 
than ever before. African Americans have become more and more prominent in advertising 
in recent years (Torres 2007). In the 2012 Super Bowl alone Coca-Cola paid close to $4 mil-
lion each for three commercials celebrating African American History Month. Advertising in 
ethnic media increased in the last decade at a pace dramatically beyond increases in advertising 
as a whole. Price (2005) reported that in 2004, marketers spent about $1.8 billion in advertis-
ing to communicate specifically with African American consumers. African American media 
receives the largest share of ethnic media spending.

Armed with the U.S. Census data that indicates the large and increasing purchasing power 
and population size of the African American market, more corporations – including Pepsi, 
GM and Johnson & Johnson – are investing more marketing dollars into the African American 
market than ever before (TNS Media Intelligence 2005). Also, corporations who have tar-
geted these buyers for some time have increased their investment. Examples include Procter 
& Gamble, Wal-Mart and Dell (TNS Media Intelligence 2005). In 2007 L’Oreal USA Beauty 
Company teamed up with Essence magazine as a way to target African American women 
(Nagel 2007).

Asian Americans

Important Issues

As indicated by the U.S. Census Bureau, the term Asian refers to a person having an origin 
in Southeast Asia, Far East or the Indian sub-continent (Humes et al. 2011). Some countries 
in this geographic location include China, India, Pakistan, Cambodia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, 
Philippine Islands, Vietnam and Thailand. Chinese, Asian Indian, Japanese, Vietnamese or 
Other Asian are the terms used by Asian Americans to indicate their race.

The 2010 Census estimated there were 17.3 million U.S. residents of Asian descent (Pew 
Research Social & Demographic Trends 2013). This number is 5.6% of the U.S. population. 
The Asian population is expected to increase to 33.4 million by 2050 (Zhang 2010). A total 
14.7 million indicated they were Asian alone and the other 2.6 million indicated they were a 
combination of Asian with one or more race (Humes et al. 2011). California has the largest 
Asian population, totaling 5.6 million; New York the second largest with 1.6 million; and the 
highest proportion exists in Hawaii making up 57% of the population (U.S. Census Bureau 
2010). The U.S. Asian population can be divided into different sub-groups in the following 
fashion: Chinese Americans (4.0 million) are the largest group, followed by Filipinos (3.4 mil-
lion), Asian Indians (3.2 million), Vietnamese (1.7 million), Koreans (1.7 million) and Japanese 
(1.3 million) (Pew Research Social & Demographic Trends 2013). According to the U.S. 
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Census Bureau (2010), the Asian American population is expected to increase from 10.7 million 
in 2000 to 40.6 million in 2050, a 279% increase. Additionally, the Asian American population 
is expected to increase 162% from 2008 to 2050 compared to a 44% increase of the total U.S. 
population (ibid.).

Country of origin, immigration rates and local availability of native-language media are 
factors that affect the choice of whether Asian Americans view media in English or their 
native language. For instance, Japanese Americans have lower rates of immigration, and most 
families tend to have established themselves in the US several generations ago compared to 
other Asian American sub-groups (Nielsen 2012). As a result, they are more likely to consume 
English language media and tend to speak English at higher rates than other Asian American 
sub-groups. However, while Japanese families established themselves in the US several genera-
tions ago, Chinese, Vietnamese and Korean current immigration rates are higher than those 
of the Japanese (Nielsen 2012). As a result, Chinese, Vietnamese and Koreans prefer to speak 
in their native language rather than English. According to Nielsen (2012), a total 61% of all 
Asian Americans indicate they speak English very well compared to 50% of those who are for-
eign born. Additionally, a total of 77% of all Asian Americans speak another language besides 
English at home (ibid.).

More specifically, in 2008 there were 2.5 million people aged 5 or older who spoke Chinese 
in their home (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). In the US, this ranks the Chinese language second 
only behind Spanish as the most widely spoken language besides English (ibid.).

Younger Asian Americans are more likely to use English as their primary language compared 
to the older generations, who are more likely to stick to their native tongue (Kaufman-
Scarborough 2000). Additionally, many Asian Americans use their native tongue in normal 
situations such as reading, entertainment and product evaluations. Specifically, about 24% 
primarily use their native language and more than half of Asian Americans feel comfortable 
speaking their native language (ibid.).

In terms of brand attitudes, both brand loyalty and price sensitivity are high among Asian 
Americans (Cohen 1992). When making buying decisions, Asian American consumers do not 
buy the lowest priced item but instead search for the best item for the lowest price (Kaufman-
Scarborough 2000). Additionally, Berkowitz (1994) found that Asian Americans are high in 
brand loyalty. A survey of 1,600 Asian Americans showed that 72% reported brand names 
influencing their purchase decisions. Premium products are high on the list of items to buy 
among Asian American consumers – one example being automobiles, as they represent status 
to a great extent.

In mainstream media, Asian Americans are under-represented compared to other ethnic 
groups, but when they do appear in media they are more commonly in stereotypical roles 
(Zhang 2010). Asian women, for example, are depicted in a variety of stereotypes including 
silent, humble, obedient, exotic or hyper-sexualized dolls, or the total opposite, being evil, 
deceitful, seductive or ruthless dragon ladies (Park et al. 2006). Men are portrayed as asexual, 
culturally ignorant, effeminate, hardworking, intelligent, thrifty, technologically savvy and as 
the model minority (Yuen et al. 2005; Paek and Shah 2003). It is important to note that these 
stereotypes affect the acculturation of Asian Americans. Therefore, in understanding the stereo-
types, as well as their current lifestyles, marketers can more effectively target Asian Americans. 
For instance, Paek and Shah (2003) indicate that marketers are more than ever targeting Asian 
Americans with stereotypes, such at the model minority stereotypes, in order to increase advert 
effectiveness. Language use, price sensitivity, brand loyalty and status are other factors that influ-
ence Asian Americans’ lifestyles, and that should be considered to effectively develop persuasive 
adverts.
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Economic power

Buying power for Asian Americans in 2012 was $718.4 billion, a dramatic increase of 523% 
between 1990 and 2012 (Nielsen 2012). At this rate, the buying power is expected to reach 
$1 trillion in 2017 (ibid.). This buying power can be compared to individual countries and 
would make it the world’s eighteenth economy in buying power (ibid.). Asian Americans are 
considered to be one of the fastest growing, most educated and affluent ethnic group. The 
2008 median household income for Asian Americans was $70,069 for those that identify as 
single race (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). The median household income for the sub-groups dif-
fered. For instance, Asian Indians had a median household income of $90,528 and Vietnamese-
Americans had a median household income of $55,667 (ibid.). In comparison to the 2012 U.S. 
median household income, Asian American median household income was 28% higher (ibid.). 
According to Nielsen, a total of 28% of all Asian American households had incomes greater than 
$100,000 compared to only 18% of U.S. households. As far as education is concerned, a total 
of 50% of Asian Americans aged twenty-five years or older have a Bachelor’s degree compared 
to 28% of the U.S. population (ibid.). Nielsen also reported that within the working Asian 
American population, 50% hold professional or managerial roles compared to 40% of the U.S. 
population. In 2007, the author reports that Asian American owned businesses generated rev-
enues of more than $506 billion, which is more than any other ethnic group in the US. There 
were over 1.6 million Asian American owned businesses in 2007, a 41% increase from 2002 
compared to the 18% increase for the general U.S. growth (ibid.).

Education

Enrollment rate

U.S. college enrollment of 18 to 24 year old students recently hit a record of 12.2 million in 
October 2010 (Fry 2011). In 2010, 1.8 million (15%) of students enrolled in either two or four 
year colleges were Hispanic making this a record as well (ibid.). In one year, from 2009 to 
2010, the number of Hispanic students enrolled in college increased by 349,000 compared to an 
increase of 88,000 African American students, 43,000 Asian American students, and a decrease 
of 320,000 White students. For Whites, the 320,000 students decline is the largest percentage 
decline since 1993 when the historical comparison study began (ibid.).

Another record for the year 2010 is that for the first time Hispanic students outnumbered 
African American students enrolled in college, despite the increase in enrollment for African 
American students. For instance, in 2010 among 18 to 24 year old African American students 
a total of 38% were enrolled in college compared to 32% in 2008 and 13% in 1967 (ibid.). 
Hispanic students’ enrollment rate has been growing faster than for African Americans because 
of higher birth rates and higher levels of immigration. Based on U.S. Census data, Fry found 
that in 2010, 19% of 18 to 24 year olds were Hispanic compared to 5% in 1972. Even though 
Hispanic enrollment rate has grown rapidly to 32%, a record for Hispanics, it is still lower than 
other ethnic groups such as 38% for African Americans, 62% for Asian Americans and 43% for 
Whites (ibid.).

The share of Hispanics who have completed high school has improved for the 18 and 24 year 
old Hispanic demographic; the rate increased to 73% in 2010 from 70% a year earlier in 2009 
(Fry 2011). Of those Hispanic high school graduates, the share who attended college increased 
from 39% in 2009 to 44% in 2010 (ibid.). The growth of Hispanic students attending college 
was focused on two year colleges. In 2010, 46% of Hispanic 18 to 24 year olds attending college 
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were enrolled at two year colleges and 54% attended a four year college. This can be compared 
to the 18 to 24 year old cohorts from other ethnic groups that attended four year colleges, which 
included 73% Whites, 78% Asian Americans and 63% of African Americans (ibid.).

The economic recession that started in 2007 impacted 18 to 24 year olds with high unem-
ployment levels. As a result, this recession helped with increased college enrollment of young 
adults of all three major minority groups due to high unemployment rates (Fry 2009).

Completion rate

Enrollment rates have been increasing for ethnic minority young adults but the question now 
is whether that translates to increased completion rates. Fry (2011) used data from the National 
Center for Education Statistics to compare the completion rate of the various ethnic groups in 
2010. The findings showed that 25 to 29 year old Hispanic students who completed at least a 
Bachelor’s degree consisted of only 13% compared to 53% of Asian Americans, 39% of Whites 
and 19% of African Americans (ibid.). This lower completion rate of Hispanics was attributed 
to Hispanic immigrants and the challenges they encounter learning a new language. A total 
20% of those U.S. born 25 to 29 year old Hispanics completed at least a Bachelor’s degree 
(ibid.).

Economics

Kochhar et al. (2011a) used data from the Pew Research Center’s Social and Demographic 
Trends and found that household wealth for Hispanics suffered the largest decrease of 66% 
among all ethnic groups from $18,359 in 2005 to $6,325 in 2009. African Americans suffered a 
household wealth decrease of 53% and Whites 16% (ibid.). The main factor that impacted the 
household wealth of Hispanics was the drop in household values. Interestingly, Hispanic’s net 
worth was heavily focused on home equity – about 66% of their net worth (ibid.). Additionally, 
a majority of Hispanics live in states that were hit the hardest by the housing market crash.

Based on research conducted using data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation 
(SIPP), the median wealth of Whites is 18 times greater than that of Hispanics and twenty times 
greater than that of African Americans (Kochhar et al. 2011b). These discrepancies are the largest 
in twenty-five years since the U.S. government started publishing such data and studies (ibid.). 
Additionally, in 2009, a total of 31% of Hispanic households and 35% of African American 
households had either a zero or negative net worth compared to only 15% of White households 
(ibid.). In 2005 prior to the recession of 2007, those percentages were 23% for Hispanic house-
holds, 29% for African Americans compared to only 11% of Whites (ibid.). In 2009, a total of 
24% of Hispanics and 24% of African Americans had no assets besides a vehicle compared to 6% 
Whites (ibid.). From 2005 to 2009, the wealth disparity among Hispanics increased as well. For 
instance, in 2005 the top 10% Hispanic households accounted for 56% of all Hispanic household 
wealth compared to 72% in 2009 (ibid.).

Poverty

The World Bank defines poverty as deprivation in well-being and involves several dimensions 
(Poverty 2014). For example, it involves low incomes and the inability to access basic goods 
and services to survive with dignity (ibid.). Additionally, poverty involves the inability to access 
health and education, clean water and sanitation, physical security, voice and the inability to 
have the capacity and opportunity to improve one’s well-being (ibid.). In the US, poverty 
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levels of families are determined by family size and income (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2011). The 
U.S. Census Bureau specifically determines poverty levels based on family composition and the 
Consumer Price Index. The official poverty line for a family of four was $22,113 in 2010 (ibid.).

In 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau released the results of a study that analyzed the poverty 
status of U.S. ethnic groups using the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM). This measure 
was developed by the U.S. Census Bureau so that factors such as medical expenses, tax credits, 
non-cash government benefits (e.g., food stamps, housing subsidies, school lunch programs) and 
cost-of-living adjustments are considered when determining poverty status (Lopez and Cohn 
2011a). The poverty status results showed that the national poverty rate for 2010 was 16% or 
49.1 million people. Currently Hispanics have the highest rate of people living in poverty. The 
poverty rate in 2010 for Hispanics was 28.2%, 11.1% for Whites, 16.7% for Asian Americans, 
and 25.4% for African Americans (ibid.).

Childhood poverty

Hispanic children have been the most affected by the increasing poverty levels in the U.S. 
Hispanic children are the largest group in poverty compared to children in other ethnic groups, 
amounting to 6.1 million in 2010 (Lopez and Velasco 2011b). In percentage terms, 37.3% of 
children in poverty were Hispanic, 30.5% were White, and 26.6% were African American 
during the year 2010 (ibid.). This is the first time in history that the largest proportion of poor 
children was not White. This result is attributed to the growing Hispanic population, high birth 
rates and increasing economic problems in the Hispanic community.

Hispanic children aged 17 years and younger total 23.1% of the nation’s children (Passel et al. 
2011a). Of other groups, White children total 53.5% of the U.S. children and African Americans 
only 14.6% (Lopez and Velasco 2011b). An estimated 6.1 million Hispanic children live in pov-
erty and 4.1 million of those born in the US have immigrant parents (ibid.).

The economic downturn that was experienced in 2007 greatly impacted the Hispanic com-
munity’s unemployment rates, mostly among Hispanic immigrants (Kochhar 2008). In 2011, 
the Hispanic unemployment rate was 11.0%, which was higher than the 8.5% national unem-
ployment rate (Taylor et al. 2012c). During the period 2005–9, household wealth decreased 
the most among Hispanic consumers compared to the household wealth among Whites and 
African Americans (Taylor et al. 2011). In 2008, a study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
found that food insecurity among Hispanics increased drastically during the recession that was 
experienced in 2007. For instance, in 2008, 32.1% of Hispanic households with children were 
affected compared to 23.8% of similar households in 2007 (Nord et al. 2009). Moreover, before 
the recession more White children lived in poverty, but after the recession Hispanic children in 
poverty outnumbered White children. From 2007 (when the recession started) to 2010, there 
was an increase of 1.6 million (36.3%) Hispanic children living in poverty. In the same period, 
the increase for White children was 17.6%, and 11.7% for African American children (Lopez 
and Velasco 2011b).

By 2010, 35% of Hispanic children, 39.1% of African American children and 12.4% of 
White children were living in poverty (ibid.). The poverty rate changes that resulted from the 
2007 recession affected Hispanic children the most. For instance poverty rates increased by 
9.7% for those children with parents with a high school diploma or less and only 0.6 percentage 
points for those that had parents with a college degree. Additionally, Hispanic children with 
single mothers had a poverty rate of 57.3%. Hispanic children with one parent unemployed had 
a poverty rate of 43.5% in 2010, whereas children with one parent that had at least a college 
degree had a poverty rate of 8.7% (ibid.).
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Health

In order to further understand health care access of ethnic minorities, the Pew Research Hispanic 
Center held a nationwide survey in 2007. A high proportion of Hispanics, similar to other 
minority groups, lack health insurance. According to Livingston (2009), an estimated 60% of 
non-U.S. citizens or legal permanent residents lacked health insurance in 2007. In compari-
son, 28% of Hispanics that are legal permanent residents or citizens and 17% of the adult U.S. 
population lack health insurance (ibid.). In general, Hispanic adults who are non-U.S. citizens 
or legal permanent residents tend to be younger and healthier when compared to the adult U.S. 
population. These Hispanic adults are also less likely (57%) than U.S. citizens or legal permanent 
residents (76%) and the adult U.S. population (83%) to have a regular health care provider (ibid.).

Community health centres that are funded by federal and state governments as well as private 
donations have been very helpful to vulnerable populations such as Hispanics. A total of 41% 
of Hispanics who are non-U.S. citizens or non-legal permanent residents attended such com-
munity health centres for health care (ibid.). Of those adult Hispanics that are U.S. citizens or 
legal permanent residents, 15% attended private health centres or hospital outpatient facilities 
for health care (ibid.). These facilities require the patients to pay by either insurance or out of 
pocket means.

Emergency rooms, in general, are required by law to accept and provide health services 
to most patients. Most of the time, patients are responsible for payment of the services, but 
on occasion, the Federal government reimburses the hospitals’ part of the expenses for some 
patients who do not have the financial means to make the payment. Only 6% of Hispanic adults 
who are non-U.S. citizens or legal residents attended emergency rooms for health care services 
(ibid.). It is also estimated that a total of 37% of Hispanics who are non-U.S. citizens or legal 
permanent residents have no health care provider. Out of that 37%, about 28% of the group 
state that financial problems are the reason for having no health care provider, another 17% indi-
cate the reason is the lack of health insurance and a futher 12% state that the high medical costs 
are the reason (ibid.). Additionally, 56% of Hispanics with no health care provider state that they 
do not need one, so therefore do not have one. Not understanding the U.S. health care system 
was a reason provided by 5% of the group for not having a health care provider (ibid.). In the 
US, there are about 46 million Americans who lack health insurance, out of which, 17% are 
unauthorized immigrants and their children (Passel and Cohn 2009).

Health status

In general, the Hispanic U.S. population is considered to be young compared to other ethnic 
groups. Livingston (2009) found that 43% of Hispanics that are non-U.S. citizens or legal 
permanent residents are younger than 30 compared to 27% of those Hispanics who are U.S. 
citizens or legal permanent residents and 22% of other U.S. adults. Their young age is a factor 
in the healthiness of Hispanics in the US. Only 34% of Hispanics that are non-U.S. citizens or 
legal permanent residents missed work or spent at least half a day in bed due to illness or injury 
within the past year (ibid.). The rate increases for those Hispanics that are U.S. citizens or 
legal permanent residents to 42% and even further to 52% for the remainder of the U.S. adult 
population (ibid.).

Health care system experiences

Livingston (2009) also found that the majority of Hispanics (76%) who are non-U.S. citizens 
or non-legal permanent residents experienced an excellent or good medical care experience 
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within the past year. About 78% of Hispanics that are U.S. citizens or legal permanent residents 
were satisfied with their medical care that they had within the last year. In a related survey, 
Hispanics were asked whether they had experienced any poor medical treatment in the past five 
years. Results show that Hispanics who are non-U.S. citizens or non-legal permanent residents 
were less likely to report any bad experiences (16%) compared to those U.S. citizens or legal 
permanent residents (24%; ibid.). Out of the 16% of Hispanics that are non-U.S. citizens or 
non-legal permanent residents and expressed a poor medical care experience, 46% stated they 
believed that their English proficiency was a reason for the poor medical care experience (ibid.). 
Another 43% believed that their financial limitations to pay for the medical care was a reason, 
37% attributed their poor medical care to their race or ethnicity and 25% attributed their poor 
experience to their medical history (ibid.).

Out of the Hispanic non-U.S. citizens or non-legal permanent residents, 76% felt comforted 
by their medical care visit, 69% felt reassured, 31% felt frustrated, and 27% felt confused (ibid.).

Political attitudes

2012 Election and the impact of the Hispanic electorate

Taylor et al. (2012a) relied on data from the Pew Research Hispanic Center, U.S. Census 
Bureau data, Election Day exit polls and nationwide surveys of Hispanics to develop an 
understanding of the Hispanic electorate in 2012. The Hispanic electorate is estimated to 
double by the year 2030 (ibid.). In the 2012 election, Hispanics only comprised 10% of the 
total U.S. voters. This electorate share is expected to increase rapidly due to several reasons. 
One main reason is the current Hispanic median age of 27 years and 18 years for those who 
are native born, making them the youngest ethnic group (ibid.). In comparison, Whites have 
a median age of 42 years. As more Hispanics reach voting age their electorate is expected to 
increase rapidly.

Hispanics are projected to account for 40% of the growth that is expected in the U.S. 
electorate up until the year 2030. In the year 2030, the current 23.7 million Hispanics that 
are eligible to vote is expected to reach 40 million (ibid.). During the 2012 election, voter 
participation rates and naturalization rates of Hispanics were low compared to other ethnic 
groups. The Hispanic electorate could potentially double in twenty years if those voter par-
ticipation and naturalization rates of Hispanics increase to equivalent levels to those of other 
ethnic groups (ibid.).

According to the national exit polls of the 2012 election, an estimated 10%, or 12.5 million, 
of all voters were Hispanic (ibid.). This indicates that more than 40 million Hispanics did not 
vote or were not eligible to vote. The significance of this to the future of the Hispanic electorate 
can be described by understanding the characteristics of the more than 40 million Hispanics that 
did not cast any ballots. There were 11.2 million eligible adult voters who did not vote (44% to 
53% turnout rate is below the turnout rate of Whites and African Americans), 5.4 million were 
adult legal permanent residents that were not eligible to vote because they were not naturalized 
U.S. citizens (naturalization rate of 49% is below the rate for other ethnicities, which is 72%), 
7.1 million were adult unauthorized immigrants (if Congress passes a law that allows citizenship 
they will become eligible voters) and 17.6 million were under the age of 18 (93% of youths are 
U.S. born and will be eligible to vote once they turn 18; ibid.). Currently 800,000 Hispanics 
turn 18 each year and by 2030 this could be more than 1 million per year (by the year 2030 
new Hispanic voters of this type could total 16 million; ibid.). This demonstrates reasons why 
the Hispanic electorate has a great potential to increase dramatically.
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2012 Election Hispanic voters

In the 2012 election, 71% of Hispanics voted for Democrat Barack Obama compared to 27% 
for Republican Mitt Romney (Lopez and Taylor 2012). In comparison to all other presidential 
elections, the largest share of Hispanic votes (71%) was the highest percentage since the 72% of 
Hispanics who voted in the 1996 elections for President Bill Clinton (ibid.). The electorate in 
the 2012 election consisted of 10% Hispanics compared to 9% in 2008 and 8% in 2004 (ibid.). 
Non-White voters also increased from 26% in 2008 to 28% in 2012 (ibid.).

In key battleground states, the majority of Hispanic voters voted for President Barack Obama. 
In Florida, 60% of eligible Hispanic voters voted for President Barack Obama compared to 39% 
for Mitt Romney. Similarly, the majority of eligible Hispanics (75%) voted for President Barack 
Obama in Colorado and 23% for Mitt Romney, in Nevada 70% for President Barack Obama 
and 25% for Mitt Romney and 68% in North Carolina, 65% in Wisconsin, 64% in Virginia and 
53% in Ohio for Barack Obama (ibid.).

According to Lopez and Taylor, national exit polls using CNN’s 2012 data showed that 
60% of Hispanics considered the economy to be the most important issue facing the US com-
pared to the 59% of the general U.S. electorate. Healthcare followed with 18% of Hispanics, 
the federal budget deficit then followed with 11% and 6% for foreign policy. A total of 77% 
(vs 65% of general U.S. electorate) of Hispanic voters preferred that unauthorized immigrants 
currently working in the US should be offered an opportunity for legal status and only 18% (vs 
28% of general U.S. electorate) thought that the unauthorized immigrants should be deported 
(ibid.).

Demographics and political views

As general politics go, 30% (vs 21% of the general U.S. public) of Hispanics identify their politi-
cal views as ‘liberal’ or ‘very liberal’ (Taylor et al. 2012b). Lopez and Taylor (2012a) studied the 
2012 national exit polls and found 76% of Hispanic women voted for President Barack Obama 
compared to 65% of Hispanic males. A total of 74% Hispanic youth voted for President Barack 
Obama compared to 23% who voted for Mitt Romney (ibid.). When considering all the U.S. 
youth, 60% voted for President Barack Obama and 37% for Mitt Romney. When talking 
about Hispanic college graduates, 62% voted for President Barack Obama and 35% for Mitt 
Romney. Those Hispanics without a college degree, 75% voted for President Barack Obama 
and 24% for Mitt Romney (ibid.). Income was also a factor of division. A total of 82% (vs 17% 
for Romney) of Hispanic voters with family income below $50,000 voted for President Barack 
Obama (ibid.). In comparison, 59% (vs 39% for Mitt Romney) of Hispanic households with 
family incomes of more than $50,000 voted for President Barack Obama (ibid.).

Immigration

According to the Pew Research Hispanic Center (2013a), a study using U.S. Census Bureau 
data found there were 40.4 million immigrants in 2011. Overall, immigration rates have seen a 
steady increase in the past decade. For instance, there was an increase of 2.4 million immigrants 
from 2007 to 2011 (ibid.).

Unauthorized immigration rates also experienced a steady increase in the past decade. For 
instance, in 2000 there were 8.4 million immigrants, but by 2011 that number had increased 
to 11.1 million (ibid.). Since 2000, the peak of unauthorized immigrants reached 12 million 
in 2007 but saw a decrease in 2009 to 11.1 million (Passel and Cohn 2012). More immigrants 
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reach the US than any other country in the world. Russia has the second most immigrants, 
totaling 12.3 million per year (Pew Research Hispanic Center 2013a). The 40.4 million author-
ized and unauthorized immigrants in the US totalled 13% of the U.S. population in 2011. This 
percentage is just slightly smaller than the 15% of immigrants that made up the U.S. population 
after the large immigration of Europeans from 1890 to 1920 (ibid.). The majority of immigrants 
are a result of the 1965 legislation that facilitated border crossing; most are from Latin America 
(50%) followed by Asia (27%) (ibid.).

In order to better understand the characteristics of foreign-born immigrants, the Pew 
Research Hispanic Center performed a study using data from the 2011 American Community 
Survey held by the U.S. Census Bureau. This survey includes details about characteristics such 
as citizenship, nativity, age, origin, language proficiency, living arrangements, marital status, 
fertility, schooling, health insurance coverage, earnings, poverty and employment.

An estimated 11.1 million unauthorized immigrants resided in the US by 2011 according 
to the Pew Research Hispanic Center and reached a peak of 12 million in 2007. The decrease 
that was seen after 2007 was attributed to the decreased immigration of unauthorized immi-
grants from Mexico (Passel and Cohn 2012). In 2010, Mexican unauthorized immigrants 
totalled 58% of all the U.S. unauthorized immigrants (Passel and Cohn 2011a). There were 
a total of 1 million unauthorized immigrants that were under 18 years old and 4.5 million 
U.S.-born children whose parents were unauthorized immigrants (Passel and Cohn 2011a). It 
was also estimated in 2010, that about 66% of unauthorized immigrants had been living in the 
US for at least a decade and 46% of those immigrants had young children (Taylor et al. 2011). 
According to the Pew Research Hispanic Center (2013a), about 25% of unauthorized immi-
grants end up working as farm workers (Passel and Cohn, 2009).

In comparison to Hispanic population growth, Asian American population growth is attrib-
uted to immigration. In 2012, 74% of Asian American adults were foreign born (Brown 2014). 
A total 61% of the change in the Asian American population from 2012 to 2013 was attributed 
to international migration (Brown 2014). The factor of immigration responsible for the Asian 
American population change has also affected the age of this population. For example, the 
median age for Asian Americans is 36.3 compared to 28.1 of Hispanics (Brown 2014).

Immigration attitudes

U.S. adults surveyed by the Pew Research Hispanic Center (2013b) found that 39% believed 
that illegal immigration should be a priority for the President and Congress. Based on this study, 
illegal immigration ranked seventeenth on the list of priorities for U.S. adults (ibid.). On the 
other hand, 33% of Hispanics believed that immigration should be a priority but ranked the 
economy, jobs, education and health care higher (Lopez and Gonzalez-Barrera 2012b).

Perceptions as to strategies to deal with unauthorized immigration vary among U.S. adults. 
For instance, 28% of adults believe that tighter restrictions should be implemented, while 
another 27% believe that the opportunity for citizenship should be given (Pew Research Center 
for the People & the Press 2012). The majority (42%) agree that both strategies should be pri-
orities. The strategy of giving unauthorized immigrants the opportunity for citizenship is more 
popular among Hispanics (42%) compared to the general U.S. population (27%; Pew Research 
Hispanic Center 2013a). Only 10% of Hispanics believe that tighter restrictions, such as border 
security and enforcement, should be a priority to deal with unauthorized immigration. When 
comparing Hispanics and the general U.S. population, 46% of Hispanics believe that both 
enforcement and legalization should be priorities compared to 42% of the general U.S. popula-
tion (Lopez et al. 2011c).
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A majority of Hispanics disapproved of Obama’s deportation policy (59%) compared to 25% 
who approved (Lopez et al. 2011c). Under the Obama Administration, since 2009, there have 
been 400,000 unauthorized immigrants deported a year. These deportations affected many U.S. 
Hispanics: 26% of Hispanic U.S. citizens, 32% of Hispanics non-U.S. citizens or legal residents, 
and 22% of Hispanics who are registered voters indicated that they personally know someone 
who has been deported or detained in the past 12 months (ibid.).

Ethnic media

Media selection

Hispanics are known to navigate from English to Spanish media to access news stories. For 
instance, about 50% of those foreign-born Hispanics access some of their news in English, and 
even English-fluent Hispanics access some news related to Latin America and U.S. Latin com-
munities in Spanish (Suro 2004). Suro found that those Hispanics who are likely U.S. voters 
prefer English media, with 53% accessing their news via English media, 40% from media in both 
languages and only 6% accessing their news from Spanish-only media (ibid.)

Hispanics indicate that news media influences society in various ways. The majority of 
Hispanics believe that Spanish-language media is very important for the economic and politi-
cal development of U.S. Hispanics. Many Hispanics also believe that English language media 
portrays Hispanics in ways that influence the negative image that English-speaking Americans 
have of Hispanics (ibid.).

News

A media content analysis study of more than 34,000 news stories by the Pew Research Hispanic 
Center (2009) found that event-driven news stories is the main way that the U.S. public learns 
about Hispanics and not through focused coverage of Hispanics. During the period of February 9 
to August 9, 2009, only 57 stories out of 34,452 analyzed focused directly on the lives of Hispanics 
and only 645 contained measurable references to Hispanics (ibid.). During the 2009 period studied, 
the main story or 39% of the news stories and 33% of news coverage that related to Hispanics was 
regarding the nomination of Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor as the first Hispanic. In com-
parison, immigration was the subject in 8% of the news stories during the same period, reflecting 
the priority of this subject to the Obama Administration. The Mexican Drug War was the subject 
in 15% of the news stories and the H1N1 outbreak represented 13% of the news stories (ibid.).

Homeownership

An analysis of housing, economic and demographic data in 2009 by Kochhar, Gonzalez-Barrera 
and Dockterman (2009) found that the U.S. housing market over the past fifteen years has 
resulted in larger gains and losses for minority groups compared to Whites. At the onset of 
the housing market crash in 2005, homeownership rates for African Americans and U.S.-born 
Hispanics decreased the greatest compared to that for the U.S. population in general. In 2008, 
48.9% of Hispanics owned homes compared to 59.1% of Asian Americans, 47.5% of African 
Americans and 74.9% of Whites (ibid.).

Hispanics and African Americans also have higher rates of borrowing in the subprime market. 
A total of 27.6% of the mortgages to Hispanics and 33.5% to African Americans were considered 
subprime mortgages compared to 10.5% to Whites in 2007 (ibid.). These are considered higher 
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priced loans. Specifically, Hispanic homeowners had mortgages with an annual percentage rate 
(APR) of 2.5 percentage points higher than a 30-year, fixed-rate conventional mortgage while 
African American homeowners’ APR was three percentage points higher (ibid.).

Kochhar and colleagues also indicated that U.S. homeownership experienced an increase 
from 1994 to 2004, but has declined since 2004. In 2004, it was estimated that 69% of all U.S. 
households owned a home compared to 64% earlier in 1994 (ibid.). The homeownership rate 
(measure of the percent of householders living in owner-occupied homes) decreased after 2004 
and reached 67.8% in 2008 (ibid.).

The authors found that Hispanic homeownership increased at a higher rate and for a longer 
period than the overall U.S. homeownership rate with U.S.-born Hispanics tending to have 
higher homeownership rates. Homeownership rates among this group increased from 47.2% in 
1995 to 56.2% in 2005 and remained the same rate in 2008. Foreign-born Hispanics increased 
their homeownership rates from 47.2% in 1995 to 56.2% in 2005 and they experienced a 
decrease in 2008 to 53.6% (ibid.).

In comparison, African American homeownership rates increased from 41.9% in 1995 
to 49.4% in 2004. Similar to Hispanics, in 2008 the African American homeownership rate 
decreased to 47.5% (ibid.).

In general, U.S. born citizens have a higher likelihood to be homeowners than foreign-born 
immigrants. For instance, immigrant homeownership experienced an increase from 46.5% in 
1995 to 53.3% in 2006, while in 2008 there was a decrease to 52.9%. In comparison, home-
ownership rates of U.S.-born citizens increased from 66.1% in 1995 to 71.5% in 2004 and in 
2008 the rate decreased to 70.0% (ibid.).

Home purchase loans

Loan applications among the various ethnic groups also varied. Loan applications by Hispanics 
decreased 38.2% from 2006 to 2007 compared to African Americans who saw a 34.4% decrease 
and Whites only experienced an 18.9% decrease (Kochhar et al. 2009). Within the Hispanic group, 
those with highest incomes experienced a greater decrease of 41.0% compared to those with low-
est income of 23.8% from 2006–7 (ibid.). In 2007, the median home purchase loan by Hispanics 
was $197,000 compared to $168,000 for African Americans and $180,000 for Whites. As a result, 
the loan-to-income ratios are higher within the Hispanic and African American groups compared 
to Whites. Between 2006 and 2008, the national foreclosures tripled from 0.6% to 1.8% (ibid.).

Technology

Internet

A majority (95%) of Hispanic families with annual incomes of $50,000 or more and 93% of 
those with annual incomes between $30,000 and $50,000 indicated they occasionally use the 
internet (Lopez, Gonzalez-Barrera, and Patten 2013). An estimated 93% of Hispanics between 
the ages of 18 and 29 also occasionally use the internet. Only 33% of Hispanics aged 65 and 
older use the internet at least occasionally. A total of 50% of Hispanics that use the internet are 
U.S. born and 50% are foreign born (Lopez et al. 2013). Of those Hispanics that do not use the 
internet, 21% are U.S. born and 79% are foreign born. Considering the Hispanic population 
of internet users, a total of 31% are English dominant, 41% are bilingual and 28% are Spanish 
dominant. Compared to Hispanics that are not internet users, 13% are English dominant, 29% 
are bilingual, and 58% are Spanish dominant (ibid.).
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When it comes to African Americans, 80% are internet users compared to 87% of Whites 
(Smith 2014). About 62% of African Americans have some form of broadband connection at 
home compared to 74% of Whites (ibid.). Asian Americans, on the other hand, have higher 
rates of technology use. For example, 87% of Asian Americans use the internet and 80% have 
broadband at home (Rainie 2011).

Accessing internet using mobile devices

According to Lopez et al. (2013), an estimated 76% of Hispanic internet users access the internet 
via a mobile device compared to 60% of White internet users and 73% of African Americans. A 
total of 87% of Hispanic internet users from families with annual incomes of $50,000 or more as 
well as Hispanics ages 18 to 29 get access to the internet via a mobile device at least occasionally 
(ibid.). Only 29% of Hispanic internet users of ages 65 and older indicated that they accessed 
the internet via a mobile device. On the other hand, about 90% of Asian Americans access the 
internet via a mobile device and 77% connect to the internet wirelessly (Rainie 2011).

Cell phone ownership

A total 86% of U.S. Hispanics indicated they owned a cell phone compared to 84% of Whites 
and 90% of African Americans (ibid.). Hispanic families with annual incomes above $50,000 had 
the highest cell phone ownership rate of 97%. Families with annual incomes between $30,000 
and $50,000 had a cell phone ownership rate of 95% and 96% of Hispanics ages 18 to 29 owned 
a cell phone (ibid.). Spanish-dominant Hispanics have a lower cell phone ownership rate of 
78%, Hispanics with less than a high school diploma have a 77% cell phone ownership and those 
Hispanics ages 65 and older have a cell phone ownership of 56% (ibid.). Out of those Hispanics 
that do not own cell phones, a total of 76% are foreign born and 24% are U.S. born. Additionally, 
only 13% are English dominant, 30% are bilinguals, and 57% are Spanish dominant (ibid.).

Smartphone ownership

Smartphone ownership among Hispanic adults is 49%, among Whites it is 46% and among 
African American it is 50% (ibid.). Hispanic families with annual incomes of $50,000 or 
more have the highest smartphone ownership of 76% (ibid.). In comparison, Hispanics ages 
65 or older have the lowest smartphone ownership rate of 14%. A total of 54% of Hispanic 
smartphone users are U.S. born and 58% of those that do not own a smartphone are foreign 
born (ibid.).

Computer ownership

When it comes to computer ownership, 95% of those Hispanic families with incomes of $50,000 
or more own either a desktop or laptop computer (ibid.). Only 35% of Hispanics ages of 65 or 
older own either a desktop or laptop computer. Half of Hispanic computer owners are foreign 
born and 73% of those that do not own a computer are foreign born (ibid.).

Social networking

A total 68% of Hispanic internet users use Facebook, Twitter and other social networking 
sites at least occasionally compared to 66% of Whites and 69% of African Americans (ibid.). 
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A large proportion or 84% of Hispanic internet users 18 to 29 years of age indicated that they 
use Facebook, Twitter and other social networking sites (ibid.). Only 27% of Hispanic internet 
users 65 years and older indicated they use a social networking site. A total of 54% of Hispanics 
that use social media are born in the US and 57% of those that do not use social media are 
foreign born (ibid.). In regards to those Hispanics that use social networking sites, 29% do so 
mostly or only in Spanish, 60% do so mostly or only in English and 11% do so in both English 
and Spanish (ibid.). Out of those U.S.-born Hispanics that use social networking sites, a major-
ity (86%) do so mostly or only in English. In comparison, the majority of immigrant Hispanics 
(55%) who use social networking sites do so mostly or only in Spanish (ibid.). When it comes 
to Asian Americans, 20% of internet users used Twitter, 65% used social networking sites, 44% 
used social networking yesterday, 78% of Asian Americans online are women and 57% are men, 
73% are under age 40 and 43% are older than 40 (Rainie 2011).

Religion

Results from the Pew Research Hispanic Center (2007) showed 68% of Hispanics in the US 
identified as being Roman Catholic. Another 15% identify as evangelical Protestants and 8% 
do not identify with any religion (Pew Research Hispanic Center 2007). There was a relation-
ship between religious identification and demographic characteristics. For instance, the U.S. 
Catholic group had a higher percentage of immigrants than the evangelical Protestants.

As it relates to the general U.S. Hispanic population of all religious affiliations, the major-
ity regard God as an influence in life’s daily activities. Additionally, most Hispanic households 
are devoted to praying on a daily basis, hold religious objects and attend religious service at 
least once a month (Pew Research Hispanic Center 2007). Hispanics that identify with a reli-
gion also are more likely to believe that miracles in current times are the same as in the past. 
According to the Pew Research Hispanic Center, 18% of all U.S. Hispanics indicated that they 
have converted to another religion or simply dropped their religion. Religious conversion rates 
are high among Hispanics. Among those Hispanics that identified as evangelicals, a total of 51% 
had converted from another religion and 43% previously identified as Catholics (ibid.). Out of 
all the Hispanics who converted, 82% indicated they converted because they sought a more 
direct and more personal experience with God. When analyzing the population of Hispanics 
who became evangelicals, a total of 90% indicated that the reason they did so was a spiritual 
search. Most of this same population of evangelical converts (61%) state that Catholic mass can 
be unexciting and not lively but only 36% indicate that they converted because of this reason 
(ibid.). Religion is perceived differently among U.S.-born Hispanics compared to those born 
outside the U.S. For instance, 69% of immigrant Hispanics perceive religion as very important 
in life while only 49% of U.S.-born Hispanics perceive religion as important, this compared to 
the 58% of the U.S. general population (Taylor et al. 2012b).

In the US, the increased growth rate of the Hispanic population has been attributed to the 
increase of Hispanic-oriented churches of all religious denominations. Those churches who are 
most frequented by Hispanics also consist of congregations with the majority of clergy being 
Hispanic (ibid.). A total of 77% of foreign-born Hispanics attend churches with Hispanic major-
ity congregations compared to only 48% of U.S.-born Hispanics (ibid.).

Religion was found to impact political views of Hispanics; a total of 66% of U.S. Hispanics 
indicated so. More than 50% say that churches should incorporate social and political ques-
tions in their services (ibid.). Two-thirds of Hispanics strongly believe that political leaders 
don’t express religious faith enough. Based on a study by the Pew Research Hispanic Center, 
religious affiliation impacts political beliefs. Results showed that Hispanic Catholics tend to be 
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less conservative than Hispanic evangelicals on social issues, foreign policy and the poor (ibid.). 
Hispanic Catholics are also less likely to be Republicans than Hispanic evangelicals. The major-
ity of the Hispanic electorate is Catholic (63%) and the strength of this segment is even more 
important when we consider that 70% of all Hispanics eligible to vote are Catholic (ibid.).

African Americans tend to be more religious in the following measures compared to the 
U.S. population as a whole: level of affiliation with a religion, attendance at religious services 
and frequency of prayer and religion’s importance in life (Sahgal and Smith 2009). Additionally, 
African Americans compared to other racial and ethnic groups have the highest rates of religious 
affiliation, 87% reported they belonged to a religious affiliation compared to 85% of Hispanics 
and 83% for the overall population (ibid.).

Religion in general plays a very important role in the lives of African Americans. Sahgal and 
Smith (2009) found that 79% of African Americans compared to 56% of the overall population 
regard religion as playing an important role in their lives. Additionally, a total 72% of African 
Americans who do not affiliate with a specific religion regard religion as somewhat important 
in their lives, 45% of this population regard religion as very important in their lives compared 
to 16% of the overall population (ibid.). A majority, 78%, of African Americans are Protestant 
compared to 53% of Whites, 27% of Asian Americans, 23% of Hispanics and 51% of the overall 
population (ibid.).

The largest religious group among the Asian American community are Christians (42%; 
Funk 2012). An estimated 26% of Asian Americans are unaffiliated with a religion, 14% affiliate 
with Buddhism, 10% affiliate with Hinduism, 4% are Muslim, 1% are Sikhs and about 2% are 
followers of other religions.

Asian Americans who do not affiliate with a religion have lower levels of religious commit-
ment compared to the overall U.S. population who do not affiliate with any religion (ibid.). 
For example, 76% of these Asian Americans indicate that religion is not too important or not at 
all important in their lives compared to 58% of the overall U.S. population who do not affiliate 
with a religion (ibid.).

Conclusion

Consumer diversity in the US has created a substantial challenge for advertisers. As a result of 
the increased diversity of consumers in the US, managerial and social implications need to be 
examined by advertisers when pursuing their advertising strategies (Torres 2007). This exami-
nation is important as each consumer market segment differs in culture, language usage, values, 
ideologies, preferences, customs, historical perspectives and consumption behaviour (Zúñiga 
and Torres 2015a). According to Torres it is vital to consider the differences in the diverse con-
sumer markets that compose the US. Trends in health, politics, immigration and media choices 
among minority segments are especially important in recent years given the enactment of the 
Affordable Care Act, the size of the minority electorate (which has been very important in the 
most recent elections), the increasingly polarizing immigration debate and the broad spectrum 
of media choices available on everything from TV to the internet. In light of recent events, it is 
important to examine both the demographics and lifestyles of ethnic minorities and the strate-
gies marketers are using to target the Hispanic, African American and Asian American segments.

With the growing diversity of the U.S. population, ethnic target marketing has become an 
increasingly crucial component of marketing strategy (Pires et al. 2003). Such targeting responds 
not only to current diversity, but also to census estimates that by 2050 the Hispanic, African 
American and Asian American segments of the U.S. population will collectively exceed 50%, 
compared to less than 30% in 2003 (Passel and Cohn 2008). Our chapter tries to describe these 
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trends to give both academics and practitioners a better picture of how these three ethnic 
minority segments are changing in the different areas. For instance, in the area of education 
there seems to be a trend of increased enrollment for 18 to 24 year olds. Despite this trend, 
Whites and Asian Americans still have higher rates of enrollment at four year colleges compared 
to Hispanics and African Americans (Fry 2011). The economic recession that started in 2007 
impacted 18 to 24 year olds with high unemployment levels. As a result, this recession helped 
with increased college enrollment of young adults of all three major minority groups due to 
high unemployment rates (Fry 2009). Additionally, Whites and Asian Americans have higher 
rates of Bachelor’s degree completion than Hispanics and African Americans. This lower com-
pletion rate of Hispanics was attributed to immigrant Hispanics and the challenges they face 
learning a new language.

Purchasing power is a factor that is considered by marketers when targeting potential con-
sumers. A study by the Survey of Income and Program Participation found that the median 
wealth of Whites is 18 times greater than that of Hispanics and 20 times greater than that of 
African Americans (Kochhar et al. 2011b). These discrepancies are changing (i.e. the gap is clos-
ing) and should be factored in when determining the most valuable consumers.

Related to the economic power of consumers is the rate of homeownership. In 2008, 
Asian Americans had higher rates of homeownership, followed by Hispanics and African 
Americans, respectively. As the homeownership rates increase among minorities, the 
demand for homeownership services and products increase. Both academics and practition-
ers should consider investigating how this trend affects minority consumers’ responses to 
targeted marketing messages.

Considering the Hispanic population of internet users, the highest rate of users is among 
those that are bilingual followed by those that are English dominant and Spanish dominant, 
respectively (Lopez et al. 2013). When it comes to African Americans, a similar percentage of 
African Americans to Whites are internet users (Smith 2014). Asian Americans on the other 
hand have higher rates of internet use compared to Whites (Rainie 2011). An important trend 
related to technology is smartphone ownership. Smartphone ownership among Hispanics, 
Whites and African Americans is very similar (Lopez et al. 2013). Hispanic families with annual 
incomes of $50,000 or more have the highest smartphone ownership of 76% (ibid.). Again the 
families with higher incomes typically have a higher demand for technology and specifically 
smartphone services and products. Minority groups have an increased rate of smartphone own-
ership and internet use. These technology trends among ethnic minority groups might assist 
marketers with their segmenting and targeting efforts.

Religious affiliations and practices might also be used to target minority groups effectively. 
For example, religion was found to impact political views of Hispanics; a total 66% of U.S. 
Hispanics indicated so. African Americans tend to be more religious in the following measures 
compared to the U.S. population as a whole: level of affiliation with a religion, attendance at 
religious services, frequency of prayer and religion’s importance in life (Sahgal and Smith 2009). 
The largest religious group among the Asian community is Christians, followed by those that 
are unaffiliated, 42% and 26% respectively (Funk 2012). Knowing the religious affiliations of 
these three major minority groups provides valuable segmentation information that could be 
useful in the political marketing area since religion was found to impact political views.

We believe the trends in this chapter are likely to provide useful guidance to marketers as 
they increase their efforts to selectively target ethnically defined segments in an increasingly 
diverse population. This chapter is an initial step in developing a better understanding of ethnic 
demographic trends. The ethnic marketing literature will benefit from future research that takes 
into account these demographic trends. Future research should look at the effects of ethnic 
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identification on every major minority audience (i.e., Hispanics, African Americans and Asian 
Americans) examining several product and service categories (Zúñiga and Torres 2015b; 2015c).

The strength of ethnic identification construct can be useful in several ethnic marketing 
contexts (e.g. Zúñiga et al. 2015). Future research should look at the effects of ethnic identifica-
tion using several ethnic cues (e.g., ethnic actors, language, symbols, etc.) as this may provide a 
stronger argument for the use of ethnic identification as a segmentation tool (Zúñiga and Torres 
2015b). Future research should also look at what factors may heighten minorities’ ethnic identi-
fication. Feelings of being ethnic fluctuate, as evidenced by studies that show ethnic respondents 
who report feeling varying degrees of ethnicity depending on the situation they encounter and 
the people with whom they interact (Deshpandé and Stayman 1994). Market researchers and 
practitioners should consider the implications that situational or context factors can have in the 
ethnic marketing area (Zúñiga 2015).

Future research might explore other viewer/advertising matches like gender, age, lifestyle, 
etc., and combine those with ethnicity to see how the combination of these factors influence con-
sumer responses to ethnic marketing (Zúñiga 2015b). Researchers should also explore the effects 
of brand prestige, brand meaning, language used, media placement and other product characteris-
tics that could further support the value of measuring the impact of ethnic identification (Zúñiga 
2015). The effects of brand meaning should be specifically addressed since different brands mean 
different things to different segments. Some brands are so laden with meaning that they can have 
an overpowering effect on ethnic identification and acculturation. Researchers should be careful 
to not only take into account but also measure the effects that brand meanings can have.

Finally, research might be profitably directed to explore whether and when saturation/
diminishing marginal returns might affect the responses to ethnic marketing. These are all issues 
in what is likely to be not only a rich area for research, but also one with significant practical 
implications as ethnic minorities continue to increase their share of the total U.S. population. 
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Introduction

This chapter aims to explore the influences and main characteristics of ethnic consumer decision 
making and what factors, whether directly or indirectly, influence the decisions made. Globally, 
we have witnessed a rapidly expanding multicultural landscape. With the growth in Hispanic, 
African American, Asian American, Black and ethnic minorities (BME), understanding ethnic 
decision making is vital for many. The rise in migrant numbers over the years is considerable, 
as is the change in the type of migration – from flows of people in particular eras to ‘more  
people are now moving from more places, through more places, to more places’ (Vertovec 2010, 
p. 86). The migration scene has changed with larger groups migrating in the mid-1950s to late- 
1970s from countries such as India, Pakistan and Africa to more recently smaller groups moving 
from one country to another. Understanding ethnic consumption and decision making is more 
challenging. The traditional distinct attributes of ethnic groups have become blurred; in addi-
tion, transnationalism blurs the boundaries further. Also Venkatesh draws attention to the role of 
ethnicity: ‘Ethnicity becomes a cultural condition with profound consequences to the nature of 
consumption experiences among different people’ (1995, p. 36).

The changing face of consumption and the challenges facing the consumption process have 
been discussed by many:

Consumption is evoked as a meta-concept, used to explain the most disparate phenomena. 
At once part of debate on industrial and commercial restructuring, over the language and 
meaning of contemporary politics and about the reordering of identity, space and place, 
consumption is glossed as a composite and synthetic term.

(Mort 1996, p. 7)

This evokes the depth and complexity of the concept of consumption and how it can affect 
different aspects of a person and the environment.

Central to consumption theory is motivation. Motivation is regarded as a basic concept 
in ‘human behaviour and also in consumer behaviour’ (Evans et al. 2009, p. 4). There are 
many different motivations that drive the consumer to buy. Belk and Xin (2003) argue that 
‘want’ is the basic motivator in contemporary consumption. Others have argued that ultimately  
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consumption is used as a means of fulfilling one’s satisfaction, as Marx (1867/1967) wrote, ‘A 
commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human 
wants of some sort or another. The nature of such wants, whether for instance they spring from 
the stomach or from fancy, makes no difference’ (p. 33).

This chapter focuses on ethnic consumer decision making; and in doing so, culture, identity, 
ethnicity, influence of reference groups, considering transnationalism and superdiversity.

Ethnicity and ethnic identity

‘Ethnicity is a dynamic concept related to changing social relations. Today, ethnicity is not 
so much the expression of existing roots but the provocative avowal and claim of a disturbed 
identity’ (Bouchet 1995, p. 97). In addition, ethnicity is similarly described as ‘pertaining to 
a social group within a cultural and social system that claims or is accorded special status on 
the basis of complex, often variable traits, including religion linguistics, ancestral or physical 
characteristics’ (Engel et al. 1991).

Weber’s (1961) work focused on ethnicity and ethnic identity. Ethnicity was regarded as 
a construct that included a sense of common custom, language, religion, values, morality and 
etiquette. Horowitz (1985, p. 41) regarded ethnicity as a concept of individual and group iden-
tity that ‘embraces differences identified by colour, language, religion, or some other attribute 
of common origin’. Ethnicity is complex in nature; Webster (1994, p. 321) states that the term 
‘ethnicity has implied several dimensions, including a sense of common customs, language, 
religion, values, morality and etiquette and has subsequently been measured in a myriad of 
ways’. Horowitz’s work (1985, p. 53) on the concept of ethnicity has referred to ‘tribes’, ‘races’, 
‘nationalities’, and ‘castes’. Parsons (1975, p. 53) related nationalism to group and ethnic iden-
tity, in which there is ‘a coincidence of . . . common culture and territory of residence’. The 
many aspects of ethnicity accentuate its complexity. Notably when discussing ethnicity, the 
author refers to one’s ethnicity as well as one’s ethnic identity.

Research shows that ‘ethnicity’ and ‘ethnic identity’ are often used interchangeably. 
Venkatesh (1995) also argued that identity is influenced by self-identification and belonging. He 
presented ethnicity as self-identification influenced by others, which raises the difficult area of 
identity also being impacted by how others see us. Identification is both an individual response 
and one affected by the groups we relate to. This notion is an important issue to consider. 
Rossiter and Chan (1998) support Venkatesh, defining ethnicity as a means of self-identification 
by individuals categorizing themselves and others into groups using ethnic labels.

The discussion of ethnicity also leads to work on multiculturalism. Historically, heterogene-
ous groups from different cultural and religious backgrounds with linguistic differences have 
been the focus of multicultural studies. The discourse on multiculturalism has meant that there 
are a number of different labels of multiculturalism: from difference multiculturalism (Turner 
1993) and public space multiculturalism (Vertovec 1996) to Delanty (2003) detailing nine kinds 
of multiculturalism. However, it has been argued that the term ‘multiculturalism’ is outdated 
(Vertovec 2010), and with the need to consider ‘superdiversity’, which questions the neat cat-
egorization of ethnic groups based on ethnicity, marketers now need to consider the diversity 
of migrants as well as the delineation of migrant groups.

Consumption: identity and ethnicity

A number of consumption studies focusing on one’s ethnicity have been undertaken, including 
Hirschman’s (1981) analysis of Jewish consumption patterns, Stayman and Deshpandé (1989), 
Zmud and Arce (1992), as well as Peñaloza’s (1994) research on Hispanics and Venkatesh (1996). 
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These studies have all considered ethnicity and its role in the consumption process. Consumption 
is regarded as a personal and social process helping to express feelings of belonging and identity 
in private and public (Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Belk 1988; Lunt and Livingstone 1992).

Tomlinson (1991) linked identity to marketing, suggesting that marketing has a role in cre-
ating identity. Zmud and Arce (1992) make a direct link between identity and consumption, 
suggesting that ‘social and cultural identity are affected by the social surroundings and the type 
of product being purchased’ (cited in Burton 2000, p. 859).

The interplay between consumption and identity was also discussed by Askegaard and 
Arnould’s (1999, p. 335) study of consumer acculturation of Greenlandic people living in 
Denmark. Consumption was regarded as a ‘domain through which immigrants seek to hold 
on to certain patterns of culture and identity perceived to link them to their culture of origin’. 
Askegaard and Arnould’s research is in fact highlighting the dual identity held by ethnic groups. 
Through acculturation and the transition from one culture to another, consumption patterns 
help form and shape this identity and so play a fundamental role in the socialization process. 
The research found that ‘border crossings produce persistent identity constructions that may 
nonetheless alternate in Danish and Greenlandic social contexts’ (1999, p. 335).

Ger and Ostegaard’s (1998) study also links consumption with acculturation and identity. 
Arguably, different forms of cultural transition impact ethnic consumption. The findings suggest 
that consumption helps to negotiate the cultural differences and becomes the basis of constructing 
a new and more modern identity. Identity for ethnic audiences is constantly evolving, develop-
ing and changing over time. Ger and Ostegaard (1998, p. 48) studied Turko-Danish students and 
found that their participants were ‘negotiating their identity in their consumption of clothes, with 
cultural and sub-cultural forces being felt and reflected in their dress’. Findings from this study 
implied that global consumption patterns were influencing identity formation among immigrants 
on a day-to-day basis. Here, clothing served ‘the construction and expression of identity for the 
second-generation Turkish immigrants in Denmark’ (Ger and Ostegaard 1998, p. 45). Hence, 
consumers were seeking and developing their identity through consumption (Friedman 1994).

Appostolova-Blossom (1999, p. 333) found that particular forms of consumption allowed the 
groups to hold on to country-of-origin culture or to further assimilate with the new culture. 
Ethnic groups, whether recent or more established, hold dual and fluid identities. These identi-
ties were also discussed by Lindridge et al. (2004) in their study of South Asian women living in 
Britain, highlighting how consumption is used ‘to negotiate different cultural settings in post-
modern ethnic families and households’ (2004, p. 212). However, Lindridge and colleagues 
argue that consumption is only one part of identity formation and that acculturation levels, 
with the influence of family/households and generations, are also important in the process. 
In addition Lindridge and Dhillon (2005) argue that while previous studies show immigrants 
using consumption to create ‘multiple identities’, certain groups ‘actively disengaged from any 
consumption they felt had cultural association with British White society or their own com-
munities’ (p. 413). Consumption is a part of one’s identity; the complexity of influences ranges 
from community, family and a desire to belong and be accepted.

Another aspect of consumption is discussed by Joy and Dholakia (1991). In their study of 
home and possessions of Indian professionals in Canada, they found that a more individualistic 
ethic is being adopted by ethnic groups as they acculturate to the host country.

Acculturation, it is argued, has ushered in a reconsideration of identity based on the supremacy 
and the sovereignty of the individual over community, such a concept allows for the recogni-
tion of the individualistic ethic within which property and possessions have begun to dominate.

( Joy and Dholakia 1991, p. 385)
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However, as Berry (1980) and Wallendorf and Reilly (1983) have argued, such individualism 
does not necessarily result in cultural loss and displacement, but rather is a process of growth 
in the new country. The study by Joy and Dholakia indicates that the second generation’s 
identity and values are learned more from their Canadian peers and so are eroding their Indian 
identity. ‘The second generation are in part tempered by the demands made by the milieu in 
which they live – Canada, they learn to value individual material gains over community with 
greater ease than their parents’ (1991, p. 397). The study reveals that identity formation is 
therefore closely linked to consumption, and consumption is being influenced by accultura-
tion and the desire to assimilate with the host country to help create belonging. This desire 
to conform appears to be without pressure. There is arguably a need to possess a hybrid style 
of culture and values that take into account the host country with a strong country-of-origin 
foundation. Home- and host-country integration and consideration of values is also discussed 
later in the chapter.

Understanding identity through consumption is problematic and challenging, as it is an ever-
changing and developing phenomenon. As Gould’s (1994, p. 306) work on Asian post-modern 
consumer culture shows, the ‘consumer in post-modern culture is engulfed in a tidal wave of 
disorienting dilemmas which challenge his/her identity’. Firat (1995, p. 116) has attempted to 
explain this idea of post-modern consumer culture by classifying identity and ethnicity as a com-
modity. ‘In post-modern consumer culture, ethnicity has been commodified, alienated from 
history, reified, and reduced to a set of symbols circulating on the global market and available to 
everyone’. This so-called ‘fragmentation of the self’ theoretically allows the possibility of build-
ing and ordering one’s identity through the market (Firat 1995, p. 115).

This idea of building one’s own identity piece by piece was also put forward by Bouchet 
(1995, p. 84), arguing that consumers’ ethnicity in ‘post-modern Europe is more bricolage than 
ever. It is not the continuation or the importation of an already existing cultural system, but 
rather the creation of a lifestyle. Ethnicity in today’s Europe is, like religiosity, à la carte’. He 
argues that consumption is being used to form and express identities. However, these identities 
are more than just the home and host country’s influences but are rather the ‘building of a new 
and often individual identities on the basis of elements from a diversity of cultural representa-
tions and practices’ (Bouchet 1995, p. 84).

Oswald (1999) develops the subtlety of ethnic identity formation by stating that ‘immigrants 
negotiate differences between home and here by choosing when and where to wear their eth-
nicity’ (p. 315). Oswald provides empirical evidence to support the co-existence of consumers’ 
mixed emotions arguing that ‘in consumer culture, ethnicity can be bought, sold, and worn like 
a loose garment’ (p. 304).

Ethnicity and identity have been discussed here in the context of consumption. Consumption, 
it is argued, helps to construct one’s ethnicity and identity. In essence it is not only ethnicity 
influencing consumption, but consumption impacting one’s affiliation and ethnic identity. 
Consumption decisions may be made to express one’s loyalty to the home country or to 
demonstrate one’s assimilation; however, this may be a moveable and changing process. The 
meaning of consumption in identity terms is multi-faceted. It includes the need to possess 
certain goods as well as symbolize one’s cultural affiliation in different contexts. Moreover, it 
is the formation of a hybrid identity that takes into account one’s personal, public and cultural 
needs, and so as Oswald (1999) states, we are in fact ‘theorizing about the movement of eth-
nic identity between several worlds at once’ (p. 303). We see how ethnic consumer decision 
making is influenced by one’s acculturation, identity and feelings of ethnicity. In addition the 
transnational consumer (discussed later in the chapter) needs to be considered, the influences 
are varied and diverse and so challenge traditional consumption thinking.
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Bi-cultural self and culture

The study undertaken by Sekhon and Szmigin (2005; 2009) found their participants – second- 
generation Asian-Indian Punjabis—when making consumption decisions did not require  
subordination of their own needs to those of the group as traditional collectivistic theory has 
indicated (Hofstede 1984; Triandis 1989; Triandis et al. 1988); however, the findings did 
demonstrate how their ‘bicultural self ’ has to take into account the Punjabi culture in their 
decision making. They use the term the ‘“bicultural self ’ to refer to a mixture of home- and 
host-country influences along with the integration of individualistic and collectivistic think-
ing. These factors, they found, impacted the intensity of the acculturation of this ethnic group, 
which oscillates between strong and weak depending on the ongoing cultural context – 
whether it be more Western or more Eastern. Additionally, Brewer and Chen (2007) explore 
the cultural discourse of individualism and collectivism, calling for a need to further inves-
tigate these distinctions as well as understand the relational networks that exist in different 
cultures.

Bhatia’s (2002) work discussed the complex nature of identity, labelling it ‘hyphenated’ 
identity. In particular, he suggests that ‘immigrant parents and their native-born children are 
constantly negotiating their multiple, and often conflicting, dialogical voices, histories and 
I positions’ (2002, p. 57), once again supporting the ever-evolving and changing notion of 
identity. In a bi-cultural world, ethnic consumer decision making is influenced by a number 
of factors that are embedded into an individual’s being, both at a personal and at a social level.

Consequently, consumption, culture and identity are interrelated. Consumption is shaped 
by culture, which then influences one’s identity and levels of ethnicity. This, however, var-
ies in both the private and the public context. Joy and Dholakia’s (1991) work examined the 
close relationship between culture and consumption and how it then influences identity for-
mation, particularly among the second generation, succinctly highlighting the ever-changing 
and developing nature of identity across generations. Similarly, Jamal and Chapman (2000, 
p. 377) identify consumption as indicative of the ‘multiple identities held within and across 
groups’. Zmud and Arce (1992), in researching the relationship between ethnicity and con-
sumption, argued that social and cultural identity is affected by the ‘social surroundings and 
the type of product being purchased’ (cited in Burton 2000, p. 859). This view has been 
supported by Lindridge et al. (2004), whose research indicates that culture is part of and influ-
enced by ethnicity, identity and consumption. Bhatia (2002) argues that those living as a part 
of two cultures are constantly negotiating their cultural identities, defying categorization such 
that the individual may experience multiple identities at any one time.

A more recent study by Sekhon and Szmigin (2011) found that ethnic consumer decision 
making, particularly those from the first- and second-generation Indian Punjabi background, 
was influenced by a number of factors. Indeed, these were well managed; the influence of two 
cultures, izatt (family honour), parents, family, community, friends and peers was accepted in a 
consumption context but was found to be more challenging in developing one’s identity. The 
participants are explicit in stating that Punjabi cultural norms and expectations influence their 
decision making, which stems from their collectivistic thinking of the role of izatt in their lives. 
The participants deal with the pressures of both cultures with greater ease in the context of 
consumption than they do in the context of defining their own identity. In addition, consumer 
decision making is also inextricably linked to the need to gain approval from others. Sekhon 
(2007) in her work looking into the consumption patterns of first- and second-generation 
Asian Indian Punjabis found that the identity for these participants was to seek belonging. 
Being accepted, one’s image in the public and private domain, is linked to history (parents’ 
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migration), to the present (feelings of belonging with different groups) and the future (one’s 
level of achievement and success and affiliation in a bi-cultural context).

As the previous sections have highlighted, consumer acculturation is also a fundamental 
part of identity and consumption. Acculturation can impact ethnic groups as they grapple with 
two distinct cultures, both home and host. Acculturation is strongly linked to consumption. 
There has been significant consumer acculturation research, including Deshpandé et al. (1986); 
Venkatesh (1994); Peñaloza (1989; 1994); Askegaard et al. (2005); and Luedicke (2011). The 
cultural interactions influence ethnic consumer decision making. The ‘cultural viewpoint’, the 
mix of cultures impact consumption; as Sekhon and Szmigin stated, ethnic groups are influ-
enced by a number of factors, ‘the between two cultures generation’ who do not just juggle 
situations between East and West (home and host country) but rather juggle life continuously, 
sometimes integrating and acculturating and other times deliberately alienating and identifying 
with one’s ethnicity for a sense of belonging and identity (2005, p. 13).

Historically Peñaloza (1989) also discusses consumer acculturation, describing it as a ‘two-
level phenomenon’ (1989, p. 114), a phenomenon that can occur at an individual and group 
level, and at a psychological and social-psychological level. At a psychological level, cognitive 
development theory is used to explain age and generational differences in immigrant consumer 
acculturation. For example, the first-generation immigrant typically demonstrates lower lev-
els of cultural assimilation than proceeding generations (Padilla 1980). Social-psychological 
theories place emphasis on the importance of ‘interpersonal relationships and exchanges of 
information which then affect individual consumer theory’ (Peñaloza 1989, p. 117). Peñaloza 
(1989) suggests that consumer acculturation may also result in accelerated adoption and dis-
play behaviours related to conspicuous consumption because of products associated with the 
new culture. Hence, ethnic groups, whether recent settlers or more established communi-
ties, are influenced by different levels of acculturation and assimilation. This in turn impacts 
their decision making, in terms of who and what influences their choices. In addition, Berry 
discusses acculturation strategies (1980), consisting of two components, attitudes and behav-
iours; however, the author states that often individuals do not always have complete freedom 
because of dominant cultural constraints – for example, language and other structural factors, 
that is attitudes of dominant culture members, all of which influence consumption patterns and 
behaviour.

Gronhaug et al. (1993) report that ‘through observation, imitation and interactions with 
socialising agents, individuals learn the culture brought up in and they become socialised as 
consumers’ (1993, p. 279). Consumers are socialized and their resultant consumption patterns 
are directly linked to this socialization process, such that ‘consumer acculturation refers to the 
subset of acculturation related to consumption activities’ (1993, p. 280).

SandıkÇı and Ger (2002) suggest, because of culture, the creation of a hybrid post-modern 
tone to consumption. On the one hand, this hybridity is regarded as a result of globaliza-
tion, but on the other, it is regarded as a state that is a result of forced acculturation or forced 
adoption of behavioural patterns due to structural mandates and conditions. Jun et al. (1993) 
also argued that individuals might choose a particular brand simply because of its availabil-
ity over another; however, this does not necessarily imply acculturation assimilation of the 
host country, but rather consumption based on the choices available to the individuals. This 
is similar to other previous studies, for example Wallendorf and Reilly’s (1983) work on 
assimilation, suggesting that an individual may be forced to participate with the host coun-
try’s culture because of ‘structural constraints that force compliance’ (p. 293). These studies 
distinguish between consumption choices that are made freely with no restriction and those 
that are forced, arguing that those based on structural constraints do not accurately measure 
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acculturation in a consumption context. The neat categorization of ethnic groups as either 
integrated or marginalised as proposed by the dominant Berry model (Berry 1997) is ques-
tioned. If we are to question the neat categorization of ethnic groups, it would be timely 
to consider transnationalism, ‘the cross-border and homeland links maintained by migrants’ 
(Vertovec 2010, p. 89).

Traditionally, acculturation theory has suggested that ethnic groups acculturate with the host 
country, adapting to new traditions’ values and experiences, or decide, due to a number of cir-
cumstances, to remain closely associated to their home country with little integration with the 
host country. This has made marketing to these groups very distinct because of a number of fac-
tors, from the more obvious language differences, clothing for some groups, health and beauty 
(because of skin and hair differences) and even the consumption of public services, especially in 
relation to health, fitness and well-being. However, in more recent arrivals, smaller groups are 
consumers of multiple retailers, from both their host and their home country. Decision making 
is not so neatly categorized and there is a clear blurring of boundaries.

Additionally, transnational practices of these groups encourage increased mobilization, 
whether it be for personal, business or professional services. Locality is not necessarily the 
anchor or the key factor that influences decision making. Community is not just those in 
their locale, but through the development of technology and communication they remain 
rather connected and integrated to their homeland. Furthermore, in-groups, as well as social 
networks, may vary (Brewer and Chen 2007). Transnationalism does not necessarily alienate 
individuals or discourage them to integrate; rather, there is a greater level of multiple identity 
formation. As Vertovec (2010, p. 93) neatly summarized, ‘While migrants continue to feel 
powerfully bound to homelands and communities elsewhere, they are now more able to main-
tain and enhance these feeling, while at the same time being quite capable of developing a new 
life, livelihood and social ties’. Vertovec (2010) labelled this as ‘superdiversity’, a more sophis-
ticated and a less demarcated way of thinking, moving beyond multiculturalism; in essence, 
regarding ethnic decision making as a complex, diverse and nonlinear process. The social capi-
tal of individuals and ethnic groups is enlarged, and so decision making is more complex than 
ever before (Jones et al. 2010). There is thus a need to consider both traditional cultural studies 
along with the findings of transnationalism and ‘superdiversity’ if we are to better comprehend 
ethnic consumption at the present and in the future.

Cultural consumption

Luna and Gupta (2001) proposed an individual’s behaviour as directly linked to their cultural 
value system. These value systems develop over time through the socialization process. The 
individual’s cultural value system is formed of societal culture, regional subculture and family 
values. This cultural value system then influences an individual’s consumer behaviour. Luna and 
Gupta also suggest that an individual’s consumption patterns may influence their cultural value 
system. They further suggest that an individual’s consumption behaviour may be ‘viewed and 
imitated or rejected by others. It can then become the group’s norm of behaviour and be identi-
fied as part of the culture of a given population’ (Luna and Gupta 2001, p. 46).

Ethnic groups are thus influenced by norms and values that are not only accepted but also 
respected by their peers and reference groups. A strong reference group for ethnic groups is 
family; a number of studies have investigated Hispanic consumers being influenced by family 
and peers (Hoyer and Deshpandé 1982; O’Guinn and Meyer 1983; Deshpandé et al. 1986). 
Others have also looked at Indian family influences (Lindridge et al. 2004; Sekhon and Szmigin 
2005; 2011). These studies demonstrate how a mixture of ethnic identity and social belonging as 
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well as peer and reference group influence impacts ethnic consumer decision making. Culture-
specific consumption behaviour has also been observed in a number of product categories, from 
food to clothing to entertainment.

This cultural significance of consumer goods was also discussed by Pyssler (1992), focusing 
on the study of the Indian two-wheeler (scooter). This study revealed how the same physi-
cal object can materially take on a very different cultural meaning, ‘operating within different 
political economic structures, seen by different people, at different times, from differing per-
spectives, the scooter has generated diverse meanings, pleasures, and identities’ (1992, p. 440). 
Pyssler, although in agreement with McCracken’s (1986) statement that ‘consumer goods have a 
significance that goes beyond their utilitarian value’ (p. 71), also states that it is not only culture 
that differentiates a product and its meaning but also the country’s infrastructure, availability of 
resources, and labour. Consumption and culture are thus interlinked.

Summary and conclusion

Ethnic identity construction is impacted by the individual’s social environment. This context 
consists of one’s social and personal world. One’s identity is formed both at an individual and 
wider social level; it has a number of influences from family, community, peer groups, mass 
media and the extended family, all of whom influence the forging of a new identity (Oswald 
1999, p. 314). In particular, for many ethnic groups, identity is ‘bicultural’ in nature; addi-
tionally, acculturation in its many forms impacts consumer decision making as well as the 
significance of possessions to individuals as well as their communities.

Consumer acculturation studies highlight the various ways in which migrant identity is 
constructed as well as the interactions with cultures impacting consumer decision making. 
Social experiences together with these interactions influence identity construction. Peñaloza 
(1994) and Berry (1980; 1989; 2001) as well as Luedicke (2011) continue to dominate  
acculturation discussions.

In summary, consumption decisions are closely linked to and an expression of one’s identity. 
Individuals wish to consume products that enhance their image and help to facilitate belonging 
within both one’s ethnic group and the wider population. The chapter outlines how consump-
tion, identity and acculturation are interrelated, impacting ethnic consumer decision making. 
The complexities of acculturation demonstrate how consumption helps to facilitate belonging 
and affiliation with other members. Consumption from an ethnic perspective is ever evolving as 
an individual’s identity develops over time and with different interactions. Socialization theory 
and levels of ethnic affiliation as well as the influence of transnationalism and ‘superdiversity’ 
impact consumption decisions of ethnic groups. It is clear that these factors impact culture-
specific consumption and, in understanding the interplay of all these factors, we can better 
appreciate ethnic consumption.

These discussions also highlight practical implications for marketing to ethnic groups. 
Marketers need to consider ‘superdiversity’ and ensure that they too question the neat catego-
rization of ethnic groups, considering the diversity of ethnic groups (both smaller and larger 
groups). Targeting to these groups requires an in-depth understanding of the relationship 
networks that exist in these communities and the influence of these relationships as well as 
individual’s transnational identities.

The constant negotiation of oneself is also a fundamental consideration for marketers; identity 
is negotiated in different contexts and situations. Decision making for different product catego-
ries may vary considerably and cannot be assumed to be consistent across all industries, products 
and categories. The negotiation of one’s identity is ever present but differs across sectors.
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Future research directions

As we question and continually develop the different aspects of consumption, identity and 
culture, it would be appropriate to examine further these concepts across different genera-
tions. Consideration needs to be given to the constant negotiation experienced by different 
generations as consumption patterns vary considerably, from the first generation to subse-
quent generations influenced by a mix of cultural values. A greater level of understanding is 
required of the network of relationships that exist within these groups: questioning where 
the strength of ties lie and how these ties impact opinion leaders, as well as developing a 
meaningful understanding of and identifying in-group influences, will help to understand the 
complexities of ethnic consumer decision making.
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Introduction

Many markets in both developed and developing countries are culturally diverse, containing 
sizable populations of a variety of ethnic minority groups. High levels of immigration in differ-
ent parts of the world are partly responsible for this cultural diversity that has resulted in inter-
mingling of values, interests and consumption patterns of consumers from diverse backgrounds 
(Grier and Deshpandé 2001; Ouellet 2007; Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). The improvements of 
technology, such as the growth of satellite communications and the internet, have also contrib-
uted to greater interchanges and linkages among various minority groups. This has indeed led 
to blurring of the social boundaries of culture (Craig and Douglas 2006). However, despite this 
cultural intermingling, ethnic minority groups have been found to maintain their own unique 
consumption patterns due to the intangible elements of societal values and beliefs as shown in 
the extant literature (e.g. Jamal et al. 2012; Goldman and Hino 2005; Jamal 2003; Burton 2000; 
Ackerman and Tellis 2001). These rather unique and conflicting views on the cultural shifts 
make the issue of marketing to ethnic minorities an important area of enquiry (Emslie et al. 2007; 
Jamal and Shukor 2014; Pires et al. 2011).

Consumption of services or service-based products is largely based on cultural and ethnic 
orientation of the customers (Pires and Stanton 2000; Rossiter and Chan 1998). Therefore, 
to ensure success in introducing new services, ethnic and cultural issues must be incorporated 
while developing new services (Jaw et al. 2010). Additionally, of all the service sectors, financial 
services have been the focus of intense scrutiny and research in the extant literature because 
of the high level of innovation in the industry resulting from deregulation and technological 
advancements (Alam 2013; Lyons et al. 2007). Over the past few years, a considerable amount 
of research has focused on new service development (NSD) (see reviews by Johne and Storey 
1998; de Jong and Vermeulen 2003). Most studies in this area discuss the structured process 
of NSD and suggest that a firm must use such a process model for developing successful new 
services (for example, Alam and Perry 2002; Scheuing and Johnson 1989). Yet, relatively 
little effort has been expended on studying how the financial service organizations develop 
new services to address the needs of ethnic minority customers in different parts of the world 
(Chaudhry and Crick 2004). This gap in the literature and growing needs of ethnic minority 
customers make service innovation, specifically for ethnic customers, a key issue for financial 
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service firms. In a related domain, a stream of research highlights the important role played 
by ethnic minority enterprises in serving the unique needs of ethnic minority consumers (e.g. 
Jamal 2005). Others point to product development issues in specific sectors like Islamic bank-
ing (e.g. Ahmed 2011). However, very little research investigates the NSD process as used and 
applied by those who are interested in targeting ethnic minority consumers. The current chap-
ter is an attempt to identify the significance of NSD process in ethnic marketing and consider 
future research avenues.

The Shariah-compliant financial service that adheres to the tenets of Islamic law is a growing 
niche within the financial service sector of countries having a sizeable Muslim population (Ford 
2012; Long 2013). Therefore, the use and application of a structured NSD process for develop-
ing new financial services, such as mortgages, business loans and share investments for a growing 
number of ethnic Muslim customers in different parts of the world, is an important issue fac-
ing many financial institutions. Currently, the issue of Shariah-compliant banking is attracting 
more attention in the big emerging market and Muslim minority country, India (Ahmed 2013; 
Hammond 2012). This is because India’s central bank, known as the Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI), has agreed to allow the commercial banks to explore the possibility of offering new 
interest-free banking services to its ethnic minority customers (Bose and Yedukumar 2013). 
With the enormous Muslim population and the significant requirement of the capital in the 
country, there is a scope for massive growth in Islamic banking in India. As a result, there is 
a scurry among many financial services firms, both from India and abroad, to develop new 
services to address the need of Muslim customers and cash in on the increasing openness of 
the Indian capital market (Hammond 2012). Yet, to the best of our knowledge, no study has 
explored the process of developing new services for the minority customers in India as well as 
other parts of the world.

Against this backdrop, the objective of this chapter is to provide a review of the literature 
with a view to develop an understanding of the process of developing new financial services for 
the minority customers and offer practical guidelines to service managers. The rest of the chap-
ter is organized as follows. We first analyze the strength of Muslim customers and discuss the 
need for new financial services for them, especially in a country in which they are in minority. 
Subsequently, we review the extant literature related to global service innovation and customer 
interaction. We conclude the chapter with a discussion of implications for the service managers 
and policy makers.

Marginalization of the Muslim minority

India is a country of multi-religious, multi-lingual and multi-ethnic people. Because of the 
large variety of the ethnic origins of her people, the country is often called an ethnic museum 
(Fazlie 1995). Muslims are the second-largest religious group after the majority Hindu com-
munity and thus the largest minority in India. There are over 160 million Muslims in India, 
which constitutes about 13.4% of the total population according to the 2011 census. In 
essence, India has the largest concentration of the Muslims outside the member countries of 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) and the second-largest (after Indonesia) in 
the world. However, despite their population and a strong political clout, the socio-economic 
condition of this ethnic minority is somewhat pitiable (Bagsiraj 2003). An extensive study of 
the economic, social and educational conditions of the Muslim ethnic minority in India by 
the high-level prime ministerial committee headed by Justice Rajinder Sachar reported an 
extremely low level of penetration of banking and financial services among this largest minor-
ity group (Sachar Committee Report 2006). The RBI’s efforts to extend banking and credit 
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facilities under the Prime Minister’s 15-point program of 1983 has mainly benefited other 
minorities, while completely marginalizing a large section of the Muslim population (ibid.). 
According to a recent RBI report, the public sector banks in fact are failing to cater to the 
need of the Muslim minority community, partly because the bank employees are not sensitized 
to address the exclusive needs of the minority community. This case of banking discrimina-
tion is consistent with the issues in developed countries, including the USA, where minority 
customers face tougher standards in borrowing and lending due to biases and prejudices (e.g. 
Black et al. 2003; Horne 1997; Munnell et al. 1996). In a broader sense, the issue of marginali-
zation of ethnic minorities has been a pressing problem worldwide, and India is no exception. 
There seems to be abundant literature demonstrating the marginalization of ethnic customers 
in marketing practices. The literature suggests that the Muslim minority in particular is mar-
ginalized due to general prejudice and a lack of assimilation efforts initiated by the Muslims 
themselves in many Western countries (El-Bassiouny 2014; Knight et al. 2009; Lee et al. 2011). 
The reflection of this marginalization of a minority in India is exemplified, for example, by the 
unavailability of interest-free banking services for its 160 million Muslim customers.

In summary, the flow of bank credit to the Muslim community is inadequate, and this exclu-
sion of Muslims has far-reaching implications for their socio-economic advancement and the 
country as a whole. Realizing the negative consequences of the marginalization of the ethnic 
minority customers as documented in the literature (e.g. Lee et al. 2011; Russell and Russell 
2010) the RBI has started to take some measures to remove the barriers in credit flow to the 
Muslim minority (Hammond 2012). Two key barriers for the low penetration of banking ser-
vices among the minority customers are the lack of education among the minority community 
and the failure of both public and private sector banks to offer the products that suit their needs 
(Sachar Committee Report 2006). Many have argued that the existing minority financial insti-
tutions have been a failure and, therefore, it is desirable to create separate financial institutions 
for Muslim entrepreneurs offering Shariah-compliant services.

Islamic financial service sector of India

Currently the largest markets for Islamic banking products are Indonesia and Malaysia, yet 
several secular and industrialized countries such as Singapore, Hong Kong, France and the 
UK have already accommodated Islamic finance and banking along with other conventional 
banking practices (Chin et al. 2008; Ihsanoglu 2011; Long 2013; Mcaughtry 2013). Service 
firms in these countries are responding to the needs of ethnic customers because they are look-
ing for growth outside the North America and European Union (Chittenden 2010; Colvin 
2009; El-Bassiouny 2014; Ferguson 2011). Although the population of Muslims in the UK is 
only three million, London has become a hub for Islamic finance (Volk and Pudelko 2010; 
Bershidsky 2013).

The number of Muslims in India is about 160 million, accounting for about 10% of the world’s 
total Muslim population, which provides a larger platform for the use of Shariah-compliant ser-
vices than any other countries in the world. In addition, India is a big emerging market, having a 
GDP growth rate of almost 9% that, in turn, leads to the need of large capital requirement. Given 
the growth rate in the financial service sector, India has the great potential to become the largest 
market for Islamic finance worldwide. Although Islamic finance has been around in the Indian 
sub-continent for many years (see for example Khan [2004] and Siddiqui [2006] for India; Khan 
and Bhatti [2008] for Pakistan and Sarker [1999] for Bangladesh), it has not thrived in an unregu-
lated environment, specifically in developing countries such as India. With this in phenomenon 
in mind, recently a panel of economists recommended the introduction of interest-free banking 
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in India, and the RBI on principle gave approval for developing new financial products based 
on the principles of Shariah. The Raghuram Rajan Committee, appointed by the RBI, also 
recommended Islamic finance and banking for the Muslim minority customers in India. This 
development has led to flurry of activities in the Indian financial service sector, as is evident from 
the formation of National Minorities Development Finance Corporation (NMDFC), Islamic 
Finance Organization (IFO) and introduction of Shariah-compliant mutual and venture capital 
fund products by organizations such as Taqwaa Advisory and Shariah Investment Solutions 
(TASIS). These developments point towards the systematic approach the Indian policy mak-
ers have adopted in allowing the banks to offer financial products specifically for the minority 
customers to further boost India’s financial service sector.

However, a pertinent question to ask is: why should global banks enter into the Islamic 
banking market in a Muslim minority country? The answer to this question can be gleaned from 
the fact that finding growth and prosperity is a pressing issue in virtually all financial institutions 
worldwide. If the global financial institutions are searching for new ways to grow, reaching the 
ethnic minority customers should be a priority for them (Emslie et al. 2007). They should assess 
the appeal of the Indian financial service sector and investigate the possibility of developing new 
financial services for the Muslim minority customer, because this very large customer segment 
has been neglected for far too long. In the next section, we review the process of developing 
new services that can be applied for developing Shariah-compliant new services for the Muslim 
minority customers.

New service development process

Use of a systematic process for developing new financial services is considered as a key success 
factor (e.g. Cooper and Edgett 1996; Edgett 1994; Storey and Easingwood 1993). Therefore, 
several studies have proposed formal development models for developing new services. One 
development model described eight stages in developing new products in the financial and 
health services industries (Bowers 1987; 1989). This model for services is similar to Booz et al.’s 
(1982) model of tangible product development, although the service characteristics of intan-
gibility, heterogeneity, perishability and inseparability set services apart from tangible goods 
(Shostack 1977). Therefore, recognizing these unique characteristics of services, Scheuing and 
Johnson (1989) proposed several new stages for service development and expanded the model 
to fifteen stages. Later, Alam and Perry (2002) proposed a more simplified and improved model 
for financial services containing ten development stages, which seem to capture the intricacies 
of NSD very well. The ten stages in this model are: strategic planning, idea generation, idea 
screening, business analysis, formation of cross functional team, product design and process/
system design, personnel training, product testing and pilot run, test marketing and commer-
cialization. This model also suggests that customers’ input into the new services should be 
obtained throughout the development process. Hence, the literature of customer interaction is 
reviewed next.

Customer interaction in new service development

Over the last few decades, there has been a growing recognition among scholars and managers 
that customer interaction during new product or service development represents a source of 
competitive advantage. Therefore, several empirical studies have investigated the benefits of 
customer interaction in both new product and service development and report that customer 
input may lead to high-quality innovations (e.g. Alam 2002; 2006; Gruner and Homburg 2000). 
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As buyers of current and future new services, the customers may contribute to all the stages of 
NSD, from idea generation to commercialization. For instance, Gruner and Homburg (2000) 
studied customer interaction in tangible product development and reported that customer inter-
action during the early stages of a development process significantly influenced the performance 
of new products. Therefore, they argued for intense interaction between customers and product 
developers during the innovation process. Likewise in the case of NSD, Alam (2002) suggested 
that the intensity of service producer-customer interactions during the idea generation stage 
should be higher than all other stages. He also suggested that customer interaction results in 
important benefits such as reduced cycle time, superior services and customer education. In 
addition, Alam (2006) reports that customer interaction during the fuzzy front end (i.e. the first 
three stages of idea generation, idea screening and concept development) are more important 
than other later stages. Most firms have many different types of customers each with a unique 
set of characteristics and needs. Thus a key question arises: what types of customers should be 
selected for interaction? A firm may obtain input from the customers with whom they have a 
close relationship because confidentiality can be a major issue. A service manager can trust close 
customers to keep sensitive information confidential. Close customers may also display their 
commitment in conducting NSD activities efficiently. In summary, formal NSD process and 
customer interaction are two important strategic choices in any NSD decision strategy. These 
two key issues are applied in the case studies reported in this chapter.

How to develop new services for the minority customers?

This chapter is based on several case studies of NSD and customer interaction employed by 
multinational financial institutions providing Shariah-compliant and other diverse ranges of 
financial services to the minority Muslim customers in India. These financial institutions 
wanted to tap into a neglected market segment of the Muslim minority customers by develop-
ing new services. The managers of these banks, using the recent changes in the RBI’s ruling 
on Shariah-compliant products as an opportunity, decided to increase their customer base by 
offering new Shariah-compliant services. However, to be successful, managers recognized that 
they would need to adopt a new and unique approach to service innovation. For example, 
they realized the need to obtain inputs from Muslim customers for the new services because 
of the unique needs of this minority group. In all the cases, the research team applied the ten-
step comprehensive NSD process of Alam and Perry (2002) to develop new Shariah-compliant 
services. The companies participating in the case studies also interacted with the minority 
Muslim customers to obtain their input for the new services. During the case studies we fol-
lowed several actual NSD projects in real time and interviewed the managers and customers 
and analyzed several documents and archival records. Based on the cases studied, we have 
identified several key issues related to NSD and customer interaction that a service firm must 
consider while developing new financial services for the minority customers in India and other 
parts of the world.

Which stages of new service development are important?

Service managers are required to develop new services that meet the growing needs of the 
ethnic Muslim customers in India. To achieve this objective, they need to follow a structured 
NSD process model as reported in the literature; particularly the one containing ten NSD 
stages proposed by Alam and Perry (2002). Service managers may conduct all the above ten 
stages of the NSD model, although they should put more emphasis on the idea generation, 
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idea screening, service design and process system design, service testing and commercialization 
stages. Overall the management attention seems to be most critical for idea generation than any 
other stages of the development process. One reason is that the managers must gain an in-depth 
understanding of the needs of the minority customers that are vastly different from the other 
mainstream majority customers. Next, the test marketing is another important stage because 
banks needed to obtain key information about the new services potential, viability and other 
marketing information prior to its final launch. During the case studies, several bank managers 
reported that a large number of their Muslim customers routinely (a) do not invest in mutual 
funds with a debt component, (b) donate the interest earned on their salary savings accounts to 
the charity and (c) use zero interest current accounts instead of high yielding and interest bearing 
savings account. These phenomena buttress the argument that many Muslim customers are in 
fact creating their own methods to develop Shariah-compliant financial services. Thus, customer 
interaction during NSD becomes a key strategic choice for many service firms, as discussed next.

Process of customer interaction

Overall, customers can be involved in most of the ten stages of NSD reported previously in this 
chapter. However, the three initial NSD stages, including idea generation, service and system 
design, and service testing/pilot run, are more important than other stages for the purpose 
of customer interaction. In particular, the customer input into the stage of idea generation is 
more important and complex than in other later stages. Therefore, service managers should 
interact with the minority customers more intensely in the earlier stages of the NSD process. 
Additionally, the interaction with customers is also more intense during the last three stages of 
service design, test marketing and commercialization of the development process. Thus, the 
beginning and end of a NSD process are considered to be crucial. In contrast, the intensity of 
interaction is very low at the business analysis and strategic planning stages of the development 
process. In summary, the service managers need to be more proactive in collaborating with the 
Muslim customers from idea generation to the launch of their new services.

Muslim customers can perform a number of activities and provide valuable inputs into all 
the stages of NSD process as shown in the table below. A detailed analysis of Table 13.1 shows 
that the customers can contribute to most of the stages of NSD process. However, the number 
of activities is the highest in the initial two stages of idea generation and idea screening. This is 
followed by service design, service testing, test marketing and commercialization stages. Service 
managers can use this detail of customer activities as a checklist of the customer interaction 
activities for their NSD projects.

Modes of customer interaction

A service firm can solicit input from ethnic customers through several interaction modes as 
reported in the literature (e.g. Alam 2002): observations, management retreat, focus group, 
brainstorming, in-depth interviews and team meetings. Essentially, there are six customer 
interaction tactics that are particularly critical to developing an effective interaction strategy: 
(1) conducting several initial face-to-face interviews and team meetings for idea generation and 
screening, (2) conducting innovation retreats, summits and mini conferences for new service 
concept development that may uncover customers’ latent or unspoken needs, (3) increasing 
the amount of communication and informal interactions among the front-line employees/
bank officers and Muslim customers. This also underscores the need for managers to foster a 
culture of idea hunting among front-line employees of their respective firms, (4) developing a 
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Table 13.1 Activities performed by the customers at various stages of the NSD process

NSD stages Activities performed by the minority customers

 1. Strategic planning Limited feedback on proposed plan for new service development.
 2. Idea generation Describe needs, problems and possible solutions; suggest desired 

features, benefits and preference in a new service via brainstorming 
or focus group sessions; identify financial problems not solved by the 
existing services; evaluate existing services by suggesting likes and 
dislikes; identify gaps in the market; provide a new service wish list.

 3. Idea screening Suggest rough sales guide and market size of various new service 
ideas; rate the liking, preference and purchase intents of all the 
new service concepts; critically react to the concepts by analysing 
how they would meet customers’ needs; compare the concepts 
with competitor’s offerings; examine the overall saleability of a new 
service.  

 4. Business analysis Limited feedback on financial data, including profitability of the 
concepts, competitors’ data.

 5. Formation of cross 
functional team

Join top management in selecting team members.

 6. Service design and 
process/system 
design

Jointly develop initial service blueprints; review and evaluate the initial 
service blueprints to crystallize the concepts; suggest improvements 
by identifying fail points in service delivery; observe a mock service 
delivery process by the key contact employees; participate in a 
simulated service delivery process as a customer; compare their wish 
list with the proposed initial service blueprints.

 7. Personnel training Observe and participate in mock service delivery process; suggest 
improvements.

 8. Service testing and 
pilot run

Participate in a simulated service delivery processes; suggest final 
improvements and design change.

 9. Test marketing Comments and feedback on various aspects of the marketing plan; 
detailed comments about their satisfaction with marketing mixes; 
suggest desired improvements.

10. Commercialization Adopt the service as a trial; feedback about overall performance of the 
service along with desired improvements, if any; word of mouth 
communications to other potential users.

close relationship with customers who are experts and innovative, (5) holding periodic progress 
update meetings to remain up-to-date on new developments and emerging needs. While the 
initial meeting sets the stage in building trust and establishing a close relationship, continual 
efforts to increase communications serve to reinforce and expand these behaviours that are so 
crucial to effective NSD and (6) using customer interaction strategy to educate customers about 
the new services or to develop a long-term relationship.

Criteria for customer selection

When selecting the customer for the purpose of interaction, existing relationships with the cus-
tomers and their expertise and knowledge are the key selection criteria because the customers 
are required to act as development partners and co-developers of new services. Therefore, we 
recommend that the managers target customers with strong ties for the purpose of interaction 
because commitment and trust are very important considerations in any customer interaction 
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strategy. Customers with strong ties are also highly motivated to provide input and ideas for 
NSD. Furthermore, expert and knowledgeable customers already exist among Muslim minor-
ity groups and only need to be identified (instead of being ‘grown’ from the innovative effort 
itself). These customers will willingly provide their input if they feel part of a team and believe 
that they are influencing a firm’s innovation process. Because they stand to benefit from the 
new services, the ethnic customers are willing to participate actively in the NSD process, bring-
ing in required resources, expertise and information.

Cultural challenges in developing new services  
for the minority customers

Service managers should be cognizant of several cultural factors that may impact the customer 
interaction process in a NSD project. The way of thinking among Muslim customers is analyti-
cal rather than holistic in nature. There is a general tendency among the customers to strive 
to solve problems through the use of logic rather than relying on finding a common middle 
ground. A related implication is that this style of thinking promotes never-ending debate and 
argumentation. They find it all too easy to discover flaws in other customers’ arguments. Thus 
there is a need for a strong team leader who will step in to resolve any unending debates and 
move forward with the common tasks of developing new services. Customers may be very 
agreeable on some occasions and make concerted efforts to find common ground, while on 
other occasions they may be singularly focused on attaining their own goals. In this situation, 
service managers are advised to take a firm stand on the need to focus on common goal, which 
is obtaining input from the customers to generate new service ideas and ultimately converting 
those ideas into new services.

Hall and Hall (1990) identify three dimensions of culture: high/low context, high/low 
space and monochronic/polychronic use of time. They argue that in high space culture such as 
the United States, people that are engaged in conversation will assume a wider social distance. 
But in low space culture such as Asia the expected social distance is much narrower. Similarly, 
low-context cultures communicate in direct, explicit and informative ways. In contrast, in 
high context cultures, messages include other communicative cues such as body language, 
nonverbal communications and the use of silence. The concept of monochronic and poly-
chronic time is used to describe two contrasting ways of handling time in different cultures. 
Typically, monochronic time people do one thing at a time. Polychronic time people, on the 
other hand, like to be involved in many things at once and are committed to socializing and 
personal relationships.

Applying one of these dimensions of cultural values to India and its minority customers, 
it becomes apparent that India is a polychronic country and because of the polychronic use 
of time by the Muslim customers, service managers may face meeting scheduling problems. 
It is common among the Indian customers to either cancel the interviews at the last minute 
or come rather late to the team meetings. Because of these scheduling issues, NSD projects 
may be delayed. Second, in contrary to the general belief about the polychronic nature of 
the Indians customers, the Muslim customers may provide detailed and explicit information 
about new services which can be very helpful in generating innovative service ideas. Third, 
as with most high-context cultures, the relationships may play a key role in customer selec-
tion and the overall success of customer interaction strategy. Therefore, the service firms 
might consider investing time and resources in developing a close relationship with their 
customers. It will assist in selecting the right customers and gaining their co-operation for 
NSD projects.
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Problems in customer interaction and new service development process

The service managers can however be cognizant of various problems and risks associated with 
developing new Shariah-compliant services with customer interaction. For instance, we pro-
vide a caution to service developers that listening to customers too closely may create a risk of 
over-customization of new services. To avoid this risk, the emerging trends in the marketplace 
as a whole need to be weighed against individual customer suggestions. Thus, the new service 
concepts must be tested with the larger group of customers that are representative of the ethnic 
population.

Locating appropriate minority customers for interaction is another major problem because an 
intimate knowledge of the market and customer contacts is necessary. Additionally, customers 
may be disinclined to co-operate because of the conflicting objectives and intents of managers 
versus customers. Managers typically have the objective of developing a service that would yield 
maximum profit, whereas customers have the objective of developing a service that would serve 
his/her needs. Some Muslim customers may need extra motivation for their co-operation. Both 
monetary and non-monetary incentives can be useful to get full customer co-operation. Managers 
can also solve the above problems by selecting the customers with whom their firm has a close 
relationship. These problems may also be solved by entrusting the task of customer selection to 
the product champions in the firm because product champions are often well connected to the 
industry and may have forged relationships with customers already. By virtue of their position and 
connections in the industry, product champions may be able to more easily identify key customers 
and get appropriate assistance from them.

Implications for managers

Global financial service firms can achieve growth and prosperity by integrating ethnic minority 
customers into their NSD programs. Marginalization of ethnic customers and recent initiatives 
by the Indian government to solve the marginalization and exclusion problems offer oppor-
tunities for many service firms. In addition, slowed population growth of the majority group 
coupled with the population increase of the minority group means it is time to target this grow-
ing niche more aggressively. Financial service firms that can successfully develop new services 
for the Muslim minority market will create a win-win situation for their business and for their 
customers. Our findings have implications for other parts of the world with sizable Muslim 
population as well, because the growth in Islamic banking and the neglect of minority customers 
are global phenomena (Bershidsky 2013; El-Bassiouny 2014).

The ten-step NSD model is a good starting point for idea generation and introduction of 
the new financial services for minority customers. Despite the use of NSD model, there may be 
uncertainty on the ultimate shape and make of the new services. Some of these uncertainties can 
be alleviated by involving the minority customers in the NSD process. The managers need to 
interact extensively with their customers to obtain key input and information as detailed in this 
chapter. The customers can help crystallize service concepts and critically evaluate the overall 
service delivery blueprints and final offerings that are relevant to their needs.

Interaction with minority customers also offers two additional advantages: (1) customer 
interaction is a way of developing a relationship with the customers because minority custom-
ers respond more favourably to products and services targeted exclusively at them (Grier and 
Deshpandé 2001) and (2) customer interaction may also dispel the perception of exclusion 
and marginalization of the minority customers, a problem experienced by the Muslims and 
other ethnic minorities in many parts of the world (Knight et al. 2009; Wilson and Liu 2011). 
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Therefore, we have proposed a systematic process to search and involve minority customers 
in NSD. The task of interaction can be assigned to the product champions belonging to the 
minority community because of their contact and knowledge of the market. Managers may take 
note of this process and apply it to their NSD programs.

Implications for policy makers

India is ripe for the formal introduction and massive penetration of financial services among 
the growing ethnic Muslim minority population. This process will contribute to greater 
financial stabilization and open the door for better inclusion of the economically weak and 
downtrodden minority community. In particular, Indian policy makers will be interested to 
increase the flow of finance to the Muslim community for several reasons. First, it will reduce 
the economic disparities between the Muslim minority and other religious and ethnic groups 
leading to the reduction of poverty in the country, which has been the slogan of the Indian 
government for many years. Second, Islamic finance will further boost the Indian economy 
because it will result in the free flow of finance to the millions of new and emerging customers. 
Third, it will introduce a new mode of banking in India, making the Indian financial market 
more robust, competitive and mature. Finally, it will offer diplomatic advantages in dealing 
with the Muslim-dominant and rich nations in the Middle East, especially to attract more 
lucrative foreign direct investment in the country. For example, due to the several geopolitical 
reasons, many investors from the Middle East are now reluctant to invest in institutions based 
in Europe and North America. India can easily offer a viable alternative to those investors, 
once it opens the door for Shariah-compliant services and establishes itself as a regional hub of 
Islamic banking and finance.

Future research agenda

Although the introduction of new Shariah-compliant services poses political, regulatory and 
administrative constraints to many service firms worldwide, developing new services for ethnic 
customers is a worthwhile venture and needs to be investigated further. Indeed, there is a dearth 
of infrastructure and technical knowhow for managing Shariah-compliant banking worldwide. 
This chapter is an initial attempt to forge better understanding of the process of developing new 
services for the ethnic minority customers. There is a need to replicate this study in other coun-
tries and in the context of other ethnic minority groups to further contribute to the literature 
of both NSD and ethnic marketing. Identifying within-country differences in the NSD process 
that might be due to ethnic and cultural factors is another research issue that deserves more 
attention. In this chapter we have focused only on one type of service, the financial services, 
so therefore further studies of NSD across different service categories and tangible products is 
another avenue of further research.

In summary, many firms are discovering that previously ignored ethnic customers are grow-
ing in power because of the rapid increase of minority population in various parts of the world 
(Geng and Choudhury 2002). Yet ethnic marketing as an area remains largely in need of empir-
ical research. Particularly, there is much work yet to be done in the area of NSD for the ethnic 
customers because, as the ethnic groups grow in size and purchasing power, they will demand 
that the firms be responsive to their needs for financial and other types of services. We believe 
that this chapter is only a catalyst for future research in a field growing in theoretical and prac-
tical importance. It is hoped that the themes that emerged from this chapter will help lay the 
foundation upon which later analysis and research of this topic can be built.
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Market segmentation  

by ethnicity
Is it really feasible?

Andrew Lindridge

Introduction

Cultural, historical and social differences and similarities between and within ethnic groups 
present both an opportunity and difficulty for marketers. In this chapter we relate the topic of 
ethnicity to the marketing strategy of segmentation. This approach views the market as consist-
ing of heterogeneous groups that can be identified and separated into homogeneous segments 
by their different needs and benefits sought. By identifying these differing segments, organiza-
tions can decide whether or not to target their resources at these segments in similar or different 
ways to achieve their marketing objectives.

Applying market segmentation to ethnic groups is not a recent marketing initiative. Indeed, 
by the early 1900s North American marketers were readily developing market segments based 
around ethnic differences aimed at encouraging assimilation into American society. For example, 
Halter (2000) notes how Jewish migrants to America were encouraged to cook and consume 
pastry-orientated foods symbolic of American culture. However, as these recipes often included 
the prohibited use of pork fat, the brand Crisco responded by launching a product that offered 
assimilating Jews a kosher vegetable-derived fat substitute.

Where initial market segmentation offerings encouraged ethnic group assimilation, by the 
1970s a combination of commercial pressures and environmental changes led to the market 
encouraging ethnic group differences. The origins of this change partially lied in the demise 
of the mass market and consumers seeking different products required new, alternative, mar-
kets to sustain mass production and deliver profitability. Ethnicity and its related differences 
offered such a market, resulting in organizations using market segmentation to reach differing 
ethnic groups. Complimenting this market change were various socio-political changes. First, 
the introduction of legislation by various countries supported and encouraged ethnic equal-
ity. For example, the Ethnic Heritage Act (1974) in the USA supported funding initiatives 
that encouraged ethnic group distinctiveness through protecting their cultures and histories. 
Second, the 1960s and 70s witnessed an increased politicization of ethnic groups. As Halter 
(2000) notes, the late 1960s in America witnessed a political outburst of oppressed ethnic 
groups starting with the Black Nationalism, followed by the American Indian movement and 
Chicano militancy; movements that demanded recognition and self-determination within a 
White dominated society.
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By the twenty-first century, the allure of market segmentation by ethnicity had become 
a mainstream part of marketing education, practice and research. Yet this allure is was not 
without its critics. Fennell et al. (1992), in a scathing review entitled ‘Do Hispanics Constitute 
a Market Segment?’, argued that many market segmentation variables applied to the Latino 
market, such as brand loyalty, were not valid. Instead what marketers were effectively under-
taking was product differentiation. Product differentiation relies upon increasing product 
attractiveness for the target audience by adding value to the consumer experience and/or 
distinguishing the product from its competitors. The relationship between product differen-
tiation and market segmentation is problematic owing to their inherent similarities (Dickson 
and Ginter 1997).

We can understand these similarities through the 2012 announcement by Proctor and 
Gamble that its ‘Gain’ washing detergent brand had become its twenty-third brand to generate 
annual sales revenue of US$1 billion. While this was a remarkable achievement in its own right, 
the fact that the brand is solely sold in North America made this result even more outstanding. 
Originally introduced in 1969 as an enzyme-driven stain removing detergent, its increasing 
sales success ensured it became America’s second best-selling detergent. As Kevin Burke, P&G 
Laundry Marketing Director (PR Newswire 2012) noted:

Gain consumers demonstrate an extraordinary passion for the brand. We work hard to 
understand our Gain consumers and work even harder to deliver the amazing scent experi-
ence they find in Gain. That’s the secret to Gain’s remarkable growth.

While there may be many reasons for Gain’s success, perhaps the biggest reason can be attrib-
uted to Gain deliberately targeting African American and Latino market segments through 
targeted promotions. However, the use of English and Spanish narratives on the packaging also 
suggests that Gain is using an undifferentiated approach to ethnic differences within the market 
by ignoring ethnic differences between English and Spanish speakers. To what extent then is 
Gain’s increasing popularity attributable to market segmenting ethnicity or simply undertaking 
effective product differentiation?

The answer to this question lies within market segmentation principals and their applicability 
to ethnic groups and forms the remainder of this chapter. In reviewing the feasibility of market 
segmenting ethnic groups we take a traditional, managerial perspective. (For those wanting an 
alternative perspective to ethnic market segmenting, such as using cultural frames, Visconti and 
Hughes [2011] offer a satisfying read). We begin by reviewing the market segmentation criteria, 
discussing the appropriateness of various market segmentation variables. This is followed by a 
discussion on the need to consider acculturation in ethnic groups’ market segmentation. We 
then conclude with the key steps marketing managers should follow for successful ethnic market 
segmentation.

The market segment process

Dickson and Ginter (1987), in a seminal paper on market segmentation, lamented the contin-
ued inability of marketing academics and practitioners to specifically define with clarity what 
market segmentation is. Taking a historical perspective, they argued that market segmentation is 
identifiable with differing consumer groups having differing needs and levels of demand. These 
segments are characterized as having minimal within-group differences, in contrast to other 
segments. As each segment has differing needs and demand levels, organizations can allocate 
their marketing resources more effectively. By segmenting the market, organizations are able to 
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satisfy segment needs by becoming more market orientated (Albert 2003; Freytag and Clarke 
2001) and competitive (Wong and Saunders 1993).

To undertake market segmentation a number of criteria need to be satisfied. These and other 
relevant issues regarding ethnicity and market segmentation are summarized in Table 14.1 (Dibb 
et al. 2006; Lancaster and Massingham 2001; Kotler and Armstrong 2008).

If an organization is satisfied that an ethnic group can be segmented using the previous crite-
ria, it must then decide how to proceed. There are four groups of variables that an organization 
can use to segment ethnic groups: demographic, geographic, psychographic and behaviouristic. 
Each of these market segmentation variables, as we shall see, offer opportunities and limitations 
to segmenting ethnic groups.

Demographic variables

Demographic variables represent the most obvious approach to market segmenting ethnic 
groups. Indeed, Dibb et al.’s (2006) classification of ethnicity and race, within this category, 
reflects a widely held perspective of their relevance to market segmentation (for example: 
Donthu and Cherian 1994; Cui 1997; Jamal 2003). Yet using ethnicity and race as marketing 
segmentation variables is problematic.

The term ‘race’ is widely used, and sometimes inconsistently, to categorize geographically 
separate populations (such as ‘Africans’), a cultural group (such as ‘Hindus’) and nationality 
(such as ‘German’) (Singh 1997). Scientific advances in DNA analysis (for example, Hirschman 
and Panther-Yates 2008) have discredited the concept of race, with studies indicating greater 
racial differences within supposed racial groups (such as African) than between differing racial 
groups (Zuckerman 1990). Indeed the use of the term ‘race’ within cultural dialogues is politi-
cally problematic in Western societies (Molnar 1992) largely because racial categorizations are 
often determined by an external source (Betancourt and Lopez 1993). One external source 
would be an organization determining market segments based upon racial characteristics, 
which may be prone to accusations of racism (Wilk 2006). For example, racially categorizing 
all Far East Asians as a market segment of ‘rice eaters’ based upon higher rice consumption 
ignores important cultural differences. Furthermore, when we consider the earlier market 
segmentation criteria, measurability becomes an issue owing to its reliance on grouping indi-
viduals with differing needs into homogenous groups. For example, it is highly unlikely that 
all Far East Asians, as a racial group, share the same needs for a product, let alone the same 
religion or national identity. Instead, ethnicity as a market segmentation variable may be more 
appropriate.

The emergence of ethnicity arose from the belief that differences in humans should not be 
ascribed to racial categories, but instead ethnic categories (Huxley et al. 1935). The term eth-
nicity is derived from the Greek words ‘ethnos’ referring to a nation or a tribe, and ‘ethnikos’, 
referring to a national (Betancourt and Lopez 1993). These two words form the basis of typi-
cal definitions of ethnicity as a nation or a group who share one or all of the following shared 
variables: culture, nationality, language, religion or common descent. Alternative definitions 
of ethnicity locate the individual from a minority perspective and status. Researchers such 
as Weber (1968) and Venkatesh (1995) note that ethnicity is an ideologically fashioned term 
describing a group that is culturally or physically outside the dominant group.

Yet applying ethnicity to categorize and segment a market is problematic owing to such cat-
egorizations being imprecise and arbitrary ‘social constructions rather than natural entities that are 
simply “out there” in the real world’ (Waters and Eschbach 1995, p. 421). The need to categorize 
ethnic minorities by natural entities recognizes changes that may reflect wider societal changes, 
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such as differing education levels, geographical regions, generation of migration, and the size and 
composition of the ethnic community (Harrison et al. 1990). This argument then prohibits the 
use of ethnicity as a market segmentation variable using the stability criteria.

While organizations ideally should not use race and ethnicity as a segmentation variable it 
may still be relevant for some products. Products associated with religious beliefs or cultural 
festivals may still find some value in demographic segmentation. Foods specifically produced for 
religious festivals like Eid, or cultural ones such as Thanksgiving, may discover that consumer 
shared needs and values take precedence over ethnic differences.

Geographic variables

Differing geographic regions may result in differing needs and benefits sought from a product. 
At its most simplistic level, geographic regions are segmented according to population needs, 
such as India consuming skin lightening creams and European countries consuming sun tan 
lotion. Alternatively, differing ethnic groups’ concentration in geographic regions, such as inner-
cities, may offer small scale market segmentation opportunities. For instance, research indicates 
that many ethnic groups in the UK tend to experience lower levels of income, higher levels of 
unemployment and live in areas of higher socio-economic deprivation in inner-city areas (Clark 
and Drinkwater 2007; Modood et al. 1997). While poverty and its concentration in geographic 
areas may not initially appear to be an attractive market segmentation variable, it may offer some 
organizations a marketing opportunity.

Alternatively, countries and governments may actively create geographic areas that lend 
themselves to market segmentation of ethnic groups. For example, London’s China Town 
based around Gerald Street arose partially from Chinese businesses locating there and local 
government’s desire to develop a commercial and tourist attraction. Geographic concen-
tration offers then opportunities for market segmentation measurability with segments 
potentially being of a substantial size, accessible because of their concentration and relatively 
stable (as ethnic minorities may choose to remain in a similar area), satisfying the earlier 
segmentation criteria.

Psychographic variables

Psychographic variables segment the market based upon differences regarding consumer life-
styles and/or ethnocentrism.

Consumer lifestyle refers to the activities, attitudes, opinions and values that an individual 
or a group identify with and is typically measured using the Activities, Interests, Opinions 
(AIO) Scale (Wells and Tigert 1977). An ethnic group that has differing AIO’s will consume 
products for differing reasons, therefore constituting a separate market segment and warranting 
the attention of marketers. For example, African Americans are disproportionately more likely 
to suffer from smoking-related diseases than White Americans, even though they smoke less 
(HHS 1998). A difference attributed to African Americans differing AIO’s leading to a higher 
tendency to smoke menthol cigarettes; a combination of tobacco mixed with mint oil (i.e. 
menthol), which anesthetizes the throat from the burning effect of inhalation. The reasons for 
these lifestyle differences and why they represent a psychographic segment lies in a combination 
of historical/cultural factors and savvy marketing by tobacco organizations.

The cultural/historical associations with menthol cigarettes and African Americans lies in 
the latter’s history of poverty and their inability to purchase medicines. Menthol cigarettes were 
deliberately misclassified by the tobacco industry not as a tobacco-based product but instead, 
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owing to its anesthetic and cooling properties, as a cough suppressant (MentholKillsYou 2014). 
Poverty stricken African Americans in the 1920s unable to purchase expensive medicines were 
encouraged through marketing to positively view menthol cigarettes as a cheaper medicinal 
substitute. Smoking then served a medicinal need. Complimenting this deliberate misclassifica-
tion of menthol cigarettes was the tobacco industry’s classification of African Americans as a 
market segment. Cigarette brands such as B&W and Kool produced advertisements targeting 
African Americans located in poor socio-economic environments. For example, a study into 
Californian neighbourhoods with secondary schools found that as the proportion of African 
American secondary school students increased, this was accompanied by an increase in men-
thol cigarette advertising (Henriksen et al. 2011). In particular the Newport menthol cigarette 
brand was most likely to undertake promotional activities, including a lower selling price 
for a packet of cigarettes in these areas (Henriksen et al.). The effectiveness of using African 
Americans differing AIO’s towards menthol cigarettes and tobacco organizations marketing 
activities is evident in Dauphinee et al.’s (2013) study revealing that African American youth 
are three times more likely to recognize the Newport menthol cigarette brand than youths 
from other ethnic groups.

Ethnic groups’ relationship with food represents another important lifestyle difference to 
White society. For example, Delva, Johnston and O’Malley (2007), in a study among American 
youths, noted how non-White ethnic groups had a greater propensity for obesity. This lifestyle 
difference may be attributable to cultural differences, where higher body weight is not only 
associated with wealth but also femininity and sexual attractiveness (Ghannam 1997; Tovée 
et al. 2006). Consequently, Black ethnic groups drawn from Africa and the Caribbean tend 
to have more favourable attitudes towards body fat than their White counterparts (Furnham 
and Baguma 1994). While obesity may represent negative market segment variables for some 
ethnic groups, research also indicates some positive lifestyle variables. For instance, research has 
indicated that ethnic minorities tend to have healthier eating patterns compared to the White 
majority (Gibbens and Julian 2006; Sharma and Cruickshank 2001). A lifestyle difference that 
may be reflected in religious differences, such as Hindu religious doctrine discouraging meat 
consumption in favour of vegetarianism, among South Asians.

In contrast, ethnocentrism, which is associated with lifestyles, assesses the extent that an 
individual or their group judges, through comparing and contrasting, another culture or ethnic 
group. This judgment allows a group to define their own unique cultural identity (Andersen and 
Taylor 2006). From a marketing perspective, consumer ethnocentrism represents an individual 
and their group’s attitudes and behaviours towards purchasing domestic versus foreign prod-
ucts (Shimp and Sharma 1987). Ethnocentrism, as a market segmentation tool, can be either 
encouraged directly by organizations or through socio-economic and cultural factors affecting 
consumers. An example of the former would be nationalistic marketing campaigns with prod-
ucts featuring labels stating ‘Proudly made in America.’

Previous studies reflecting consumers’ socio-economic and cultural factors support the use 
of lifestyle and ethnocentrism to segment a market, with two studies from Turkey illustrating 
their relevance. Researching the Turkish food market, Kavak and Gumuslouglu (2007) iden-
tified numerous ethnocentric market segments regarding food consumption. For example, 
when income was considered, the people in the segment with a higher income were more 
likely to be pro-Western (lifestyle) and less ethnocentric in their food consumption choices. 
In a similar study, Kucukemiroglu (1999) also identified differing market segments based upon 
lifestyle, with consumers belonging to the ‘Liberals/trend setters’ having lower ethnocentric 
tendencies, resulting in purchasing behaviours that were similar to consumers in Western 
societies.
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In a rare study on ethnocentrism within a contrasting ethnic group, Goldberg (2012) studied 
the role of ethnocentrism among middle class Blacks living in South Africa – hence forth called 
‘Black Diamonds’, a term used to describe South Africa’s fast-growing, affluent Black middle 
class consumer segment (Ndanga et al. 2010). This choice of population is interesting because 
Black Diamonds represent a small, but important, growing segment in a society where wealth 
is still predominately held by White South Africans. Unlike Kavak and Gumuslouglu (2007) 
and Kucukemiroglu’s (1999) studies in Turkey where higher levels of wealth equated to more 
Western centric behaviours, Goldberg’s results differ markedly. Instead, Goldberg argues that 
moderately high levels of ethnocentric behaviour are evident with a consumption preference 
for South African products over imports. Although Goldberg (2012) provides no explanation 
for the reasons for this, one possibility may lie in feelings of Black Nationalism arising from 
South Africa’s historical context of apartheid, with Black Diamonds asserting their new found 
socio-economic status, as a minority group, through identification with a Black South African 
identity.

The use of psychographic variables to market segment ethnic groups presents the recurring 
problem of within-group heterogeneity. Quite simply, individuals within an ethnic group will 
have differing AIO’s that will affect their consumer behaviour. Consequently, the marketer is 
once again faced with the problem of identifying sufficient similarities within an ethnic group to 
ensure the market segment meets the earlier stated criteria. Consequently, psychographic vari-
ables infer a high level of heterogeneity within and between ethnic groups that fail to address 
the earlier market segmentation criteria.

Behaviouristic variables

Behaviouristic variables segment the market by assessing levels of price sensitivity, brand loyalty, 
benefits sought and how the product is used.

Using price sensitivity to market segment an ethnic group is supported by research. In a 
study from the U.S., Latinos were found to be more sensitive to price increases in cigarettes 
than Whites were, suggesting that the higher the price the less likely they were to smoke (Myers 
et al. 2012), while a lower price for internet providers is likely to encourage greater uptake from 
ethnic minorities (Joshi et al. 2012). Ackerman and Tellis (2001), in their study on the relation-
ship between ethnicity, culture and price sensitivity among American Chinese and Whites, 
found that American Chinese cultural needs to handle food prior to purchase created an affilia-
tion not only with the need to shop in Chinese-owned stores, but also encouraged lower price 
offerings. The authors attribute this price difference to cultural differences with Chinese shop-
pers who, regardless of their affluence, are more willing to spend time undertaking searches for 
the lowest prices.

In a similar vein, brand loyalty may also offer a valuable means of market segmenting ethnic 
groups. For example, in 2006 the American research firm ‘Yankelovich’ declared that:

The ability to reach African Americans and Hispanic consumers in a way that truly strikes 
a chord and connects with their deep-seated cultural values and beliefs is critical . . . brands 
must show that they understand the ethnic consumer by crafting culturally appropriate and 
targeted messaging that speaks directly to them.

(c.f. from Reyes 2006)

Part of this understanding lies in the need for brands to reflect differing ethnic groups needs 
and identities. Indeed Yankelovich claim that 58 per cent of Latinos and 55 per cent of African 
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Americans were brand loyal and were less inclined to purchase private label brands. Using brand 
loyalty as a market segmentation variable is also supported by Rickard (1994), who noted that 
American Latinos and Asians were not only brand loyal but tended to purchase higher-priced 
brands than their White counterparts.

The extent that ethnic groups are brand loyal may depend on how strongly they identify 
with their own culture. In two similar studies – Donthu and Cherian (1994) researched Latino 
brand loyalty, while Podoshen (2006) investigated American Jewish brand loyalty towards 
automobiles – both researchers identified strength of ethnic affiliation to be important. For 
instance, Donthu and Cherian noted how Latinos who strongly identified with Latino cul-
ture would seek out Latino retailers, while remaining loyal to brands that their family and 
friends used. Similarly, Podoshen noted how American Jews who strongly identified with 
their Jewish culture tended to be more brand loyal than their counterparts who had a weaker 
Jewish identification. These findings suggest that brand loyalty among ethnic minorities 
should not be assumed, but instead considered as a sub-segment within the respective ethnic 
group’s segment.

Benefits sought from consuming a product may also represent a means of segmenting eth-
nic groups. Health provides a good example, with many ethnic groups experiencing lactose 
intolerance (the natural occurring sugar found in milk and related products that cannot always 
be digested easily) (National Dairy Council 2011). Market offerings such as lactose-free diary 
milk or non-dairy alternatives, such as soya or almond milk, effectively segment ethnic groups 
through health benefits.

A wider review of the literature on ethnic minorities and benefits sought returns to the 
issue of brands, ethnic identification and acculturation (discussed later). In two related studies, 
Wallendorf and Reilly (1983; 1984) undertook an analysis of Latino garbage (rubbish) to iden-
tify products purchases, noting how Latinos extensively consumed products identifiable with 
White American consumers. A consumer behaviour, they concluded, arose from the Latino 
sample identifying with, and attempting to acculturate into, American White culture. However, 
it should also be considered whether these participants were also expressing their own sense of 
modernism and/or social mobility embodied in American society and reflected in the consump-
tion of particular brands.

Another benefit sought, and one that presents an attractive segmentation variable for prestige 
brands, is the concept of the collective self. The collective self can be defined as the ‘need to gain 
a favourable evaluation from a reference group by fulfilling one’s role in a reference group and 
achieving group goals’ (Yamaguchi et al. 1995, p. 659). Inherently identifiable with collectivist 
cultures, such as those found in India, individuals within these cultural systems tend to have a 
stronger affiliation with a group to derive their sense of identity from (Wong and Ahuvia 1995), 
such as the family (Kitayama et al. 1997). Indeed, ethnic minority studies on Indian immigrants 
to Canada by Joy and Dholakia (1991) and Indians living in Britain by Lindridge and colleagues 
(Lindridge et al. 2004; Lindridge et al. 2005; Lindridge and Hogg 2006), noted how the Indian 
diaspora actively purchased brands that enhanced their collective self. However, these studies 
did not particularly look at acculturation’s influence on these behaviours, and the extent this 
variable affected their sense of collective self remains unclear. However, the role of the collec-
tive self does offer an attractive means of market segmentation for prestigious brands that are 
dependent on exclusivity and wider public recognition as a means to increase their market share.

The final behaviouristic segmentation variable refers to how a product’s consumption may 
represent a more global perspective, but also be reinterpreted and consumed by local commu-
nities to suit their specific needs (Ger, Kravets and SandıkÇı2011). While research has tended 
not to investigate this area, sufficient anecdotal information is available to illustrate this variable. 
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For instance in the 1980s, Smith and Nephew, the then owners of the skin cream brand Nivea, 
noted as part of their regular monthly sales analysis disproportionate sales of Nivea hand cream 
in specific British cities. When this consumption pattern was repeated on a monthly basis, Smith 
and Nephew undertook market research to understand further these localized sales increases. 
The results indicated that the sales were attributable to African Caribbean’s purchasing Nivea 
hand cream to use as an all-over body skin cream. Apparently Nivea hand cream was thicker 
and more suitable for African Caribbean skin than the standard Nivea or other competitors body 
cream products, which targeted a predominately White audience.

In a different but related example, the launch of Cola Turka in Turkey was attributable to 
opposition to Americanization of cultures and a need to develop a cola drink that represented 
and benefited Turkish society (ibid.). After initial commercial success, sales began to fall in 
response to the brand’s Islamic associations, ensuring that loyal drinkers identified with both the 
brands Turkish and Islamic associations. Both examples, of how product usage can offer a means 
to market segment ethnic groups through behaviour variables satisfies the earlier segmentation 
criteria of being substantial and accessible.

Market segmentation and the need to consider acculturation

The approaches to market segmenting ethnic groups discussed so far have relied upon a funda-
mental assumption – that the ethnic group being discussed represents a homogenous group who 
demonstrate similar behaviours. An assumption supported by the three segmentation criteria 
presented at the beginning of this chapter:

Differentiability a segment requires group homogeneity.

Stability  the population forming the segment does not radically change over 
time.

Exhaustiveness a population can only be ascribed to one segment only.

Yet this assumption, along with these segmentation criteria, is unrealistic when we consider 
acculturation as a variable (Palumbo and Teich 2004). One of the oldest and still most relevant 
definitions of acculturation was given by the Social Science Research Council (1954, p. 974), 
who defined acculturation as:

Culture change that is initiated by the conjunction of two or more autonomous cultural 
systems. Acculturative change may be the consequence of direct cultural transmission; it 
may be derived from non-cultural causes, such as ecological or demographic modification 
induced by an impinging culture; it may be delayed, as with internal adjustments following 
upon the acceptance of alien traits or patterns; or it may be a reactive adaption of traditional 
modes of life. Its dynamics can be seen as the selective adaptation of values systems, the 
process of integration and differentiation, the generation of developmental sequences, and 
the operation of role determinants and personality factors.

Acculturation then generates changes among ethnic groups in three different ways:

Behavioural  the types of clothes and foods bought and consumed, along with what 
cultural festivals are celebrated, for example, will begin to differ between 
and within ethnic groups and wider society.
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Affective  how emotions are demonstrated and experienced towards other people, 
communities and products will change. Ethnoconsumerism, as discussed 
earlier, may produce varying levels of emotional attachment towards prod-
ucts and brands from the ethnic minority’s country of origin in contrast to 
their new society.

Cognitive  language choice, between their ancestral and societal choices, has been 
shown to affect ethnic groups’ beliefs and values in how they perceive a 
situation (Farb 1975).

We can illustrate these themes and the importance of acculturation to ethnic groups’ market 
segmentation through a number of studies undertaken among the Latino market in the United 
States. O’Guinn and Faber (1986) noted how less acculturated Latinos, compared to those 
who were highly acculturated, were more brand loyal and price conscious. In a similar study 
IRI (2012) found that less acculturated Latinos, when compared to their highly acculturated 
counterparts, were less influenced by promotional sales (8 per cent compared to 52 per cent), 
demonstrated higher levels of ethnoconsumerism (27 per cent compared to 6 per cent) and were 
more likely to seek out bilingual signage on packaging (22 per cent compared to 6 per cent). 
The latter finding is supported by the Cheskin Research (cited from Malaghan 2003), which 
found that among 6,000 Latinos, 76 per cent favoured communicating in Spanish.

If varying levels of acculturation effect ethnic groups’ consumer behaviours then instead of 
perceiving them as a homogenous market segment, we should perhaps view them as a collection 
of sub-segments. For example, Cheskin Research analyzed the 2002 Hispanic Opinion Tracker 
Study to segment the American Latino market by acculturation level identifying three segments: 
Latino Dominant (56 per cent), Bi-cultural (20 per cent) and English Dominant (23 per cent). 
In another report, using similar categories, Lokpez (2010) identified that Latinos, and, we argue, 
ethnic groups per se, can be segmented into three categories on the basis of how their accultura-
tion affects their consumption:

Unacculturated Latinos

•	 Are Spanish-dominant (language)
•	 Have recently arrived in the United States
•	 Reside in neighbourhoods with a high density of Hispanics
•	 Conduct business in Spanish
•	 Rely on Spanish media
•	 Purchase products that are familiar – i.e. available in their homeland
•	 Practise Hispanic traditions

Bi-cultural Latinos

•	 Are bilingual
•	 Are born in the United States or have been in the country for several years
•	 Live in metropolitan areas
•	 Use English as their primary language for business
•	 Are comfortable with Spanish and English media
•	 Purchase products that are not exclusive or distinctive to Hispanic consumers
•	 Remain loyal to Hispanic traditions and customs



245

Market segmentation by ethnicity

Acculturated Latinos

•	 Are English-dominant
•	 Are born in the United States or have been here for ten or more years
•	 Live in suburban areas
•	 Conduct business in English
•	 Prefer English media
•	 Have similar purchase behaviour as the general market
•	 Observe few or no Hispanic traditions

Classifying an ethnic minority group as ‘unacculturated, bicultural or acculturated’, while 
offering some value to the marketer, also makes a number of fundamental assumptions. First, 
Lokpez’s (2010) segment criteria fails to consider socio-economic and demographic crite-
ria. For example, under the ‘acculturated’ segment the only demographic criterion given is 
propensity to speak English. To understand the relationship between these variables and the 
importance of acculturation to segmentation we need to return to the academic literature. 
Second, and most importantly, is the assumption that an individual’s ethnic identity and their 
acculturation are static.

Using Lokpez’s segment categorizations, an acculturated Latino would be expected to 
identify with the dominant American culture, effectively ignoring their Latino identity and 
associated behaviours; this is an acculturation proposition that is widely disputed within aca-
demic literature. For instance, Szapocznik et al.’s (1980) bi-directional acculturation model 
identifies an ethnic minority individual’s behaviours and identity with both their own ethnic 
and the dominant culture. Ethnic minority and dominant cultural behaviours and identities are 
not apparent on either side of a bi-directional scale, but instead represent dimensions that are 
interdependent and orthogonal of each other (Zak 1973; 1976). An individual can then iden-
tify with their ethnic culture or dominant culture, and demonstrate (or otherwise) behaviours 
reflective of their identity. In other words, an individual may identify themselves as a Latino but 
demonstrate behaviours indicative of American White society.

Developing Szapocznik et al.’s model further, Berry (1990; 1992; 1997) proposed a 2 x 2 
matrix that categorized individuals into four distinct categories based upon the retention of 
their cultural identity and their behaviours relative to the dominant society. This comparison 
then produced four acculturation outcomes: (1) integration: the individual is equally interested 
in engaging with both their ethnic and dominant cultures, (2) separation: the individual rejects 
the dominant culture and accepts the ethnic culture, (3) assimilation: in contrast to the previ-
ous point, the individual rejects their ethnic culture in favour of the dominant culture and (4) 
marginalization: where both cultures are rejected.

Berry’s acculturation model offers an attractive proposition for market segmenting ethnic 
groups, recognizing that ethnic identity may not necessarily reflect acculturation related behav-
iours. Rudmin (2003) argued that those ethnic groups from a culture similar to the dominant 
culture were more likely to be reflected in Berry’s integrated categories, compared to those 
who are from less similar cultures. Indeed, in a study into Latino acculturation, Maldonado and 
Tansuhaj (2002) using Berry’s acculturation categories assessed their relevance in determining 
brand loyalty towards brands indicative of Latino and American culture. Indeed, they con-
cluded that Berry’s acculturation categories did explain variances within Latinos brand loyalty. 
In particular, the individuals within the ‘assimilation’ category (identity and behaviour reflecting 
American society) demonstrated low ethnoconsumerist traits, with 73 per cent choosing U.S. 
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brands. In comparison, those individuals who demonstrated ‘separation’ were more ethnocen-
tric, with only thirty-two per cent choosing American brands instead of a Latino brand. Of 
interest is the ‘integration’ category, where identities and behaviours were reflective of both 
their Latino and their American cultures, reflected in 48 per cent choosing U.S. and 52 per cent 
choosing Latino brands.

It should be noted that Maldonado and Tansuhaj make no mention of ‘marginalization’ as 
a category in their research (nor offer any explanation as to why). Indeed, the limited research 
into marginalized ethnic minorities does suggest the appropriateness of this category as an ethnic 
minority sub-segment. In a study undertaken by Lindridge, Dhillon and Shah (2005) among 
second-generation Punjabi Sikh alcoholics living in Britain, their findings noted how partici-
pants’ rejection of both their Sikh and British cultures was compensated through constructing 
an identity around alcoholism. Linked to this, and not mentioned in the paper, was how the 
local alcohol shops had effectively recognized this group as a sub-segment, among the wider 
Sikh community, offering these participants exclusive price discounts for larger quantities of 
alcohol purchases.

Maldonado and Tansuhaj further expand and contradict Lokpez’s (2010) acculturation catego-
ries by introducing generational differences into segment categorizations. While it may be assumed 
that being born in a country is more likely to result in ethnic groups becoming more ‘assimilated’ 
than say ‘separated’, this was not borne out by Maldonado and Tansuhaj. Once again applying 
Berry’s (1990; 1992; 1997) acculturation categories, they found that 34 per cent of individuals 
belonging to the ‘integrated’ and ‘separation’ categories were born in the United States. A finding 
that suggests that generational level should not be used as a segmentation measure, while support-
ing the use of Berry’s acculturation categories as a tool to market segment ethnic groups.

Berry’s acculturation model has been criticized by Turner, Oakes, Haslam and McGarty 
(1994) for assuming that acculturation categories represent static, fixed states. Instead they argue 
that ethnic groups and their members exist in a constant state of flux, often alternating in their 
positions regarding their cultural identity and related behaviours. Indeed, such behaviour is 
identifiable with Stayman and Deshpandé’s (1989) situational ethnicity, where the environmen-
tal context experienced by an individual with a different ethnicity to the majority adapts their 
consumer behaviour to conform. Developing this perspective further, Bhatia (2002) proposed 
the Dialogical Model of Acculturation, arguing that individuals from minority ethnic groups 
move continuously between opposing cultural values, while holding simultaneously positions of 
assimilation, marginalization and separation. Consequently the ethnic minority individual cre-
ates multiple identities depending on the situation and other individuals encountered (Phinney 
1996). From a consumption perspective, Lindridge, Hogg and Shah (2004) noted how second-
generation Indians living in Britain selectively used culturally value-laden consumption to assist 
them in constructing appropriate acculturated identities for the differing contexts encountered. 
Consequently, the Dialogical Model of Acculturation raises issues surrounding the segmentation 
criteria of ‘stability’. After all, if the ethnic group being segmented continuously shifts in how 
it perceives its own identity and behaviour, reflected in what they consume, then segmentation 
will have to be undertaken on a product by product basis.

The introduction of acculturation into our discussion on the feasibility of market segmenta-
tion among ethnic groups presents a challenge. By recognizing that acculturation ensures ethnic 
groups are not homogenous, we must recognize the need for sub-market segments. While 
Maldonado and Tansuhaj (2002) offer us a way forward, their reliance on Berry’s acculturation 
categories also assumes a level of in-group homogeneity, that situational ethnicity, encapsulated 
within the Dialogical Model of Acculturation, claims does not exist. How then should market-
ers market segment ethnic groups? We posit that the approach to undertake should accept the 
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need for sub-segments primarily based around acculturation. Acculturation variables such as 
language and media usage offer a means to initially categorize an ethnic group by their behav-
iours, with further investigation required to assess an individual’s sense of ethnic identity. From 
here, organizations could then assess the extent and reasons why situational ethnicity may affect 
product consumption. Finally, once these acculturation categories have been determined, they 
could be applied to more traditional market segmentation approaches. For example, an ethnic 
minority sub-segment identifiable with Berry’s ‘separated’ acculturation category may live in 
certain geographical areas, lending themselves to geographic segmentation.

Resolving the market segmentation of ethnic groups

How, if at all, can ethnic groups be market segmented? Throughout this chapter various 
researchers have questioned fundamental assumptions about ethnic groups and their related 
consumption (for example, Furnham and Baguma 1994; Lindridge et al. 2004; 2005; 2006; 
Podoshen 2006). These assumptions have been based around ethnic groups representing a 
homogenous group, with cultural differences only being evident when compared to others. 
Yet as we have noted, acculturation recognizes cultural differences exist within ethnic groups. 
Considering this potential lack of group homogeneity among ethnic groups then acculturation 
may offer an appropriate approach to market segmentation.

Acculturation was identified as the interaction between two cultures, with ethnic minority 
individuals differing in their identification with their native and dominant culture. This identifi-
cation may be relatively fixed (as suggested by Berry) or more fluid depending upon the context 
the individual encounters (as suggested by Bhatia). Yet these differences, as noted earlier, may 
be problematic for market segmentation. The question then arises ‘How then can this dilemma 
be resolved?’

In resolving this dilemma it is important to recognize that some ethnic groups are not a 
homogenous group ensuring their market segmentation remains a challenge. While Maldonado 
and Tansuhaj (2002) offer us a way forward, their reliance on Berry’s (1990; 1992; 1997) 
acculturation categories also assumes a level of in-group homogeneity that situational ethnic-
ity, encapsulated within the Dialogical Model of Acculturation, claims does not exist. How 
then should marketers market segment ethnic groups? We posit that the approach to undertake 
should accept the need for sub-segments primarily based around acculturation. Acculturation 
variables (that space does not permit to discuss here) such as language and media usage, offer a 
means to initially categorize an ethnic minority group based upon their behaviour, with further 
investigation required to assess an individual’s sense of ethnic identity. From here organizations 
could then assess the extent and reasons why situational ethnicity may affect how their product 
is consumed. Finally once these acculturation categories have been determined, these could be 
applied to more traditional market segmentation approaches. For example, an ethnic group’s 
sub-segment that was identified under Berry’s acculturation category as ‘separated’ may live in 
certain geographical areas, lending themselves to geographic segmentation.

At this point we can return to our earlier example of Gain washing powder – an example 
of effective market segmentation or product differentiation? The answer lies in the various 
targeted ethnic groups acculturation. For those consumers who can be identified as assimilated 
(whose identity and behaviours are similar to the dominant culture) we can identify Gain’s use 
of Spanish on its packaging as an example of ‘segment-based product differentiation’ (Dickson 
and Ginter 1987). However, for those ethnic minorities who would be identified as ‘inte-
grated’ or ‘separated’ or who need to demonstrate their ethnicity (within situational ethnicity, 
such as other ethnic minorities visiting the consumer’s house) Gain is demonstrating a market  
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segmentation strategy. Perhaps most importantly is that Gain’s ability to target Latinos and 
African Americans has delivered strong financial results.

Separating ethnic minorities into sub-segments, mediated through demographic, geographic, 
psychographic and behaviour variables, however, raises feasibility problems. For most countries, 
differing ethnic group populations tend to be small and geographically diverse. For an organi-
zation to segment an already small heterogeneous population into smaller sub-segments may 
render those market segments unviable.

Having identified a possible resolution on how to market segment differing ethnic groups, 
future research would be well advised to explore further the relationship between accultura-
tion and consumer behaviour within, as well as between, different ethnic groups, particularly 
to what extent market segmentation is viable for these groups or whether organizations are 
likely to leave them as a diverse, heterogeneous group who, while different, do not represent a 
financially viable segment.

In conclusion: the key steps marketing managers can  
undertake in ethnic market segmentation

This chapter concludes by discussing how marketing practioners can undertake effective market 
segmentation through a seven step process.

Step one: why do you want to market segment  
an ethnic group?

Market segmenting an ethnic group has been shown to be a difficult undertaking therefore an 
organization should ask ‘What do we wish to achieve from segmenting this ethnic group?’ The 
reasons may vary but could include:

•	 Increasing the organization’s competitiveness
•	 Identifying new marketing opportunities
•	 Defending market share
•	 Encouraging customer brand loyalty
•	 Attracting new customers

Step two: take some time to understand your own customers

An organization’s existing customer base is likely to include a range of different ethnicities. 
Using available information organizations should undertake an in-depth analysis to identify 
which ethnic groups are purchasing your products, how often, where from and in what quan-
tities. If you have access to Mosaic you may wish to apply this marketing research tool to 
further elaborate upon your customers.

By identifying which ethnic groups are purchasing your products and their characteristics the 
organization will potentially be able to develop this information into profitable market segments.

Step three: now focus on the value of these ethnic  
groups to your organization

Having recognized the reasons for undertaking marketing segmentation of ethnic minorities and 
identified which ethnic groups are already purchasing your product, we now need to calculate 
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their value to the organization. After all, regardless of which ethnic groups purchase your prod-
ucts, if they do not represent a current or future profit source or positively contribute towards 
the organization’s marketing objectives then the organization should not consider developing 
them into a market segment.

In assessing the value of an ethnic group to an organization, three variables should be  
considered:

Financial value  what is the financial value offered by each individual ethnic cus-
tomer? This should be considered on a monthly and annual basis. 
In particular, profit and sale levels need to be considered here.

Customer potential  to what extent is the individual ethnic customer susceptible to 
purchasing different organizational products? The greater their 
propensity to purchase related products, the higher their financial 
value to the organization.

Customer loyalty  what is the customer loyalty for this ethnic group? The greater 
the loyalty the more profit and value they offer the organization 
increasing their commercial attractiveness.

Step four: now undertake some marketing research

While step two involved collecting secondary data to identify potential market segments, this 
step now requires the organization to undertake some primary research. Step three should have 
identified which potential ethnic market segments offer the organization opportunities for 
increased profit and achieving marketing objectives. In this step, the organization now needs 
to understand what the needs, wants and benefits are that are sought from the potential ethnic 
market segments.

Step five: recognize which segmentation approaches will work

In this step, the organization reviews the marketing research data gathered previously and iden-
tifies whether demographic, geographic, psychographic and behaviouristic variables will be 
effective in targeting ethnic market segments. In some instances, more than one variable may 
be applicable. For example, where an ethnic group lives in a country (demographic) but is dis-
persed into specific geographical areas (geographic) with differing lifestyles (psychographic). In 
these instances the organization needs to evaluate which segmentation variable is most likely to 
achieve the profit and marketing objective outcomes sought.

We should also consider at this step whether acculturation needs to be considered and what 
the implications of this would be.

Step six: implement marketing activities that will appeal  
to your ethnic market segments

This step involves developing a marketing strategy and tactics that address the ethnic market 
segment needs. For example, if the segment is less acculturated then it would be expected to be 
more ethnocentric. Consequently the marketing strategy would need to draw upon symbolisms 
indicative of that group’s cultural values to ensure the strategy’s success.
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Step 7: evaluate

The final stage involves evaluating the effectiveness of the ethnic market segments to the origi-
nal aims agreed upon in step one. In this step the organization should decide what changes need 
to be made to the ethnic market segments to improve their effectiveness.

Summary

This chapter reviewed the feasibility of market segmenting ethnic minorities. Market segmenta-
tion relies upon the premise that a heterogamous group can be separated into separate homog-
enous sub-groups. An approach that lends itself to ethnic minorities who as a group either self-
identify or have an ethnic identity imposed upon them by wider society. Yet market segmenta-
tion variables when applied to ethnic minorities have been criticized for effectively undertaking 
product differentiation. To resolve this criticism careful consideration must be undertaken to 
ensure that different behaviours required to justify market segmentation are evident.

Effective market segmentation of ethnic minorities requires two themes to be considered. 
First is whether the ethnic minority group’s behaviour truly is different from the dominant eth-
nic group. Second, if the ethnic minority’s behaviour is different, then acculturation needs to be 
considered, in particular, how the ethnic minority group’s acculturation affects their behaviour 
and related consumption. Only if acculturation results in different behaviour should market 
segmentation be undertaken.
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Introduction

. . . As we begin to love people in another culture, we can begin to identify with them and see the truth they 
understand. As we make their truth our own, we become new people, formed by the synthesis of two cultures.

Adeney 1995: 165

Rampant globalization and immigration has created transcultural consumers who seek to 
consume ethnicity; the cosmopolitan consumers move beyond the confines of their cultures, 
embracing the global, the local, and their intersections (Epstein 2009). Such situations allow 
transcultural consumers to expand their repertoires by perceiving differences not as disconcert-
ing, but as opportunities to adapt their old selves. The consumers, who participate in an ethnic 
festival that celebrates an important occasion with spicy food and after the experience look 
at spicy food differently, have become transformed in a small cultural way. This transcultural 
thinking embraces diversity and brings the possibility of transformation from the affordances of 
diverse ethnic attitudes and behaviours (Ghisi 2010).

Transcultural consumers wander through an ethnicity cafeteria with an eagerness to sample 
and partake at will. They cobble together an identity by taking the best selves offered across the 
transcultural spectrum they encounter; their exposure to multiple cultures enables them to (re)
work their multiple, nested or elective identities. For example, a traveller from a ‘masculine’ 
culture (in the Hofstede sense) who visits a ‘feminine’ culture and therefore modifies their men-
tal model of work relationships has essentially transformed their work-related elective identity. 
Generally speaking, ethnicity is how ‘we’ think the world does work and should work and our 
related behaviours; identity is how ‘I’ think I actually work and should work within this ethnic 
context; and here the ‘we’ and ‘I’ refer to a construal of the group one belongs to and of the self. 
Despite such observable phenomena, there has been limited research on consumption of ethnic-
ity in and through the transcultural arena. Therefore, this chapter investigates the marketing and 
consumption of ethnicity in the context of transcultural consumption.

We propose an approach to marketing ethnicity that considers its consumption as integral to 
the construction of a transcultural identity. Our work differs from previous research on ethnic 
consumption in at least two ways. First, where existing studies on ethnic marketing focus mostly 
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on marketing to marginalized or niche groups (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006), we suggest a 
transcultural perspective that is inclusive of all cultures. Second, where prior studies have been 
inspired by observation of ethnic practices (e.g. Askegaard et al. 2005), our ideas are grounded 
in two streams of research: the theories of transculture and consumption of ethnicity. Given the 
limited attempts by existing research in addressing transcultural aspects of ethnic consumption, 
it seems useful to evaluate ethnic consumption through the eyes of consumers as they absorb 
elements of ethnicity provided by artists who are considered in this study as producers and 
marketers of ethnicity.

Our investigation was carried out in the Pilsen community in Chicago, a Mexican enclave 
with a rich cultural heritage. The sample included a group of American tourists (i.e. transcultural 
consumers) and a group of Mexican cultural workers – artisans who produce artistic cultural 
products for sale and also offer cultural services (i.e. culture producers and marketers). To inves-
tigate such phenomenon a qualitative approach is most suitable, and therefore our methods 
included phenomenological interviews, field observations and photography.

Theoretical foundations

In this section we present key studies on transcultural perspectives, consumer mental models, vis-
ual cultural metaphors and destination image. The relation between transcultural perspectives and 
ethnic consumption is discussed, and current theoretical gaps in literature are further delineated.

Ethnic consumption and transcultural perspectives

Consumer ethnicity is made manifest through customary behaviours, values, patterns of thinking 
and communication (Levy 1981). Marketers socially validate ethnic groups by targeting them as 
market niches or segments and by exchanging relevant artifacts and sentiments (Peñaloza and Gilly 
1999; Peñaloza 1994). Naturally, marketers tend to focus on those artifacts and behaviours that 
are more marketable. This predilection towards marketability can create distortions when people 
consuming a certain culture are not a member of the ethnic group (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006).

The production and consumption of ethnicity by individuals from different cultures creates 
‘agency’ and ‘subjectivity’ as a prelude to transcultural experiences. Agency refers to the way 
individuals in one ethnic group act with those of another group, and how they shape their 
actions to sustain their culture and develop their communities (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006); 
in essence, they are the ‘selling’ agents of their culture. Subjectivity, on the other hand, refers to 
the individual’s position with respect to the larger group, the way the individual feels about the 
ethnic group and the position of the ethnic group in relation to other groups (Venkatesh 1995); 
in essence, it is the sense of how it feels to an individual to belong to an ethnicity. Because 
cultures are not mutually exclusive (Yeo 1996), consumers belong simultaneously to multiple 
cultures influencing their preferences and behaviour. The interaction between consumers from 
different cultures can lead to the emergence of transcultural perspectives, which may have an 
effect in the materialization of new concepts and visions. According to Voss (2003), transcultural 
perspectives are ideal for the creation of a space where the interrelation between consumers is 
enhanced and a transcultural identity can emerge.

Such transcultural experiences can lead to the formation of an identity where one is no 
longer bounded by a single relatively closed culture but can be part of other cultures as well 
(Appadurai 1996). An example is the common saying that ‘everyone is Irish on St. Patrick’s 
Day’. Bianchini (2004) also argues that transcultural perspectives endow consumers with a 
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capacity for self-transcendence, i.e. to be open to the world, to transcend cultural differences, 
to fit themselves in another’s position and to embrace new meanings. Such transcendence is 
reflected in ‘the capacity of individuals to stand outside of their immediate sense of time and 
place to view life from a larger, more objective perspective’ (Piedmont 1999, p. 988).

Epstein (2009) notes that being transcultural enables consumers to share common elements 
that make it possible to establish cosmopolitan relationships. In this regard, the chapter presents 
and discusses transcultural perspectives identified by studying consumers in the process of con-
suming ethnicity. The study provides insights to the understanding of ethnic consumption in a 
transcultural context and to the development of relevant marketing strategies.

(Visual) cultural metaphors in ethnic markets

Metaphors are essential building blocks of cognition that enable individuals to creatively com-
prehend an ever-changing world (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Metaphorical reasoning embraces 
tacit knowledge (Zaltman and Coulter 1995), which has deep implications for unconscious 
thinking and emotions (Zaltman 1997). Metaphor fleshes out our understanding (Nonaka and 
Takeuchi 1995) and has the power to assist in reflection by providing representative insights 
(Lakoff 1987). This mechanism assists in analyzing information (Zaltman 1997) and in the 
depiction of emotions and thoughts (Elliot, Elaydi and Cherian 2014).

Metaphors have their roots in culture (Morris and Waldman 2011). Gannon et al. (2005) 
define cultural metaphors as ‘an institution, phenomenon, or activity with which most citizens 
in each national culture identify cognitively or emotionally, and through which it is possible to 
describe the culture and its frame of reference in depth’. Cultural metaphors entail words, visual 
patterns, shapes and colours. Denny and Sunderland (2005) suggest that cultural metaphors have 
the potential to unveil relevant categories of meaning among consumers.

Studies on metaphors that derive from symbolic anthropology focus on cultural images and 
visual metaphors (e.g. Hirschman 2007). Visual metaphors are often seen in visual media; for 
example, flags metaphorically evoke the ideals of a nation through symbolic colours and/or 
elements (Elliot, Cherian and Casakin 2013). The prevalence of national flags at cultural desti-
nations is a strong visual reminder of national ideals. Hirschman (2007) indicates that metaphors 
are cultural and symbolic ways of structuring reality in the marketplace. These devices enable 
one to gain new and deeper insights into cultural aspects of another nation or ethnic group 
(Gannon 2002). An advantage of cultural metaphors is that they allow transcultural consumers 
become familiar with a foreign culture in a quick and friendly way.

At many neighbourhood ethnic festivals it is possible to see a cornucopia of nostalgic items 
and themes visually presented. Flags and foods, signs and symbols – all cultural metaphors – 
cram into the space of a few days the transcultural experience of visiting a country. For the 
span of these days, a hard-core native coming home for a visit would revel in the all-consuming 
experience. An expatriate coming home for a visit could become more fervently ethnic, at least 
during the visit. The transcultural tourists encounter a wide-spectrum of ethnic behaviours all 
available for consumption – looking at how ‘they’ greet each other, how ‘they’ relate to food, 
how ‘they’ express ethnic pride, etc. and they might wonder how those behaviours could be 
adapted to their home contexts. Each of these (can) have a metaphoric content: greeting each 
other with a kiss and a hug signifies the closeness of members, a metaphor for solidarity; the 
predominance of a food-type, say meat, a metaphoric stand-in for strength and valor in some 
ethnicities; the overt expression of ethnic pride through tattoos visually expresses an allegiance 
to ideals or group identity and endorses the idea that the visual representation of solidarity is 
desirable, perhaps even expected.
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Visual cultural metaphors thus affect the quality of a transcultural experience. According to 
Zaltman and Coulter (1995), specific metaphors are filled with symbols and imagery that bring 
relevant reasoning processes and mental models to life. Through imagery, metaphors provide 
a vivid and, therefore, memorable emotion-arousing representations of the ethnic experience. 
Despite its prevalence, the influence of visual cultural metaphors on ethnic markets has not yet 
been fully investigated. This study investigates the effect of these cultural metaphors on ethnic 
production and consumption.

Metaphors and mental models

While a metaphor is, in essence, seeing one thing as another (Lakoff and Turner 1989), a mental 
model can be thought of as a coherent linkage of many metaphors (Hill and Levenhagen 1995). 
For example, seeing one country’s citizenry as being consumers and another’s as being produc-
ers is a simple metaphor that equates a citizenry to one or the other function; seeing a nation 
as being a ‘kingdom of consumers’ combines, coherently, two metaphors: citizen is consumer 
and consumer is king.

Teichert et al. (2006) propose three roles of metaphors in affecting mental models: (1) mental 
model communication, which occurs by enabling a metaphoric transfer from previously unas-
sociated knowledge domains to create new meanings; (2) mental model matching, which takes 
place when metaphors are used as a shaping device to overcome deeply ingrained viewpoints 
that seek to influence mental models of consumers; and (3) mental model creation, that occurs 
when metaphors are used as cognitive frameworks to imbue meaning. Accordingly, visual cul-
tural metaphors have the potential to influence consumer mental models and, in consequence, 
to affect the destination image. The role of mental models, closely informed by how visual 
cultural metaphors impact destination image and transcultural consumers, has yet to be deeply 
investigated.

Destination image

The destination image is a consumer’s mental representation of knowledge and beliefs, of feel-
ings and of the overall perception of a particular destination (Fakeye and Crompton 1991). A 
destination, which can vary in scale, can be a building, a city, a region, etc. Image formation 
is based on the information, images and experience that a consumer has about the destination 
(Gartner 1993; 1989). Indeed, the image can even be formed more by imagination than by 
information from the real world. The destination image formed by a transcultural consumer 
will then affect the subjective perception, behaviour and destination choice of the consumer 
(Han 2005).

A number of studies have examined how cultural tourism impacts the destination image for 
the consumer. This included investigations of iconic structures and mega-events (e.g. Richards 
and Wilson, 2004), thematization (e.g., Arnould and Price 1993; Joy and Sherry 2003) and herit-
age mining (e.g. Russo 2002). Destination images in consumer minds can develop to the extent 
that little of the local or original culture remains (Richards and Wilson, 2004). Such a loss of 
authenticity leads the purist cultural consumer to seek out archaic communities that are imagined 
to be culturally unadulterated (Berger 1996). Other studies showed that consumers are weary of 
finding the serial reproduction of their home cultures in different destinations all over the world 
and as a consequence they direct their efforts to find destinations alternative to their native and 
conventional ones (Richards and Wilson 2004); in other words, a destination may be valued to 
the extent that it does not have familiar fast food outlets. Seeing familiar signage from domestic 
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fast food chains at a destination could entangle the destination image with the origination image. 
This entanglement is not necessarily bad as it could have the dual effect of helping create a sense 
of familiarity (‘they like fries too’) and a sense of difference (‘they like their fries spicier’). To what 
extent then do universal symbols and metaphors, like global brands, institutions, personalities and 
such render the unfamiliar familiar?

Despite the relevance of this topic, few investigations have looked at transcultural con-
sumption as a mechanism for enhancing destination image. If there are consistent mechanisms 
of improving destination images via reproducible aspects of transcultural consumption, then it 
is likely that global consumers and marketers can benefit from this; for example, can destina-
tion images of a popular movie star from home assuage natural tensions transcultural consumers 
no longer feel at home. In order to deal with the above issue, the present study explores 
transcultural consumption as a non-conventional way of leveraging culture to enhance the 
destination image.

Methodology

Research context

The setting of the Pilsen Mexican community was selected for our exploration due to its past 
role as a port of entry for many immigrant ethic groups. The Pilsen community, previously 
inhabited by Jewish, Italian, Polish, Greek, Czechs and Poles, has now become a major centre 
of the Latino population, primarily Mexican Americans. In this community, cultural workers 
play an inspiring role of using murals, museums, galleries and other forms of material culture to 
communicate transcultural values and to enhance destination images. Hence, many members 
of this ethnic community have taken on the profession of cultural workers to portray the rich 
culture, history and values of their ethnic community to visitors.

Research method

The main goal of this study was to investigate the production and consumption of ethnicity 
through transcultural consumption and to look at the specific mechanisms of destination image 
enhancement, visual cultural metaphors and consumer mental models. A phenomenological 
qualitative methodology and interpretive approach were considered suitable to deal with the 
research questions. These approaches combine aesthetics, ethics and epistemologies, and at the 
same time exhibit representational adequacy that is free from race, class or gender, and represent 
many voices (Christians 2000).

A qualitative approach based on phenomenological interviews, observations and photographs 
was used to collect the research data. Insights gleaned from the phenomenological interviews 
allowed the identification of not only cognitive themes, but also of emotions, attitudes, goals, 
values and sensory aspects of the assessed phenomenon (Christensen and Olson 2002). Given 
that cultural metaphors are characterized by numerous visual elements, photography was a par-
ticularly important complementary research technique.

Interviews carried out with twelve participants lasted from forty-five minutes to one hour. 
Due to the qualitative nature of the interviews, there was no canonical sample size required. 
Therefore, the interviews were considered complete when no novel information could be 
obtained and a saturation point was reached. Table 15.1 provides personal information for 
the participants. Five of the participants were Latino cultural workers and seven others were 
American tourists.
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Three different strategies were used for conducting the interviews. First, we interviewed three 
artists exhibiting their work at the National Museum of Mexican Art. Second, we approached 
two artists in their art galleries and interviewed them about their artwork. Third, we joined 
a guided tour looking at the murals of Pilsen streets, where we interviewed seven American 
tourists about their experiences. The tourists were recruited through snowball sampling from 
introductions made by one of the participating cultural workers, who was a tour guide. Based 
on research directions by Thompson et al. (1989), each interview was recorded, transcribed, 
analyzed and interpreted to identify emergent themes. A list of the sample questions asked dur-
ing the interviews are attached in Appendix 15.1.

Findings and analysis

Our approach to the data is grounded in procedures for rigorous interpretive analysis, includ-
ing individual analysis, iterations and part-to-whole comparisons (Thompson et al. 1989). 
We analyzed data, including both text and images, and discussed emerging interpretations. 
Findings were coded and classified into main themes using an interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis approach. Coding was performed based on meaningful key words, phrases or 
sentences that generated themes related to the research objectives. The resulting interpreta-
tion was evaluated and modified as a function of supportive data, as well as by triangulation 
between the researchers. Transcripts of in-depth interviews and field notes provide the basis 
for the iterative analysis. This included tacking between the data and the literature (Glaser 
and Strauss 1967) to develop further an explanation of ethnic consumption in the transcul-
tural context. Themes relating to production and consumption of ethnicity interplaying with 
transcultural perspectives emerged from the data. The initial codes concerned with ethnic con-
sumption included worldview, cultural identity and cultural aesthetics, as well as those relating 
to transculture included humanity, idealism and interrelatedness. These emergent categories 
are used to organize and group codes into meaningful clusters (Patton 2002). Our findings are 
presented through the themes emerging from the codes.

In our presentation of findings, we build up three thematic dimensions that allow us to 
explain how transcultural perspectives impact and transform the consumer. These include: 

Table 15.1 Personal information for the participants

Name Age Gender Education Status

Gabriel Villa 53 Male High School Muralist/teacher
Hector Duarte 62 Male Undergraduate Artist
Jose Guerrero 65 Male High School Muralist/tour guide
Rolando 47 Male High School Artist/performer
Alejandro 36 Male Ninth grade Artist/photographer
Alison 30 Female Graduate American tourist
Monique 25 Female Undergraduate American tourist
Freddie 32 Male Undergraduate American tourist
Sarah 33 Female Graduate American tourist
John 37 Male Graduate American tourist
Tom 32 Male Undergraduate American tourist
Linda 41 Female Undergraduate American tourist

Note
Original names used in the table of participant information are those of Gabriel Villa, Hector Duarte and Jose 
Guerrero. All other names are pseudonyms.
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(1) use of cultural metaphors; (2) mental model transcendence and (3) enhancement of the 
destination image. The identified themes, which are detailed below, showed that artists and 
workers use cultural metaphors to create a transcultural space that generates an awareness of the 
consumers’ self and leads to a mental model transcendence.

Cultural metaphors and symbolic consumption

The consumption of cultural metaphors is an integral aspect of the consumption of ethnicity. 
The cultural metaphors are displayed through the Latino artworks. As explained before, cultural 
metaphors are associations that convey shared beliefs and understandings of a particular group 
or society. According to Morgan (1987), metaphors can serve to narrate an event, describe a 
scene, illustrate a concept, effect an emotive persuasion or present a logical argument. In our 
study, the artworks were used as visual images to convey metaphors. Langer (1980) describes art 
as the practice of creating observable symbolic forms representing the human feeling in a way 
that cannot be expressed using verbal language. The use of metaphors in art leads to a view of 
these tools as containers of cultural ideals.

Cultural metaphors capture essential characteristics of ethnicities (Gannon 2002) and con-
nect consumers with the experiences and feelings of the ethnic communities. Features such as 
social sustainability, globalized culture, world peace, poverty elimination and environmental 
sustainability are characteristics of the Latino cultural metaphors. The construction of cultural 
metaphors is a process where meanings from different cultural domains are connected to each 
other to create, or recreate transcultural understanding. The consumption of cultural meta-
phors has the following components: a) altruistic: messages are conveyed to help the consumer;  
b) agnostic: cultural workers derive a positive emotional pleasure from sharing messages; c) instru-
mental: cultural workers want the consumers to share their interpretations; d) obligatory: cultural 
workers feel the situation demands it; e) relationship mending: messages are used to alleviate hard 
feelings; and f) antagonistic: used to disturb the consumer. In this process the consumer can be 
transformed by the transcultural perspective. An example of this is illustrated below.

The Latino culture uses the beating heart in many metaphors; for example, the eaten heart is 
used to signify a faithless wife, a shrinking heart to indicate a feeling of fear or pity. The use of 
heart of gold or big heart is more universal and may not be particular to any one ethnic group. 
Hector Duarte (age 62, male artist) expresses his feelings and wishes by means of cultural meta-
phors of a pumping heart in order to inspire ideals, and create a transcultural way of thinking. 
He says:

I like to create optical illusions in my artwork. This [work] represents the idea of a clo-
sure of spaces between cultures. This mural creates an optical illusion of a pumping heart 
wrapped in chains. [But there are glimmers] of hope . . . on each side of the heart, where 
[there can be seen] metal hands holding broken chains . . . I would like tourists to admire 
the love for nature and life in my culture, and a love for people so they can be treated with 
respect and dignity.

The connection between the production and consumption of ethnicity and transcultural com-
munications can be perceived by the use of cultural metaphors. Hector Duarte uses optical 
illusions to communicate his ideals as transcultural, which creates a platform for the produc-
tion and consumption of ethnicity (see Figure 15.1). Ethnicity shapes and is shaped by the 
artworks through which Hector Duarte, like other Latino artisans, expresses his views and 
ideals, and establishes social interactions with consumers of culture. Hector Duarte uses several 
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cultural metaphors to communicate universal ideals such as love for life and people, courage, 
social conscience and liberation. In the Latino culture, a heart represents love and warmth. 
Metaphorically speaking, the heart signifies connections with people, while the chains depict 
the opposite. Thus, the breaking of chains can be seen to convey a transcultural message of 
hope, love, respect and dignity. Such ideals, represented through a set of principles and values, 
are interpreted as personal goals strongly connected to ethical issues.

American tourists perceive the artwork exhibited by Hector Duarte as a multiplicity of 
transcultural issues – including cultural, social, psychological, political and ideological ones. For 
example, Freddie (age 32, male American tourist) refers to how the cultural metaphors inspire 
universal ideals as he consumes the Latino ethnicity:

I appreciate these older murals for their beauty and detail, and that they show a historic 
spectrum of mural creation in this neighbourhood. Some of the older, fading murals are 
more symbolic and depict signs and forms from ancient Aztec culture. When I look at the 
murals and artwork I distinctly see in them a desire to communicate certain ideals . . . These 
murals are a big part of what makes Pilsen so special, so unique and so desirable.

Freddie notices the desire to communicate ideals as he consumes artworks from the ‘ancient 
Aztec culture’. This is transcendental for him as a tourist in the sense that his interpretation is 
about a (universal) cultural drive to communicate while he imagines the lives of Latino immi-
grants in between multiple worlds. Freddie also shows an understanding of the evolution of the 
culture by referring to the ‘historic spectrum’ of the murals in this neighbourhood.

Sarah (age 33, a female American tourist) provides further insights into how cultural meta-
phors inspire universal ideals. This involves issues relating to humanity, which encourages the 
compatible co-existence and integration of culturally diverse groups:

. . . the aesthetics are very colourful . . . things they make their art out of is very fascinat-
ing. They pay a lot of attention to nature and also to religion, and I find their religious 
depictions like these paintings and other pieces of art really cool – and it makes me wish 
America could go back to what it was . . . the colours are fascinating. We can identify with 
the culture, and I am just blown away with all this faith and culture. I have read about it, 
but never experienced it, and that is why this is all awesome for me. I really feel emotional 
when I see this and hearing the descriptions of the artists, you really seem to get an idea 
of what this is all about – humanity and in a way it is very touching. It means to me that 
different cultures perceive things differently. I think that it is good to realize that things are 
different, to be aware of what other cultures are like and to understand them.

Figure 15.1 Mural of a heart breaking chains
Note
Artwork by Hector Duarte. Image used with permission from Mr. Duarte.
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Consumers of culture like Sarah are inspired by cultural metaphors representing ideals that celebrate 
different cultures. Transcultural aspects transport consumers beyond cultural differences, to focus 
on issues that unify humanity (Epstein 2009). In order to provide further insights into how cultural 
metaphors serve as symbolic consumption through the inspiration of universal ideals, Morgan’s 
(1987) exposition on the properties of metaphors are considered. According to Morgan, metaphors 
invite the generation of a ‘constructive falsehood’ that inspires a conversation outside the constraints 
of normal discourse. When consumers perceive artworks, their sensory, emotional and cognitive 
systems are immediately engaged and experiential information is transferred in rich and vivid detail. 
The richness of ethnic consumption is therefore underlined by the cultural metaphors.

Mental model transcendence

The findings presented in this section indicate how the consumption of ethnic artworks as cultural 
metaphors creates mental model transcendence for the consumer. The consumption of ethnicity 
exposes the ways of being and knowing of marginal groups, the relations between social groups, 
and how members of other groups treat a marginalized group and its members, both informally in 
personal interactions and in formal settings (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006). The findings depict 
that the awareness of social issues made possible by the cultural metaphors leads to a mental model 
transcendence that allow to see such social issues in a new light. Schon (1979), who investigated 
the ‘generative’ role of metaphors, promoted the view that by constructing a new way of looking 
at ‘problems’ it is possible to reconcile conflicting situations. This process that takes place by find-
ing new metaphorical ways of understanding transcultural situations, which can be characterized as 
a blending of cultural frames that causes consumers to break free from their previous conceptions.

The existing differences between artworks from the Latino and American cultures create 
a distance from the so-called ‘conventional’ understanding. The intentional vagueness of the 
Latino images offers new and unorthodox points of view to understand reality, and this leads 
consumers to introspection. That novel way of perceiving the world has the potential to evoke 
a richer set of associations in the memory and the self of the consumer. Self-awareness is a phe-
nomenon that can cause a revolution in the consumer’s thinking. It can open up new horizons 
when the consumer is able to identify his or her ‘self’ as the ‘other’ – a person from a different 
culture. Consequently, interpretation is an important component of the consumption of ethnic-
ity that is crucial to the consumer’s mental model transcendence.

Insights from two informants – Gabriel Villa (age 49, male artist) and Linda (age 41, female 
tourist) – illustrate how the metaphorical images are used to create a self-awareness that changed 
their prior mental models. Gabriel Villa’s desire to instill a social conscience leads him to use 
cultural metaphors in his paintings to help encourage a change or an update of mental models, 
which in turn helps to transcendence:

I am very concerned about disparities in social contemporary life and vices in society that 
lead to a deterioration in human life. I have learned to play with new concepts relating to 
my culture and add new dimension to my work that stimulate social conscience. An exam-
ple is my painting showing the different human heads under the cactus plants . . . If people 
come to the gallery and they don’t know about the issue, then I want them to walk away 
a little more knowledgeable . . . It’s about values . . .

Gabriel Villa uses human heads under a cactus plant to represent a transcultural identity that 
embraces all humanity (see Figure 15.2). He suggests that the human heads forming a circle under 
the cactus show human condition of interaction. The self-confessed intention of the artist is to 
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make the consumer feel a sense of responsibility for the creation of a better world. Through his art-
work, Gabriel Villa embodies ethnicity connecting physical, cultural and social spaces. The cultural 
objectification of the artworks is presented as a form of social confrontation. In this way, this cul-
tural worker opens up a discourse of ethnic domination/subordination/empowerment and creates 
a framework for the production and consumption of social exchanges (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999).

The process of consuming and producing ethnicity causes the consumer to ‘live in the blend’ 
and establishes an interaction with the unpleasant visceral connotations of social injustice. Linda 
explains her impressions of Gabriel Villa’s paintings thus:

I perceive these images as crucial tools for storytelling and for exposing both the struggles 
and beauty of the Mexican culture. As a non-Mexican, I can appreciate the experience 
of coming upon these murals, being curious about their meaning, and wanting to learn 
more . . . So you become more personally engaged, and this provokes me to become more 
interested in this issue.

Linda’s words show that the murals emotionally touch her and that, by being curious about 
their meanings, her self-awareness is raised. Although the mural is one of a confrontation, in 
its consumption Linda transcends the ethnic segregation and stereotyping. Despite there being 
no long-term engagement or shared experience between Linda and the cultural workers, her 
curiosity is aroused. This creates a platform for changing her mindset about Latino ethnicities.

Creative work by Hector Duarte also provides further support for explaining how transcul-
tural perspectives create self-awareness, leading to mental model transcendence (see Figure 15.3). 
This is illustrated in the following quote:

Images associated with my concept of transformation are a whirlpool, the breaking of a 
barbed wire, and butterflies . . . Paintings such as Awakening of the Americas have images that 
represent our roots as well as new horizons. I like to [dismantle] the psychological fron-
tiers of the mind . . . This picture shows a man with a DNA fingerprint where his face is 
supposed to be. The DNA represents the exterior identity of mankind while on the other 
hand, the fingerprint represents the interior identity.

Figure 15.2 Cactus and heads
Note
Artwork by Gabriel Villa. Image used with permission from Gabriel Villa.
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Butterflies and whirlpools in Mexican culture are associated with a mystical transforma-
tion of one form of life into another. In his approach, Hector Duarte represents the DNA as 
a human identity (Figure 15.4), which triggers an awakening to a new sense of self. With the 
consumption of ethnicity through these ideologically loaded paintings, cognitive processes and 
communication structures of the consumer change to embrace a transcultural perspective.

Similarly, Jose Guerrero (age 65, male artist/tour guide) speaks about his mural painting 
depicting a skeleton tangled in barbed wire. Jose indicates that this painting represents Gulliver 
who travelled around the world with no borders and as a result he was maltreated. Making ref-
erence to a barbed wire that leads to death, a death of conscience, Jose suggests that the human 
species needs to be liberated from prejudice. This artist adorns the alleyways and garage doors in 
Pilsen with his painting of Mexican history, which he shares with people from all races in order 
to provide a transcultural perspective.

Peñaloza (2007) considers the subjectivity and agency of ‘whiteness’ as a mental model that 
creates discrimination against ethnic minorities and cripples knowledge of ethnicity and con-
sumption. Artwork such as that of Hector Duarte and Jose Guerrero prompts White American 
consumers to look beyond this subjectivity, question White values of individual autonomy, 
achievement and meritocracy, and contrast them with transcultural perspectives. In this way, 
mental model transcendence can be achieved.

Tom (age 32, male tourist) illustrates the transformation that he experienced after being 
exposed to the barbed wire and butterfly image (see Figure 15.3):

I have been inspired and would like to acquire this ability to take care of one’s community 
while appreciating and understanding the diversity and differences of others in the world: 
local action and global consciousness. I realize that one should appreciate all the world has 
to offer but try not to change others to your ways.

Figure 15.3 Barbed wire and butterflies
Note
Artwork by Hector Duarte. Image used with permission from Mr. Duarte.
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Similarly, the immediate effect for Tom after consuming the ethnicity in this artwork was an 
awareness of the self that led him to a mental model transcendence. The new perception Tom 
has is different from the nostalgic and romantic characterizations of the ethnic cultures. His 
inspiration takes him to reflections of issues such as ethnic community welfare.

In order to explain mental model transcendence caused by ethnic consumption, we consider 
Fauconnier and Turner’s (2002) blending theory. This theory is concerned with the concept 
of stimulated elaboration, which refers to the imaginative processes based on novel conceptu-
alizations for learning, understanding and other creative sense-making activities. We relate the 
narratives of the cultural workers about the production of ethnicity to three different stages 
that take place in the process of stimulated elaboration. The first stage deals with the use of 
metaphorical images to stimulate thinking. Metaphorical images help people look at themselves 
and those involved (Morgan 1997). Stimulated elaboration evokes a rich set of associations in 
memory, which leads to a greater persuasion and a higher agreement with the message that 
metaphors convey.

The second stage is concerned with the creation of distance from conventional understand-
ings of the cultural metaphor by means of an intentional vagueness that raises open issues and 
unanswered questions. The third stage is the ownership of insights, which in turn lead to a sense 
of self-awareness. At this stage, an opportunity is offered to attempt to deal with the unknown, 
and in so doing to internalize unfamiliar knowledge and new meanings. Rather than being dis-
tant and abstract, the emergent meaning is considered to be immediate and personal, and thus 
allows the creation of a sense of self-awareness. Consequently, the sense of self-awareness that 
involves cognition (revelation, knowledge) and emotions is able to evoke a mental model tran-
scendence. Teichert et al.’s (2006) concept of mental model matching helps to understand how 
mental model transcendence is achieved. In their role in mental model matching, metaphors 
act as a trigger to break up entrenched mental models that are no longer in line with changing 
mental representations. The narratives of cultural workers show how cultural metaphors are 
used to create new collectively shared mental models focusing on universal ideals. Once the 
connection to an ideal reality is made, mental paradigms are changed in such a way that they 
lead to mental model transcendence into a transcultural space. In this study, we aimed at extend-
ing Teichert et al.’s (2006) model to include metaphors as major triggers of consumers’ mental 
model transcendence.

Enhancement of destination image

Interviews with three informants illustrate how the consumption of ethnicity through cultural 
metaphors creates awareness of transcultural identity. This in turn results in a mental model  

Figure 15.4 DNA fingerprint
Note
Artwork by Hector Duarte. Image used with permission from Mr. Duarte.
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transcendence that enhances the destination image. According to the informants, the impor-
tance of awareness of transcultural identity is to make consumers transcend the traditional con-
cept of culture, characterized by social homogeneity, and intercultural divisions. The aim of, 
awareness is therefore an attempt to encourage a respect for, and enjoyment of, diversity. This 
appreciation of, diversity was identified as a major factor enhancing the destination image. Jose 
Guerrero vividly illustrates how the cultural metaphors represented in the public murals are used 
to signal a deeper level of thinking that moves beyond cultural and gender boundaries. He notes:

You can see symbols in these murals, which are meant to encourage [the youth] to under-
stand history and utilize it for a better life in harmony with other cultures. Choc mol is a 
metaphor for knowledge and belief. The crack running down from top to bottom has the 
symbolic importance of separating belief from knowledge.

From Jose Guerrero’s words, it can be understood that the use of cultural metaphors depicting 
belief and wisdom creates an awareness of a transcultural identity for the youth that contributes 
to enhance the destination image. The opportunity to obtain transformative learning enhances 
the destination image for consumers. Transformative learning does not simply add to the res-
ervoir of knowledge, but changes the consumer fundamentally. As stated by Clark (1993), 
‘transformative learning shapes people: they are different afterward, in ways both they and oth-
ers can recognize. The process can be gradual or sudden’ (p. 47).

Rolando (age 47, male artist) describes the way he uses cultural metaphors in his artwork 
in order to evoke something ‘magical’ that makes tourists more aware of who they are. He 
says:

People are absorbed in the textures and sizes of my pieces. A lot of my images go back to 
the magic of the Mexican theatre and also scenic designs. My work [operates between] 
figuration and abstraction, leaving more questions unanswered than answered. I leave my 
audience with direction to think about a specific idea or situation and try to evoke a 
response that would come from them . . .

Rolando’s allusion refers to a magic that is partially staged, but closely based on reality. He 
shows the way that the Mexican culture considers people to feel affection for nature. This is 
perceived as a call to awake to a sense of self characterized by elements of love inviting to a 
transcendence experience.

Alison (age 30, female tourist) who admires Victor’s works comments:

The bright, bold colours and the range of faces and stories [are] absolutely beautiful. I value 
that there is some history here that you normally don’t see in other parts of Chicago. You 
definitely have some homely, warm feelings when you experience the culture . . . there’s 
the murals, gardens, the style of the building, the way people paint their homes, the potted 
humble plants upfront. Or like the Virgins of Guadalupe . . . What other neighbourhood 
has that in Chicago?

In her words, both the physical and symbolic features of the paintings provide a transcultural per-
spective that contributes to enhance the destination image of the neighbourhood far away than its 
physical borders. Transcultural consumers such as Alison, most of who have achieved the American 
dream of owning a beautiful house with aesthetic gardens, are fascinated by the effect/impact 
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of this imagery in their consumption of ethnicity. The aesthetics of ethnic communities often 
represent ‘the better life’, one that closely resembles the American dream. Such perceptions grant 
social legitimacy to ethnic groups in targeting them as market niches (Peñaloza 1994).

John (age 37, male tourist) shares similar sentiments:

I would say that my emotions range with the different murals – some of which are very seri-
ous, quite literal . . . I often feel curious as I feel that these images are communicating deeply 
powerful stories about the Mexican immigrant experience, both in Mexico and here in the 
U.S. Some of them portray a sense of strength and courage stemming from community and 
faith . . . These stories touch me deeply, and draws me to this community . . .

John makes an interpretation of the stories reflected in the different murals of the neighbour-
hood, indicating that his destination image is enhanced. The metaphorical images of the Pilsen 
community play a major role in evoking feelings and emotions that contribute to his transcul-
tural experience. The richness of the ethnic themes captured in the historical images of the 
murals shows John that the ‘other’ also lived the heroic lives they aspired to. As a result John is 
emotionally moved and his destination image is favourably affected.

Fauconnier’s (1997) work concerned with the uncovering of the conceptual blend is funda-
mental for the interpretation of consumption of ethnicity that leads to transcultural awareness 
and the enhancement of the destination image. According to this researcher, the basic principles 
of conceptual blending can be described as operating in two input mental spaces that yield to 
a third space: the blend. Mental spaces are conceived as being cognitively processed and con-
structed in the memory of the consumers as they think, talk and act in different settings. Mental 
spaces draw partly on background knowledge acquired through past events and are stored in the 
form of image schemas that endow meaning to the consumer experience (Johnson and Lehman 
1997). Furthermore, the conceptual blend helps analyze how consumption of ethnicity through 
cultural metaphors plays a role in shaping the transcultural experience. Most cultures have some 
dominant metaphors about life and how it is to be lived; some may see life as a game, some as 
a journey and so on. Seeing how others view life through a metaphorical lens brings one’s own 
guiding metaphors into question.

In the concept of Fauconnier and Turner’s (2002) conceptual blending, the metaphorical 
space is the transcultural exposure and the source domain is the cultural artworks. Then the 
blend can be understood as the resultant transcultural space, with altered image schemas. The 
transcultural artist (Rolando) specifically tries to ‘evoke a response that would come from them 
(the transcultural tourist)’, which leads to ‘homely, warm feelings when you experience this 
culture’ (Alison) and that ‘touch me deeply, and draws me to this community’ (John). Clearly 
then, Rolando’s attempt to evoke a response created felicitous reactions in terms of destination 
image in Alison and in John, who are left with altered image schemas with respect to the cul-
tural destination they had visited.

Discussion and conclusions

In this chapter, we investigated the production and consumption of ethnicity in a transcultural 
context from three different angles. First, we explored how cultural metaphors represent the con-
sumption of ethnicity. Second, we found how the consumption of cultural metaphors can be an 
important medium for enhancing understanding of ethnic cultures, and hence resulted in mental 
model transcendence. We showed how cultural workers managed to make use of powerful means 
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to communicate thought-provoking messages dealing with open and unresolved issues. In their 
attempt to understand the conflicts and contradictions represented in the artworks, consumers 
were able to gain self-awareness as transcultural beings, and this led to mental model transcend-
ence. Third, the findings depicted how the transcultural perspective from the metaphorical images 
and the mental model transcendence enhances the destination image. Such enhancement of the 
destination image is an integral part of the process, by which ethnicity is consumed. Consumers 
found the messages retrieved from the metaphorical sources as inspirational and stimulating as 
they evoked novel ideas that were radically different from those of their cultural milieu. The 
messages transmitted by these works of art embraced the co-existence of the local and the global, 
the modern and the traditional, as well as the historical and aesthetic at the same time. All these 
generated positive perceptions and favourable evaluations of the destination image by positively 
and emotionally moving the consumer.

Implication for theory

The themes that arose in this investigation have important implications for research and prac-
tice. In terms of research, the notions of cultural metaphors, mental models and destination 
image are central to the understanding of the consumption of ethnicity. The first finding of this 
study – consuming ethnicity – shows how this leads to motivations and ideals that transcend 
cultures and groups to endow transcultural meaning to consumers, and enriches their lives. 
Personal meanings and understandings may be essentially metaphorical, cobbled together from 
a palette of more universal metaphors; the most likely ones used are the ones selected through 
acculturation. This suggests that one can consume a new ethnicity via the predominant meta-
phors that these ethnicities use (as suggested by Zaltman [2003] in How Consumers Think). Thus, 
new ethnicities can be better introduced in a wide array of forms and places if the reigning 
metaphors are explicated.

The mechanism suggested above provides an avenue for the exploration of how cultural 
metaphors can be used to consume salient issues relating to ethnicity and even to marginalized 
consumers. For example, does the consumer need to be accosted by an ‘other’, one that uses a 
starkly different metaphoric view of the world, to realize that everyone is guided by their own 
metaphors? How different does the ‘other’ need to be to provoke a possibility of rapproche-
ment? How important is the degree of difference in this process? What processes can attune a 
consumer to an awareness of the other and, therefore, of oneself?

The second finding – transcending culture – suggests the same pattern as the first finding of 
consuming ethnicity. To an extent, consumption of ethnicity can be considered a larger ver-
sion of the project of creating the self – that there are guiding metaphors for ethnic cultures like 
there are for selves; that cultures have cosmologies of metaphors that are sanctioned ways for its 
members to construe the world. Then, it could be asked what ethnic cultures are more likely 
to generate cosmopolitan consumers, those more willing to accept a transcendent encounter? 
What makes some ethnic cultures more likely than others to accept that which is different? Are 
(some) ethnic and cultural dimensions more related to acceptance of other cultures than oth-
ers (e.g. are masculine cultures more resistant to the ‘other’ than feminine cultures?) Are some 
ethnic metaphors more acceptable to others for absorption? And what aspects of metaphors are 
these based on?

The final finding – transcending the local – was driven by the notion that seeing the ‘other’ 
as being the same as oneself would lead to favourable evaluations while consuming ethnicity. 
Whereas this was one of the outcomes of this study, there are several conditions under which 
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seeing the ‘other’ as same as ‘us’ could lead to a dislike; this is especially true when the ‘other’ is a 
romanticized ideal – this happens when such transcultural consumers are chasing ‘differentness’, 
not seeking a ‘sameness’. Transcultural consumers who loathe their own ethnicity and seek 
escape in some destination perceived as exotic are primed to see differences, and will likely balk 
at anything that has actual or perceived familiarity with their own culture. This raises questions 
such as: ‘Are consumers of some ethnicities more likely to appreciate the essential sameness of 
different cultures while consuming ethnicity?’ and ‘What makes the social reality constructed 
by cultural metaphors constraining enough to preclude seeing the oneness?’ Within the context 
of our study, one could ask whether the reactions of Latino tourists visiting an American village 
would lead to the same kinds of transformations that the American tourists had when visiting 
a Latino enclave, based on the guiding metaphors within the source and destination cultures.

Implications for practice

Our findings can have important implications for marketers. The first one is the opportunity 
to leverage the intersections of marketing and ethnicity, such as in the context of tourism. 
Transcultural consumption, e.g. through tourism, is pervasive and therefore is becoming one 
of the largest industries. Mainstream and minority ethnic subcultures are likely to benefit from 
contact and cross-fertilization with each other through such marketing initiatives.

Additionally, the consumption of ethnicity can be modified so that the consumers’ ways 
of relating to the world are packaged and sold, much in the same way that other products are 
consumed. Similarly, configuring opportunities for transcendence will make other cultures and 
ethnicities more likeable, i.e. improvement of destination images; this can also help to properly 
calibrate, and rehabilitate, the country-of-origin or country-of-destination effects. Images of 
the ‘other’ are not fixed but (trans)mutable. Thus, rich and complex transcultural resources can 
be used as transformational tools for influencing the mental models of consumers.

Second, transcultural marketers can profit from applying the findings of this study to cre-
ate a distinctive destination image and gain a favourable differentiation from competitors. A 
transcultural perspective with an emphasis on diversity makes possible the recognition of cul-
tural universals, those that link consumers to common values and ideals. This phenomenon is 
in line with Benjamin et al.’s (2006) concept of culturally adaptive communities, in reference 
to those cultural groups that, after identifying what makes them unique, develop distinctive-
ness from others. Awareness on this issue can be beneficial for ethnic marketers, who can 
enhance the destination image influenced by diverse cultures. Transcultural strategies could 
be encouraged by placing consumption of ethnicity and transcultural perspectives as important 
priorities of policy-making. Such an approach may have an important impact on marketing, 
not only in the field of tourism but also in other areas relating to multicultural activities such 
as consumer entertainment, i.e. development of multicultural theatre, dance, literature and 
the crafts. Cultural metaphors can also play a key role to create mental model transcendence, 
enhance destination images and inspire universal ideals that unite ethnic and transcultural mar-
kets. These transcultural values could be embodied in other public displays, such as the symbols 
located in central areas of the city, flagship buildings, public art and information services.

Finally, this study has implications for the segmentation, targeting and positioning of ethnic 
markets. Marketers must understand what the critical cultural metaphors are and the mental mod-
els of their target segments. Different cultures, or ethnic groups, will have different metaphors 
undergirding the consumer experiences, and this will require the marketer to engage in sense-
making any product that goes between cultures in terms of the guiding metaphors of each culture. 
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In a culture where a breakfast is an occasion for the family to gather (metaphorically, gathering 
the tribe before going off to combat), the multinational company cannot simply barge in and offer 
breakfast cereals in a variety of local flavours; the meaning of the meal is not in the flavours but in 
the gathering, and to make it about flavours is to misconstrue it at its metaphoric core.
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Appendix 15.1: interview questions: Latino and  
American participants

Interview questions: Latino cultural workers

Description of creative expression

1. How would you describe your artwork?
2. Why did you choose to design and make these?

Description of value created with artwork (cultural and symbolic value):

1. What are the thoughts and feelings behind the design of this mural?
2. What would you like the tourists to admire about your work?
3. Can you relate your artistic movement to the enhancement of Pilsen as a touristic destination?
4. How is your culture reflected in the form and function of your art work?
5. What is the symbolism of these designs?

Interview questions: American tourists

1. What are your thoughts and feelings when you look at these murals? What do you admire 
most about these works?

2. How do these artworks influence your perception of the community?
3. How do these artworks influence your perception of the world?
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Multicultural advertising and 

ethnic minority consumers

Jinnie Jinyoung Yoo and Wei-Na Lee

Introduction

The United States has always been the embodiment of a multicultural society as seen from its 
diversity in race, ethnicity, religion and how someone identifies oneself and the lifestyle that 
a person adopts. The goal of this chapter is to offer a summary of our understanding of ethnic 
minority consumers in the US and point to knowledge gaps to be filled by future research.

Major segments of the ethnic minority population in the US include Hispanic, African 
and Asian Americans, those who do not identify themselves as non-Hispanic White. The 
U.S. Census Bureau further includes individuals who identify themselves as Black or Asian 
in combination with another race such as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, American 
Indian, Alaska Native or some other race (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Recent trends suggest 
that a growing number of ethnic minority consumers in the US are becoming increasingly 
proactive in expressing their unique cultural identities. This trend is reinforced by the chang-
ing demographic, technological, social, cultural and media environments. Ethnic minority 
consumers currently comprise nearly 30% of the U.S. population. They are estimated to 
reach 46.3% by 2050 (ibid.) Eventually, the so-called minorities will become the majority in 
the US. Specifically, the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) predicted that people who regard them-
selves as Hispanic American, African American, Asian American, American Indian, Native 
Hawaiian and Pacific Islander will become the majority by 2042, minorities accounting for 
54% of the population and non-Census Bureau further reported that the population shares 
of Hispanics and Asians are set to double to 30% and 9% of the total population before 2050 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2011). As the marketplace in the US becomes increasingly diversified 
and ethnic minority consumers’ purchasing power and ethnic consciousness grow, marketing 
and advertising professionals have duly recognized the important role of multiculturalism. 
Significant efforts have been made to attend to cultural differences in marketing communica-
tion programs. Although there is little consensus on the definition of the term multicultural 
marketing, Friedman et al. (2007) succinctly pointed out that it is about ‘targeting, commu-
nicating, and using differentiated marketing strategies with diverse cultures including ethnic 
groups, religious groups, nationalities, people living in particular geographic regions, or 
groups that share common beliefs, values, attitudes or a way of life’ (p. 25). The goal of mul-
ticultural advertising is, therefore, to engage multiple target audiences who are distinguished 
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by cultural characteristics. Put another way, multicultural advertising is a specific class of 
advertising that aims to simultaneously reach a culturally diverse target audience through the 
use of culturally relevant representations such as sources, symbols, traditions, beliefs, values 
and/or objects from multiple cultural backgrounds in persuasive messages ( Johnson et al. 
2010). The following sections first summarize research insights on ethnic minority consum-
ers and their responses toward multicultural advertising. Subsequently, future research agenda 
are provided to offer directions for empirical work that fills the current knowledge gaps.

An evolving understanding of ethnic minority  
consumers’ cultural identity is the core

People generally live within their cultural boundaries. Cultural values and norms influence 
the way individuals think, feel and act. People in the same ethnic groups tend to share similar 
language, customs, values and social views. These shared values influence people’s cognition 
(beliefs and motives), affect (emotion and attitude) and behaviour (purchase and consumption). 
Based on the notion that ‘advertising acts as a mirror of the society’, cultural values and standards 
are to be presented in adverts in such a way that consumers can ‘see themselves’ and identify 
with the characters in the adverts and feel affinity toward the brands (Hong et al. 1987). Central 
to this culturally based approach to communication is the idea that communication is most 
effective when the message content, the characters and symbols used, and values portrayed are 
congruent with the target audience’s cultural identity.

Ethnic minority consumers have been known to exhibit different marketplace responses 
in product use, shopping orientation, response to promotion, brand loyalty, media usage, 
attitude toward advertising, purchase decision, etc. (Hernandez and Kaufman 1991). They 
tend to be more responsive to messages that are reflective of their cultural values and assets 
than those that are not (Pitts et al. 1989; Green 1995; Hernandez 1988). Findings from a num-
ber of empirical studies on ethnicity in an advertising context generally suggest that ethnic 
minority consumers are likely to be aware of and thus respond more favourably to adverts 
with ethnic cues. Specifically, some of the early studies have found that ethnic minority con-
sumers are more likely to deem their ethnicity important and trust spokespersons of similar 
ethnicity more than those who are not, which in turn leads to more favourable response 
the adverts using same-ethnicity actors (e.g. Deshpandé and Stayman 1994; Koslow et al. 
1994). Furthermore, other early research has found that ethnic minority consumers tend to 
be influenced by adverts using ethnic language and show favourable responses to such adverts 
and associated brands (e.g. Deshpandé et al. 1986; Roslow and Nicholls 1996). In addition, 
subsequent work has found that relative to weak ethnic identifiers, strong ethnic identifiers 
evaluate adverts that feature same-ethnicity spokespersons more positively and have stronger 
purchase intentions for brands with them in the adverts than those who do not (e.g. Green 
1999). In summary, clear ethnic cues in an advert encourage ethnically sensitive consumers to 
develop more positive attitudes about that advert, which in turn should induce more favour-
able attitudes toward and stronger purchase intentions for the featured brand (Appiah 2001a; 
Elliott and Wattanasuwan 1998; Forehand and Deshpandé 2001).

More recent literature has focused on the influence of ethnic identification on ethnic minor-
ity consumers’ response to adverts. For example, Appiah (2001a) found that strong ethnic 
identifiers saw themselves as more similar to and identified more strongly with the same- 
ethnicity characters in adverts than weak identifiers did. Another study, introducing the idea of 
ethnic primes and its influence on consumers’ advertising response, found that ethnic minorities  
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responded more favourably to the same-ethnicity spokesperson and adverts targeted to that eth-
nic group when they were both primed and socially distinctive (Forehand et al. 2002).

Research examining ethnic salience and self-reference should be helpful in explaining the 
influence of ethnic culture identification on consumer response. Lee et al. (2002) found that 
ethnic minority consumers exposed to adverts consistent with their ethnicity were likely to spon-
taneously self-reference the advert, which in turn led to more positive responses to both the advert 
and the associated brand. Martin et al. (2004) found that unusual voice-over/subtitling increased 
ethnic self-awareness as well as advert recall, demonstrating that advert schema congruity moder-
ated the effect of target market affiliation on attitudes toward the advert and the spokesperson.

As can be seen, research examining the influence of ethnic identity on advert response has 
evolved, and scholars have begun to pay attention to the complexity of cultural identity among 
ethnic minority consumers. Unlike majority consumers, most ethnic minorities must deal with 
two central issues: (1) the extent to which they are motivated or allowed to retain identification 
with the culture of origin, the non-majority or minority culture and (2) the extent to which 
they are motivated or allowed to identify with the dominant or majority culture (Berry 1990). 
The process of negotiating this dual or even multiple cultural identities is complex, multifaceted, 
and is at the core of how ethnic consumers behave. Some ethnic minorities perceive the two 
cultural identities to be compatible, whereas others see them as oppositional. How this identity 
negotiation process influences ethnic minorities’ response to marketing communication efforts 
requires an in-depth understanding.

The consumer acculturation process

One of the key theoretical constructs that scholars have delved into when discussing cultural 
identity negotiation among ethnic minority consumers is acculturation. Although there have 
been many competing views about the meaning of the term acculturation, early views about its 
nature offer a useful foundation:

Acculturation comprehends those phenomena which result when groups of individuals 
having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact, with subsequent changes 
in the original culture patterns of either or both groups.

(Redfield et al. 1936, pp. 149–50)

A recent definition of acculturation by Berry (2005) focused on the notion of ‘either or both 
groups’. Berry defined acculturation as:

The dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact 
between two or more cultural groups and their individual members . . . Acculturation 
is a process of cultural and psychological changes that involve various forms of mutual 
accommodation, leading to some longer-term psychological and sociocultural adaptations 
between both groups.

(Berry 2005, pp. 698–99)

Berry went on to suggest that there are a number of alternative courses and goals to the process 
of acculturation. In other words, one key feature of all acculturation phenomena is the vari-
ability with which they take place. In this light, ethnic minorities enter into the acculturation 
process in different ways and to different degrees (Jun et al. 1993; Lee and Um 1992). The levels 
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of acculturation have been reported to be critical in understanding the unique experiences of 
ethnic minorities living in a multicultural society (Berry 2005).

Consumer acculturation is that part of acculturation specific to the consumption process. 
Peñaloza (1994) defined consumer acculturation as ‘the general process of movement and adap-
tation to the consumer cultural environment in one country by persons from another country’ 
(p. 33). Acculturation can be seen as a socialization process in which an immigrant consumer 
learns the behaviours, attitudes and values of a culture that are different from their culture of 
origin (Lee 1988). Different levels of acculturation among ethnic minority consumers may 
result in differences in shopping orientation, use of language and media, perceptions of product 
attributes and attitudes toward advertising (Wallendorf and Reilly 1983). Some immigrants, 
when they first arrive in a new country may desire to maintain significant aspects of their home 
culture and to stay informed about events in their home country. On the other hand, newcom-
ers who are faced with role conflicts in the new culture may also be highly motivated to learn 
its basic consumption-related attitudes, knowledge and skills to function as consumers in that 
new culture.

Many scholars have recommended that ethnic minority consumers be studied from the accul-
turative perspective. They argue that the level of acculturation can be a potent segmentation 
variable since it has been linked to differences in attitudes toward advertising, media use, coupon 
use, print advertising, direct marketing advertising and even consumer purchase decision and 
information search behaviour (Deshpandé et al. 1986; Donthu and Cherian 1992; Korgaonkar 
et al. 2000; Ueltschy and Krampf 1997; Webster 1991).

A number of studies have noted significant differences in media preferences and advertis-
ing effectiveness between ethnic minorities who were high versus those low in acculturation 
(Deshpandé et al. 1986; O’Guinn and Faber 1985). These differences have been found in many 
different types of media such as print advertisements (Adelson 1989), store signs (Hayes-Bautista 
et al. 1984), radio (Valenzuela 1973; Dunn 1975), and general media advertising (Deshpandé 
et al. 1986). Ueltschy and Krampf (1997; 2011) found that highly acculturated Hispanics showed 
significantly more positive attitudes toward the adverts when the advert copy was in English 
while Hispanics low in acculturation showed more positive attitudes toward the advert when 
the copy was in Spanish. Lee and Um (1992) found that mixed acculturation patterns contrib-
uted to differences between Korean immigrants and Anglo-Americans in consumer product 
evaluations. Specifically, highly acculturated Koreans, compared to less acculturated Koreans 
and to Americans, tended to actively adopt dominant American cultural styles by observing 
what their American friends buy, taking friends’ advice on purchase recommendations and 
listening to what advertising says. Rajagopalan and Heitmeyer (2005) found a negative relation-
ship between the level of acculturation and involvement in Indian ethnic apparel among Asian 
Indian consumers, suggesting that acculturation may be negatively related to ethnic consump-
tion and positively related to mainstream consumption.

Theoretical conceptualization of acculturation has evolved from the earlier one-dimensional 
model to bi-dimensional models. While the one-dimensional model assumes that non-dominant 
groups and individuals would move from some ‘traditional’ way of living to a way resembling 
that of the dominant society (Berry 2005), bi-dimensional models consider diverse ranges of 
cultural identities with particular focus on the way that identity formation expresses minority 
and dominant cultures. Study by Peñaloza (1994) marked the beginning of the new phase of 
consumer acculturation studies. Her study on Mexican immigrants in the US focused on specific 
acculturation processes and conditions. It offered four practices of consumer acculturation: resist-
ance (favouring Mexican practices over American practices), acculturation (adoption of American 
practices while maintaining Mexican practices), assimilation (adoption of American practices while 
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deserting Mexican practices) and physical segregation (a spatial form of separation). It suggested 
that immigrant consumers commingle these practices in different ways to form identities.

Oswald’s subsequent work (1999) added another interesting aspect to the study of con-
sumer acculturation, focusing more on identity formation among ethnic minority consumers. 
Oswald’s research of Haitian migrants in the USA introduced the notion of culture swapping, 
showing that a Haitian immigrant family unconsciously switched codes between the tastes of 
the Haitian elite and the American middle class depending upon the situation. This study pro-
vided rich insights to how consumer identities result from the dynamic interplay between 
the minority and the dominant culture. Many post-1999 acculturation studies have adopted 
Oswald’s dualistic home/host notation. Askegaard et al. (2005) conducted a study regarding 
hybrid identities. Their study found that Greenlanders in Denmark moved between positions 
of hyperculture, assimilation, integration and pendulism. Importantly, Askegaard et al.’s study 
provided confirming evidence of the integrative cultural identities suggested by both Peñaloza 
(1994) and Oswald (1999). Collectively, these recent acculturation studies offer the possibil-
ity that ethnic minority consumers tend to individually pursue various ‘integrative (or hybrid)’ 
identities, thus the particulars of which vary across individuals and situations.

Recently, a few advertising studies have considered how different stages of acculturation 
affects consumers’ advertising responses. For example, Khairullah (2011) examined whether 
the perceptions of Asian Indian Americans towards Indian print versus American print adverts 
vary within and across stages of acculturation. Their findings indicated that low and moder-
ate acculturated participants had a greater preference for adverts with Indian cues while high 
acculturated Asian Indians had a greater preference for adverts with American cues. More 
recent work by Tsai and Li (2012) examined the the moderating effects of acculturation modes 
(assimilated, integrated and separated) on Hispanic consumers’ responses to three advertising 
targeting strategies (Caucasian-targeted, bi-cultural and Hispanic targeted). They found a sig-
nificant interaction effect between acculturation and message targeting on attitudes toward the 
advert. Specifically, Caucasian-targeted adverts generated the most favourable responses to the 
advert from assimilated Hispanic consumers, bi-cultural adverts generated the most favourable 
responses to the advert from integrated Hispanic consumers, and Hispanic-targeted adverts gen-
erated the most favourable responses to the advert from separated Hispanic consumers. Overall, 
findings of these studies suggest that an understanding of the effect of acculturation could aid in 
planning and executing appropriate advertising programs in order to effectively cater to specific 
segments of ethnic minority markets. However, research that adopts the concept of ‘hybrid’ 
identities or ‘culture swaping’ is still limited in the field of advertising.

Explanations of ethnic consumer responses

Ethnic affiliation, often called the strength of ethnic identification (Webster 1994), is a person’s 
knowledge of his or her membership in a social group and the value and emotional significance 
attached to that membership (Phinney 1992). While one member of an ethnic minority group 
may have a strong ethnic identification with his or her culture and to a lesser degree identify 
with the majority culture, another member within the same ethnic group may have a weak 
identification with his or her culture and a high degree of affinity to the majority culture. Much 
research has shown ethnic identification to be a contributing cultural variable in consumer 
purchase behaviour (Donthu and Cherian 1992; Hirschman 1981; Webster 1994), media use 
(Deshpandé et al. 1986; Donthu and Cherian 1992; Appiah 2004; Becerra and Korgaonkar 
2010) and evaluation of advertisements (Whittler 1989; Green 1999; Forehand and Deshpandé 
2001; Wittler and Spira 2002; Appiah 2001a; 2001b; 2004).
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An extended stream of studies has suggested that strong ethnic identifiers should display 
attitudes and behaviours that are consistent with the core cultural values of their ethnic group 
such as customs, language, foods, religion, product use and media use, etc. This, in turn, leads 
to a preference for advertisements that are congruent with their attitudes and behaviours. In 
contrast, consumers who have weak ethnic identities would display attitudes and behaviours 
that are less consistent with traditional cultural values and closer to those of the dominant culture 
(e.g. Appiah 2001b). Strong ethnic identifiers may see the ethnicity of the model in adverts as a 
positive cue confirming similarity and thereby pay more attention to and show more favourable 
attitudes toward the model and the media (Forehand and Deshpandé 2001; Whittler 1989). In 
other words, the ethnicity of the model may be particularly instrumental in inducing individuals 
with strong ethnic identities to infer similarity or dissimilarity, whereas the model’s ethnicity 
may not function as a similarity cue for those with weak ethnic identities.

An important theoretical perspective that explains this racial similarity effect is the identifi-
cation theory (Kelman 1961). The theory contends that people automatically assess their level 
of similarity with a source during an interaction and make similarity judgements. This process 
explains how individuals connect with spokespersons/models in adverts based on perceived 
similarities between them. Researchers have found evidence to suggest that when the symbols, 
characters and values depicted in the messages are drawn from the intended audience’s cultural 
background, the audience is likely to better identify with the message and the source of the 
message (Appiah 2001a; 2001b; McGuire 1984; Pitts et al. 1989). Furthermore, individuals who 
are more likely to identify with the characters (Huesmann et al. 1983) and think of themselves 
as similar to the characters (Brock 1965; Burnstein et al. 1961) are more influenced by such 
message content.

Appiah (2001b) and Whittler and Spira (2002) found that strong Black ethnic identifiers per-
ceived themselves to be more similar to and identified more strongly with Black characters in media 
and expressed greater liking for Black characters in adverts than Blacks with weak ethnic identi-
ties do. Furthermore, Whittler and Spira (2002) showed that Blacks with weak ethnic identities 
evaluated products and adverts similarly irrespective of whether the adverts were targeting Whites 
or Blacks. In contrast, strong Black identifiers evaluated products and adverts more favourably 
and showed a greater comprehension of message content after seeing a Black-targeted advert vis-
à-vis a White-targeted advert. While much of the work examining the effects of racially targeted 
messages on ethnic minorities has focused specifically on print and television advertising, Appiah 
(2004) examined Blacks’ differential responses to race-targeted websites and found that Blacks with 
a strong ethnic identity spent more time browsing a site and viewing each story when the site was 
targeted to Blacks. Additionally, Blacks with strong ethnic identity also rated the site and the stories 
more favourably when browsing the Black-targeted sites compared to White-targeted sites. In 
contrast, Blacks with weak ethnic identity displayed no difference in their browsing time on web-
sites and stories or their ratings of the sites and stories with different racial targeting efforts (ibid.).

The other stream of research development in consumer acculturation focused on situational 
ethnicity or felt ethnicity (Stayman and Deshpandé 1989). Situational ethnicity is based on the 
notion that the acculturation process may vary depending on the context in which the behav-
iour occurs. The underlying premise here is that people take on different roles in their daily lives 
and these roles may involve different levels of acculturation or ethnicity (O’Guinn and Faber 
1985). Consequently, a consumer’s consumption behaviour can exhibit a considerable degree of 
situational variability depending on which personal meanings are salient in a given consumption 
context (Stayman and Deshpandé 1989; Zmud and Arce 1992).

A theoretical perspective that has been employed to help interpret the impact of situational 
ethnicity in the advertising context is the distinctiveness theory. The central idea here is that 
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a person’s distinctive traits in relation to the other people in their environment will be more 
salient to that person than other traits that are more common to everyone (McGuire 1984; 
McGuire and McGuire 1982). Put another way, this theory suggests that individuals who 
belong to a distinctive or numerically rare group tend to be highly aware and mindful of the 
characteristics shared by that group and are more likely to incorporate that group identity into 
their self-concept than individuals who do not belong to such a group (Grier and Brumbaugh 
2004). Hence, for example, ethnicity will be more salient for members of the minority than 
the majority group. This might be because when one feels he/she belongs to a numeri-
cal minority group – and, hence, distinctive – the feeling is more likely to spontaneously 
evoke ethnic-based identification as a way to define oneself in social contexts (Deshpandé and 
Stayman 1994).

The distinctiveness theory has provided a wealth of insights into how social contexts and 
individual characteristics jointly influence consumer response to marketing communication 
efforts. Specifically, the theory supports the notion that numerical minorities are more likely 
to respond favourably to advertising messages designed to resonate with their distinctive char-
acteristics (Grier and Deshpandé 2001). For example, Grier and Brumbaugh (1999) found that 
unlike Whites, Blacks as ethnic minorities appreciated the acknowledgement associated with 
being a target market and were more likely to use targeting cues based on their racial distinctive 
trait in evaluating messages than White majority members were based on their ‘non-distinctive 
trait’. Further, due to their increased awareness of the trait that made them unique, Blacks were 
more likely to connect targeted messages with themselves. Several studies have shown that this 
leads Blacks to develop more favourable attitudes toward Black-targeted messages than toward 
White-targeted messages (Aaker et al. 2000; Appiah 2001a; 2001b; 2002).

Many empirical studies have found that consumer distinctiveness results in a heightened 
sensitivity to targeting efforts, more identification with and trust of a similar source, and 
increased favourability toward the advertisement and the brand (Aaker et al. 2000; Deshpandé 
and Stayman 1994; Forehand and Deshpandé 2001; Grier and Brumbaugh 1999). Among the 
findings, Deshpandé and Stayman (1994) showed that Hispanic Americans living in Austin, 
Texas (where they are ethnic minorities) were more likely than Hispanic Americans living in 
San Antonio (where they are ethnic majority) to consider their ethnicity salient. Furthermore, 
they found that members of the ethnic minority group (versus majority group) were more 
likely to believe that an advert spokesperson from their own ethnic group (i.e. Hispanic 
spokesperson) was more trustworthy and therefore hold a positive attitude toward the adver-
tised brand. Grier and Brumbaugh (2004) further explained that ethnic similarity between 
the viewer and a source enhances advert responses among targeted ethnic minorities because 
similarity judgements are more readily made among these numerically distinctive individuals and 
impact the effectiveness of targeting efforts. These findings are consistent with the larger body 
of consumer research focused on spokesperson ethnicity effects, which has demonstrated that 
more favourable attitudes toward ethnically congruent stimuli exist among ethnic minorities 
(e.g. Whittler 1991).

Appiah (2004) cautioned that this notion should be qualified by the degree of ethnic identity 
maintained by the ethnic minority consumers. For instance, some Blacks may be a numerical 
minority yet not feel distinctive because they lack a strong connection to the Black culture. 
Blacks with weak cultural identity may not consider ‘Blackness’ an attribute that defines their 
self-concept and may use targeting cues based on their non-distinctive traits, focusing instead 
on similarities between themselves and the source that are less race-specific (e.g. dress, life-
style, social class). In other words, weak Black identifiers may be less aware of their ethnicity 
and minority status and may, therefore, feel less distinctive (Appiah 2004). Thus, despite their 
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numerical minority status within an environment, it is also important to consider ethnic identi-
fication in consumer response to racially targeted messages.

The effect of ethnicity on consumers’ evaluation of advertising messages can be further 
explained by the concept of in-group favouritism (Fiske and Taylor 1991), which suggests that 
individuals have a tendency to evaluate people who are members of their own group (i.e. in-
group) more favourably than those who belong to other groups (i.e. out-group). The in-group 
bias theory (Brewer 1979) posits that people generally tend to show attitudinal and perceptual 
biases toward members of one’s in-group, rather than toward members of the out-group. The 
basic premise of the theory is that people categorize other people on the status of their member-
ship in in- or out-group. In-group membership is represented by identifying with other people 
who are similar in some way to the person doing the comparison, and out-group membership 
refers to people who are dissimilar in some way to the person doing the comparison (Qualls and 
Moore 1990).

The theory argues that there is a greater social distance between an individual and members 
of the out-group and that, in the absence of other information, individuals will rely on their 
knowledge of members of their own group and on preconceived assumptions and biases regard-
ing out-group members in making comparisons and/or evaluations (Green 1999; Qualls and 
Moore 1990). Furthermore, minority group status makes in-group membership much more 
salient than does membership in a majority group (Gerard and Hoyt 1974). Research findings 
that show that Black consumers were more sensitive to racial cues and preferred Black models 
in comparison to White models (e.g. Green 1999; Qualls and Moore 1990) could be explained 
by in-group bias. Black consumers were likely to evaluate adverts featuring Black models more 
favourably than adverts featuring White models, while White consumers tended to be some-
what indifferent.

However, Spira and Whittler (2004) later pointed out that the manifestation of in-group 
favouritism relies on the perceiver classifying others into in- and out-groups. With respect 
to a spokesperson’s race, this suggests that the viewer of an advert must use race as a basis for 
categorizing the spokesperson. A number of variables that influence the salience or importance 
of race may determine whether and when it is used as a basis for categorization. For example, 
a spokesperson’s race may be more meaningful to individuals who feel a strong affiliation with 
their own racial group. Using the strength of ethnic identification as an important explanatory 
variable, Spira and Whittler suggested that the Black spokesperson’s race might have positively 
biased the advert perception of Blacks who strongly identified with their own racial group.

One other useful theoretical framework for understanding why individuals from different 
ethnic minority groups react differently to advertising messages is the theory of accommoda-
tion. The underlying assumption here is that more accommodation results in more favourable 
responses: the greater the ethnic accommodation shown by advertisers, the more favourable the 
response by ethnic group members. Applying this theory to advertising efforts, it is possible that 
advertisers can improve marketing communication by making themselves more similar to con-
sumers (Cho et al. 2004). Since ethnic audiences feel more affinity toward culturally congruent 
messages, they tend to appreciate efforts in providing culturally accommodating advert messages 
(e.g. featuring ethnic spokespersons, culturally sensitive messages, placed in culturally congruent 
media, etc.) and will then respond favourably.

A few researchers have applied the accommodation theory in the advertising context (e.g. 
Holland and Gentry 1997; Koslow et al. 1994). For example, Holland and Gentry (1999) 
introduced the concept of intercultural accommodation in evaluating the impact of cultural 
symbols (i.e. language, music, art, attire, spokesperson of a similar ethnic background) on 
advertising effectiveness. The term intercultural here refers to the notion that communication 
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occurs between two different cultural groups (e.g. the advertiser, representing the dominant 
culture; and the audience, representing the ethnic minority culture), and the targeted group 
is expected to react most favourably to advertisements that are culturally accommodating 
(i.e. featuring models of similar ethnic background or placed in culturally congruent media; 
Green 1999). Holland and Gentry (1999) argued that advertisers can accommodate ethnic 
minority consumers by not only using ethnic languages but also applying many cultural sym-
bols including ethnic spokespeople and models. Karande (2005) applied accommodation 
theory to explain the effects of using ethnically similar models on the minority consumer 
response to adverts. He argued that a consumer’s response varies due to the extent to which 
the consumer believes that the advertiser is culturally sensitive or perceived to be so. If eth-
nic consumers feel that the use of an ethnically similar spokesperson is an indicator that the 
advertiser is sensitive to their culture, they will respond more favourably than if they feel this 
is not the case. The study found that the use of an Asian model in an advert influenced Asian 
American consumers’ attitudes toward the company and intention to use the service when 
the advertiser was perceived as culturally sensitive, and negatively when the advertiser was not 
perceived as culturally sensitive (Karande 2005).

This concept can also be applied to media placement. Green (1999) suggested that the 
greater the accommodation by the advertiser in terms of culturally congruent media placement, 
the more favourable the evaluation of the adverts among the target audience. For example, 
placing adverts with Black models in minor or background roles in racially targeted media 
would be perceived as less accommodating than placing these adverts in non-targeted media by 
Black consumers, resulting in less favourable evaluations. By the same token, placing adverts 
that feature Black models in positions of dominance in racially targeted media should result in 
more favourable evaluations as they are perceived more accommodating (ibid.).

As a cognitive-based theory of stereotyping, polarized appraisal theory – also called the 
complexity–extremity theory, (Linville 1982; Linville and Jones 1980) – further explains how 
ethnic consumers respond to an ethnically similar in-group model versus an out-group model. 
The theory states that because in-group members are evaluated on the basis of a greater num-
ber of dimensions than out-group members, out-group members would be evaluated more 
extremely than in-group members (Linville and Jones 1980). A rationale for this perspective lies 
in the nature of prior knowledge structures (i.e. cognitive schema) concerning in-groups and 
out-groups. In particular, Linville and Jones argued that people have more complex schemas 
regarding their own groups than other groups. For example, they found that White subjects 
were more likely to show greater cognitive complexity regarding Whites than they did regard-
ing Blacks, which, in turn, led to more moderate evaluations of their own group (i.e. Whites). 
This might be because perceivers must come to terms with a larger collection of diverse instances 
involving in-group members. This rich background of experience with the in-group generates a 
larger number of dimensions along which individual members may be characterized, and, thus, 
in-group members will be less likely to be perceived as being consistent with those categories 
or matching the set of dimensions used by the observer. In contrast, for out-group members, 
the cognitive structure held by the perceiver is less complex, therefore consisting of fewer 
dimensions, and the likelihood is that out-group members would match the set of evaluative 
dimensions. The lower cognitive complexity for out-group members increases the extremity 
of evaluation (ibid.). Put another way, evaluations tend to be more extreme, either positive or 
negative, with regard to out-group members as a result of having relatively less information and 
experience (Qualls and Moore 1990).

Applying this theory to the advertising context, Qualls and Moore (1990) postulated that 
people evaluated ethnically dissimilar models more extremely than ethnically similar models 
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because of lower cognitive complexity or knowledge about dissimilar cultures. Unfortunately 
their findings were mixed. Qualls and Moore explained that while cognitive complexity might 
in fact be a key moderating variable in the process of racial stereotyping, its importance could 
not be validated in their study. This suggests that, although a single theory may hold promise 
by itself, race or ethnicity effects in advertising are complex and may require the application of 
multiple theories simultaneously to understand their relative impact (Williams et al. 2007).

Future research agenda

Understand identity negotiation involving multiple cultures

Ethnic minorities consistently experience challenges in dealing with multiple cultural identities. 
While scholars have acknowledged the importance of examining dual cultural identity among 
ethnic minority consumers (e.g. Berry 1990; Phinney 1996), little is known about how these 
individuals manage and negotiate their dual or multicultural identity in the acculturation process.

In order to describe how ethnic minority consumers negotiate and move between dual-
cultural identities, researchers have used concepts such as ‘culture swapping’, ‘context-shifting’ 
(Oswald 1999) and ‘frame switching’ (Hong et al. 2000). Oswald (1999) suggested that the 
identity of ethnic minority consumers is an unstable construct that necessitates the process 
of ‘context-shifting’ or ‘culture swapping’. That is, consumers move between multiple cul-
tural identities rather than blending them into a single homogeneous identity; and situational 
demands influence consumers’ need to switch cultural codes and ‘negotiate day-to-day border 
crossings between home and host culture’ (Oswald 1999, p. 307).

In a similar fashion, introducing the concept of ‘cultural frame switching’ among bi-cultural 
individuals, Hong et al. (2000) argued that individuals shift between interpretive frames rooted 
in different cultures in response to cues in the social environment. To capture how bi-cultural 
individuals switch between cultural lenses, Hong and colleagues conceptualized internalized 
culture ‘as a network of discrete, specific constructs that guide cognition only when they come 
to the fore in an individual’s mind’ (Hong et al. 2000, p. 709).

Drawing from an extensive review of empirical and qualitative acculturation and 
bi-culturalism literature, Benet-Martínez et al. (2002) proposed the conceptualization of 
Bi-cultural Identity Integration (BII) as a framework for investigating individual differences 
in bi-cultural identity organization. BII focuses on bi-cultural individuals’ perceptions of 
how much their two different cultural identities intersect or overlap and captures the degree 
to which ‘bi-culturals perceive their mainstream and ethnic cultural identities as compatible 
and integrated vs. oppositional and difficult to integrate’ (Benet-Martínez et al. 2002, p. 9). 
According to Benet-Martínez et al., individuals high on BII are likely to easily integrate 
both cultures and develop a compatible bi-cultural identity, regarding themselves as part of 
a ‘hyphenated culture’. These individuals do not perceive the two cultures to be mutually 
exclusive, oppositional or conflicting. On the other hand, individuals low on BII experi-
ence difficulty in incorporating both cultures into a cohesive sense of identity (Phinney and 
Devich-Navarro 1997; Vivero and Jenkins 1999). Although they also identify with both cul-
tures, they are particularly sensitive to tensions between the two cultural orientations and see 
this incompatibility as a source of internal conflict.

Another approach regarding acculturation and dual cultural identity proposed by Roccas 
and Brewer (2002) identifies four alternative representations of multiple-group identity. They 
proposed that individuals cope with the demands of competing cultural identities by adopting 
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different forms of identity management. The first form of this is called hyphenated identities. This 
locates one’s cultural identity at the intersection of the ethnic and societal levels and thus forms 
a blended bi-cultural identity (Birman 1994; Phinney and Devich-Navarro 1997). With this 
representation, terms such as African American, Latino American, and Korean American repre-
sent unique cultural configurations derived from the specific experiences of enacting a particular 
ethnic cultural identity. Another mode of coping with alternative cultural identities involves 
subordinating one identity to the other. This is called cultural dominance. Assimilation to the host 
culture at the expense of ethnic cultural identity is one form of cultural dominance (Berry 1990).

Another form is the exclusive investment in one’s ethnic cultural identity with alienation 
from the culture of the host society – the separation strategy (Berry 1990; Phinney and Devich-
Navarro 1997). The third mode of adapting to the perceived conflict between alternative cultural 
group identification is compartmentalization, in which an individual consciously activates different 
cultural identities in different contexts or social settings – a pattern referred to as ‘alternating 
bi-culturalism’ (LaFromboise et al. 1993; Phinney and Devich-Navarro 1997). This type of 
identity structure is best illustrated by children of immigrant parents who alternate between the 
language used at home and the one used in the community. It can also be seen in other cultural 
practices, norms and values. Individuals who adopt this strategy have a sense of competence in 
both cultures (LaFromboise et al. 1993) but also an awareness of conflict between cultures that 
renders bi-culturalism sometimes problematic (Phinney and Devich-Navarro 1997).

The last form of dual cultural identity is termed integrated bi-culturalism. Unlike compartmen-
talization, in which different cultures are considered incompatible and situation specific, this 
form of bi-culturalism acknowledges multiple cultural identity simultaneously – where mem-
bership, values and norms of both groups are combined and integrated (Oyserman et al. 1998). 
This conceptualization clearly equates multiculturalism with the acquisition of a more inclusive 
complex group identity than that represented by any component cultural identity alone (Roccas 
and Brewer 2002).

Likewise, several social psychologists have suggested that ethnic minorities are likely to 
develop their own unique cultural styles through a blending of their old culture and the host 
culture (e.g. Benet-Martínez et al. 2002; Roccas and Brewer 2002). The blending of cultural 
styles suggests that these consumers may respond differently to advertising messages than other 
members of the host country. For instance, ethnic minority consumers high on BII or who 
possess hyphenated identity may easily move between their two cultural orientations by shifting 
between different cultures based interpretative lenses in response to cultural cues. Applying this 
to the advertising context, it may be that responses to cultural cues in advertising among ethnic 
minority consumers high on BII are more flexible than those of ethnic minorities low on BII.

Consumer acculturation helps us understand how and why ethnic minority consumers 
respond differently to various cultural cues in advertising. However, there have only been few 
studies that examine how the diverse identity negotiation process and the complex identity 
structures of ethnic minority consumers affect their response in the marketplace. Researchers in 
advertising and marketing will need to go beyond the traditional acculturation research to fill 
the gaps in our understanding.

Apply existing theories to multicultural advertising

A number of researchers have made an effort to incorporate diverse models or theories 
drawn from the broader fields of consumer behaviour and psychology to studies of ethnic 
minority consumers. For example, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) has been applied 



286

Jinnie Jinyoung Yoo and Wei-Na Lee

in multicultural advertising research in order to study the effect of a source’s race or ethnicity in 
consumer response. Researchers have long argued that the role a particular spokesperson plays 
tends to be different for different groups. Because of differences in source perception being 
driven by the racial or ethnic background of the recipient or the source (or the interaction of a 
variety of factors), a source can be an additional argument, an inducement to process, a biasing 
factor or a cue (Williams et al. 2008). Specifically, based on the ELM, Spira and Whittler (2004) 
suggested that the race of the source might function as a biasing factor or a peripheral cue. A 
cue in a persuasion setting may activate a simple decision rule that forms the basis of an evalu-
ation. For example, source attractiveness or likability has been shown to influence attitudes by 
functioning as a simple persuasion cue. Spira and Whittler reasoned that, like those other source 
characteristics, race might function as a peripheral cue. The findings of their study indicate that 
both White and Black consumers responded more favourably to the product endorsed by the 
same- versus different-race spokesperson in the adverts.

Other research has applied the Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) in examining the vulner-
ability of subsistence consumers in the US to marketing communication messages (Williams 
et al. 2007). According to Friestad and Wright (1994), people’s knowledge about persuasion 
attempts influences their response to the attempts. Incorporating this concept to their study, 
Williams et al. (2007) proposed that the PKM framework offers one approach to assess the 
ability of ‘cognitively vulnerable’ consumers, especially racial/ethnic minority consumers who 
live at a subsistence level, to cope with persuasive marketing communications. As such, they 
attempted to identify whether low-literate consumers were more vulnerable in the marketplace 
because their cognitive capacity is significantly low to preclude the use of persuasion knowledge 
and to draw higher-order inferences about ulterior motives of salespeople or to correct invalid 
inferences. By incorporating the PKM with constructs such as self-esteem, locus of control, and 
powerlessness, Williams et al. (2007) provided insights into the coping process of these consum-
ers and further suggested that future research should explore other ways in which there may be 
racial differences with respect to the PKM.

More recently, Oyserman (2009) provided a model that fits well with existing theories on 
self-concept and cultural differences, namely, the Identity-Based Motivation (IBM) model. The 
IBM model integrates several theoretical perspectives, including social identity theory (Tajfel 
and Turner 1986), self-categorization theory (Turner et al. 1987) and symbolic self-completion 
theory (Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1981). The model proposes that making a social identity 
salient activates relevant meanings associated with the in-group identity, which then results 
in actions that increase one’s perceived similarity to the in-group and enhance one’s positive 
social identity (Oyserman 2009). The IBM model helps explain why ethnic minority consum-
ers’ responses to culturally congruent cues are not always favourable. For example, ethnic 
minority consumers’ responses toward adverts with an ethnic spokesperson may depend on 
whether the ethnic identity of those consumers is likely to be salient at that moment in time 
in the given context.

In a similar vein, several studies have demonstrated the consequence of identity salience 
by incorporating theoretical concepts such as self- and social-identity and self- and social-
schemata. For example, Newman et al. (1997) showed that Black females who had their ethnic 
identity made salient had more favourable perceptions of O.J. Simpson’s innocence. Similarly, 
Shih et al. (1999) found that Asian American females’ maths test scores improved when their 
ethnic identity was activated, but worsened when their gender identity was activated. Built 
upon this research stream, Forehand et al. (2002) examined the underlying factors that heighten 
identity salience in the context of advertising. They proposed that identity primes and social 
distinctiveness would influence identity salience (i.e. the activation of a social identity within 



287

Multicultural advertising

an individual’s social self-schema) and subsequent response to targeted advertising. Findings of 
their study indicate that Asian American participants of the study responded most positively 
to Asian spokespeople and Asian-targeted advertising when the participants were both primed 
and socially distinctive (ibid.).

Although researchers have made an attempt to incorporate diverse theoretical perspectives 
to help us understand multicultural advertising aimed at ethnic minority consumers, the scope 
of their research is still somewhat limited. Importantly, ethnic consumers’ identity structure is 
becoming complex as they may not need or be willing to be subordinated to the mainstream 
culture. In order to better understand ethnic minority consumers’ needs, desires, interests, atti-
tudes and behavioural patterns, it is critical for researchers to expand the scope of research by 
incorporating various theoretical approaches drawn from fields such as marketing, social psy-
chology, sociology and many others. This will help better explain ethnic consumers’ cognitive, 
emotional and behavioural processes in response to multicultural advertising.

Consider the new media landscape

From the standpoint of practice, some of the obstacles in reaching the ethnic minority markets 
can be attributed to differences in media use patterns (La Ferle and Lee 2005). It has long 
been acknowledged that careful media considerations are called for when communicating 
with ethnic minority consumers. Given the sizes, growth rate, purchasing power and the dif-
ferential affinity toward various media platforms (Williams and Tharp 2001), it is obvious that 
media should be included as a key variable in future research on consumer response toward 
persuasive messages.

A number of studies have examined the media consumption habits of ethnic minorities 
(Korzenny 2008; La Ferle and Lee 2008; Villareal and Peterson 2008). These studies suggest 
that ethnic minorities are more likely to use certain type of media, different from that of non-
Hispanic Whites. For example, ethnic minorities spend more hours per day reading newspapers 
and talking on their cell phones than non-Hispanic Whites, and they are also more likely to 
have their own blog. African Americans engage in television viewing and radio listening activi-
ties for longer periods of time than Hispanics and non-Hispanic Whites. About one-third of 
Hispanics do not read English newspapers or magazines (La Ferle and Lee 2005). They may 
prefer reading Spanish language print media over English language options (Koslow et al. 1994). 
Other than industry statistics, few academic studies have delved into ethnic consumers’ media 
behaviour in the age of digital media.

With the fast proliferation of technologies, it is imperative to document the ways in which 
ethnic minorities use new media. How persuasive messages are delivered vary in different digital 
forms (Internet and mobile media), which would no doubt influence consumer information 
processing and response. Likewise, a consumer’s proficiency with various media platforms is 
an important moderating factor to consider. Although online marketing and advertising has 
moved to the core of the business-consumer interaction (Plummer et al. 2007) and is poised to 
become the dominant marketing channel, how ethnic minorities react to and become involved 
with the online marketing communications is still one of the least understood areas. Only a 
few researchers have investigated the internet usage among ethnic minority population in the 
US. For example, the 2006 AOL Latino Hispanic cyber study (Business Wire 2006) revealed 
acculturation differences among online Hispanics that led to differences in preferences for 
Spanish-language content, the types of websites visited and watching television online. Singh 
et al. (2008) found that Hispanics with low levels of acculturation preferred websites that 
included some content in Spanish. Becerra and Kraognakar (2010) found that Hispanics had 
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more positive attitudes than the general population towards online advertising in the form of 
pop-ups, banner adverts and emails.

A recent Nielsen Report also briefed:

•	 African Americans are the heaviest TV consumers, watching 6 hours and 54 minutes a day 
versus the 5 hour and 11 minute average for all U.S. households. More than 30 percent of 
African American households have four or more televisions, and they over-index in sub-
scription to premium cable services.

•	 Hispanics are very active on their smartphones, texting the most out of all races/ethnicities 
(943 texts per month) and employing a wide range of mobile activities, including mobile 
banking. Smartphone penetration has reached 45 percent, matching only Asian American 
usage levels in popularity.

•	 Asians/Pacific Islanders are the most active PC and Internet users, spending nearly 80 hours 
on PCs in February 2011 versus the national average of about 55 hours. They also consume 
more internet content than any other group, visiting 3,600 web pages in February – about 
1,000 more than their counterparts. While Asian American consumers watch less televi-
sion, they do more watching online, streaming the most video.

(Pearson-McNeil and Hale 2011)

A clear understanding of media habits and behavioural patterns across ethnic groups not only 
helps make better media decisions but also facilitates our understanding of consumer response 
to advertising messages. Furthermore, although key disparities do remain (Pew Internet & 
American Life Project 2010), the increasing proliferation of new technologies adds to the com-
plexity of the role of media delivery platform in influencing ethnic minority consumer response 
toward persuasive content.

Regarding the recent technological trend among ethnic minorities, researchers emphasize 
the emergence of a ‘new digital divide’ in how the internet is incorporated into people’s eve-
ryday life. A Pew Internet & American Life Project’s Report, Asian-Americans and the Internet 
(Spooner 2010), suggests that Asian Americans engage in their online activities at a much higher 
rate on a typical day than other ethnic groups, indicating that Asian American users have made 
the internet an integral part of their daily lives. This pattern cuts across all major internet activi-
ties, whether it is for fun, to transact commerce or to search for information related to major life 
activities. Asian Americans are proportionally much more likely than others to obtain informa-
tion about financial matters, travel and political information from the internet. According to the 
report, just over a third (34%) of Asian Americans gets their news online on a typical day. In 
comparison, 22% of Whites, along with 15% of African Americans and 20% of Hispanics do so. 
Asian American users are also more likely to use the internet as a resource at school or at work.

For Hispanic Americans, language is a powerful factor as internet use is much higher among 
Hispanics who speak and read English fluently than among those who have limited English 
abilities or who only speak Spanish. While use of the internet among Hispanics is increasing, 
there is a large difference in internet use among English speaking and bilingual Hispanics com-
pared to Spanish-dominant Hispanics (Pew Research Hispanic Center 2009). The Pew Internet 
Project’s report suggests that online Hispanics were more likely than online Whites to search 
for information about books, movies and other activities, to download and listen to music, 
and to go online just for fun. In addition, Hispanics, once online, are as broadly and intensely 
connected to the internet as Whites. Phillips (2008) found that Hispanics use the internet for 
interactive purposes, with 46% using instant messages, 32% visiting social networking sites and 
22% participating in chat rooms.
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Like Hispanics, African Americans also use the internet to connect with others. African 
Americans are just as likely to participate in instant messaging, visit social networking sites 
and participate in chat rooms as Hispanics (Phillips 2008). According to the Pew Internet & 
American Life Project’s Report (2010), African Americans are much less likely to use the inter-
net for school or work compared to other ethnic groups. They are also less likely to use the 
internet to obtain information on products, make purchases, seek information about news/
sports/weather or use email. Instead, African Americans engage in online activities for enter-
tainment at a much higher rate, such as playing games, downloading music.

Given the proliferation of new technology and media vehicles, fundamental changes are 
taking place in how advertising messages are delivered and consumed. The new media technol-
ogy and devices offer consumers growing access to an infinite number of information sources, 
varying in content forms and length, at virtually no cost. Questions such as ‘How does this 
access change the search strategies?’ and ‘How does the platform of message delivery influence 
consumer information processing?’ are beginning to be answered for the general public but 
not ethnic minority consumers. This is an important information gap because ethnic minority 
consumers clearly have different levels of access to the new media, possess varying degrees of 
proficiency and exhibit vastly different patterns in receiving consumption-related information. 
Researchers have an important mission in uncovering how ethnicity plays a role in ethnic 
consumers’ motivations, habits and patterns of using new media as well as their attitudinal and 
behavioural responses toward advertising messages received through the new media.

Furthermore, as discussed previously, today’s ethnic minorities do not want to be merely 
lumped together with other American consumer segments. Therefore, marketers and advertis-
ers should be reminded that not all ethnic minority consumers are gradually assimilating into 
mainstream culture. Instead, they should view the population as containing differing segments of 
consumers with varying degrees of acculturation. This understanding can be used to adapt online 
marketing messages, including developing culturally customized web content tailored to the cul-
tural and language expectations of ethnic minority consumers online (Singh and Pereira 2005).

Concluding remarks

Increasing ethnic diversity in the population is a significant aspect of today’s U.S. market 
environment. Moving away from the ‘melting pot’ ideal and into the ‘salad bowl’ notion, 
minorities of various cultures desire to develop a U.S. lifestyle while maintaining their language 
and values, thus creating their unique mixes of cultures. Today, it is not necessary for ethnic 
minorities to rid themselves of their mother culture before they can find a job, watch TV or 
succeed in school. A new path for becoming a successful American is to celebrate ethnicity, 
instead of hiding it, and assimilating into the majority culture. Research has shown that in a 
multicultural America, group identity, especially racial or ethnic, is the social base camp from 
which ethnic minorities make forays into the American culture.

In the U.S. multicultural market, marketing and advertising academicians and professionals 
need to understand each group of ethnic consumers well and use appropriate marketing com-
munication strategies to engage them. These tasks are complicated further when cultural identity 
is influx. In order to successfully communicate with ethnic minority consumers, it is necessary 
for advertisers to (1) realize differences in communication patterns, values, behaviour, etc. across 
ethnic groups; (2) recognize individual differences in the process of identity negotiation and the 
structure of multiple cultural identity among ethnic consumers; (3) explore culturally acceptable/
unacceptable, sensitive/insensitive advertising messages; and (4) develop effective and efficient 
advertising messages targeted at the specific group of ethnic consumers and deliver them via 
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appropriate channels. While past research has provided explanations of how ethnic minority con-
sumers respond to multicultural advertising, there are still significant gaps in our understanding. 
Nuanced research that expands or seeks alternative conceptualizations is very much needed.
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Rethinking the Hispanic market

A call for reflexivity in  
advertising practice

Christopher A. Chávez

Introduction

About ten years ago I worked as an advertising executive at a reputable, creative agency in 
San Francisco. At the time, my client was an automotive manufacturer who had recently 
‘discovered’ the Hispanic1 market and was eager to reap the benefits of targeted advertising. 
In an effort to keep those advertising dollars from leaving the agency, the principals at this 
agency had convinced their client that they could manage such a campaign by setting up an 
ad-hoc Hispanic team. As the only account manager at my agency who was Latino, I was of 
course recruited to lead the effort.

One of the first projects to come out of this experiment was a radio spot intended to run in 
Spanish-language media. As is customary, the client was presented with three different scripts 
of which they would choose at least one to produce. The creative presentation was attended 
by Marco, a Mexican-born copywriter, his creative director Rob and me. Our client, based in 
Detroit, joined us via conference call.

Marco began his presentation by reading his scripts (called a ‘creative’) in Spanish, as 
intended for Spanish-dominant ears. The scripts were then re-presented in English, for the 
sake of the client, using what is commonly referred to as a ‘back translation’.2 During the mid-
dle of the presentation, however, it became clear that our client was having difficulty with 
the scripts. Perhaps it was a poor back-translation or perhaps he simply wasn’t impressed 
by the quality of the creative. In any case, the client interrupted Marco’s presentation and 
asked Rob what he thought of the scripts. After thinking for a moment, Rob admitted that 
he really couldn’t evaluate the creative because he didn’t speak Spanish and wasn’t familiar 
with ‘Latino culture’. Ultimately, he had to place his trust in his copywriter that the script 
was good. To the client, this seemed like a perfectly acceptable answer and so he approved 
the scripts.

It was at this moment when it first truly occurred to me that there is something fundamen-
tally problematic about how we produce Hispanic advertising in the US. Here was an agency 
whose professional reputation depended on its exceptional creative. During my time at that 
agency, nothing ever left the doors without a thorough vetting. Every detail of every piece 
of communication was discussed completely and decisions about words, images and ideas 
frequently involved intense negotiations between creatives, account folks, clients and legal 
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counsel. By the time the consumer ever saw or heard an advert, that concept had been talked 
about six ways to Sunday.

Why had this vetting process been utterly abandoned when it came to Marco’s radio script? 
Furthermore, why did marketing professionals, who had built their careers on developing rel-
evant messaging for various kinds of audiences, suddenly feel incapable of understanding the 
Latino consumer? Research on Hispanic advertising practices suggests that Marco’s experi-
ence is not unique and the inclination for White practitioners to abdicate their role as ‘cultural 
intermediaries’ (Cronin 2004) has become standard industry practice. Consequently, a robust 
Hispanic industry has emerged enabling primarily Anglo clients to capitalize on Hispanic 
consumers without ever having to address them directly.

In this chapter, I examine how knowledge about the Latino consumer is generated and 
circulated within the advertising profession. As part of this question, I examine what forms of 
knowledge have been privileged but also who is presumed to have access to such knowledge. 
I begin the chapter by placing Hispanic advertising practices within their larger historical and 
cultural context. In doing so, I draw from the argument that like other social institutions, adver-
tising practices may be seen as developmental rather than static phenomena. Here, I argue that 
marketing discourses have traditionally drawn from scientific discourses, which have ultimately 
rendered the Latino consumer foreign and remote. This has lead to a clear division of labour in 
which Latino practitioners are perceived as having proprietary access to Latino consumer insight 
while Anglo practitioners divest themselves of this responsibility. In the second part of this chap-
ter, I reflect on how such challenges might be resolved through more reflexive practices. By 
drawing on insights from the field of social anthropology, I argue that by accounting for one’s 
biases and by incorporating multiple perspectives into the advertising process, marketers may 
begin to develop more relevant and meaningful advertising for Latino consumers.

The producer–consumer gap

There are two conflicting realities that contribute to the problematic nature of Hispanic adver-
tising. First, the consumer landscape is increasingly becoming more ethnically diverse. Largely as 
a result of globalizing forces, there has been a greater influx of immigrants from non-European 
countries. At the same time, the rate of growth for non-Latino Whites has decreased, leading to 
what Hsu Hua of The Atlantic Monthly (2009, p. 46) has provocatively described as the ‘end of 
White America’. This trend is expected to continue in future years. Demographic projections 
indicate that by the year 2023, groups traditionally categorized as minorities will outnumber 
account for a majority of the country’s population.

U.S. Latinos have figured prominently in this demographic shift. Because significant portions 
of the country were once part of Mexico, Latinos have historically had a significant presence, 
particularly in the western United States. But our numbers have increased in recent years due 
to a prolific diaspora. Today, U.S. Latinos account for more than 16% of the population and by 
2050 this number is expected to grow to 30% (Ennis et al. 2012). According to the 2010 Census 
Brief (p. 11), Latinos are already a dominant presence in several large metropolitan areas includ-
ing San Antonio (63%), Phoenix (41%) and Los Angles (48%).

While the growing Latino presence in the US has been met with some resistance, market-
ers have demonstrated a willingness to embrace Latinos in their role as consumers. While the 
average Latino household income of $39,000 is lower than the general population at $50,000 
(PEW 2012), their relative youth makes them an ideal consumer segment. Current data indi-
cates that the U.S. Latino population is twenty-seven years old, nearly ten years 
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younger than that of non-Latino Whites (Nielsen 2012). Given the size and relative youth of 
the growing Latino market, several commercial sectors are expected to benefit from the Latino 
surge including residential buying, food and beverage, retail, financial services, transportation 
and media (IBIS World 2011).

Despite the changing complexion of the consumer audience, advertising agencies have 
remained primarily White, which leads us to our second reality: the advertising industry is, 
by and large, ill-equipped to accommodate ethnically diverse consumers. Chambers (2008) 
has pointed out that inequalities within the advertising industry have long been recognized as 
problematic. As early as 1964, the New York State Commission for Human Rights conducted 
an audit of the largest advertising agencies only to find that the industry had small percentages of 
people of colour, most of whom occupied clerical positions. There is little to indicate that much 
has changed. In 2006, the New York City Commission on Human Rights issued a scathing 
criticism of the New York advertising industry for what it found to be unfair hiring practices 
leading to an under-representation of ethnic minorities (Elliott 2006).

Aside from the lack of ethnic representation within the industry, the production of Hispanic 
advertising is also complicated by the issue of language. Today, 38% of U.S. Latinos identify 
as Spanish dominant, while another 24% identify as English dominant. Roughly 38% consider 
themselves to be bilingual (Taylor et al. 2012). For many U.S. Latinos, bilingualism is a simple 
fact of everyday life, but the diversity of Latino speech is at odds with Anglo-American sensibili-
ties which Venuti (1995) describes as ‘aggressively monolingual’. Because Hispanic advertising 
has largely been conflated with Spanish-language advertising, advertising practices involve vari-
ous language ideologies (Woolard and Scheiffelin 1994; Scheiffelin et al. 1998) in which English 
monolingual clients maintain strict control over Spanish-language copy. In doing so, they are 
approving advertising concepts that they literally do not understand.

Collectively, the fundamental differences between advertising and the consumers they wish 
to target have sometimes led to various forms of advertising mischief ranging from literal (and 
sometimes poor) translations of English language work to fractious campaigns that represent 
Latino consumers as foreign and remote, wholly disconnected from the general population. In 
the following section, I examine how the Latino consumer has been imagined is largely a func-
tion of how a very insular community has employed ‘objective’ research to gain understanding 
about the outside world.

Epistemology, methodology and consumer insight

A historical perspective

Advertising professionals have often been described as a homogenous, like-minded community 
whose lived experiences are disconnected from most consumers with whom they are speaking. For 
example, Featherstone (1991) refers to advertising professionals as ‘new cultural intermediaries’, who 
actively promote and transmit the lifestyle of the elite to a mass audience and who collude with the 
elite to legitimate new fields such as fashion, music and advertising. According to Featherstone, their 
ability to act in this capacity is largely a function of their class position. As members of the ‘petit 
bourgeoisie’ (Bourdieu 1984), they are not quite members of the high class, but they have more 
social and cultural capital than the average consumer. Their exposure to and appreciation for both 
forms of high and popular culture is essential for creating interest in the commercial arts.

The chasm that exists between advertising producers and consumers appears to be a legacy of 
the early days of the profession. Like today, advertising professionals at the turn of the century 
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were typically young, affluent and urban centred (Marchand 1985; Pope 1983). This was widely 
different from many of their consumers who generally had less formal education and lived in 
rural areas. Gender differences, however, appear to have been particularly problematic. Marchand 
(1985) points out that several industry measures indicate that the male–female ratio within the 
industry was ten-to-one.

With the emergence of general weeklies such as Good Housekeeping, Ladies’ Home Journal 
and McCall’s, middle-class women emerged as a lucrative opportunity worthy of the attention 
of marketers. Rather than attempt to comprehend the lived experiences of female subscribers, 
however, advert executives are said to have held a general contempt for the targeted consumer 
who they saw as increasingly tasteless, foolish and feminine. When writing for this audience, 
copywriters were advised to aim low and assume an ‘unintelligent public’ (Marchand 1985, 
p. 67). Furthermore, generating insight about the target audience was only semi-systematic, 
generally limited to methods such as reading the targeted media or getting reactions to creative 
concepts from a neighbour’s wife (Marchand 1985).

Aside from gender and class differences, historians have also highlighted the cultural and 
ethnical homogeneity of the early advertising community. According to Pope (1983), half of 
the men who worked in advertising had been born in small towns located in the Midwest. Pope 
also points out that many of these professionals were the sons of ministers. Given their similar 
backgrounds, religious affiliation was strictly Mainline Protestant and there appears to have 
been little opportunity for Catholics or Jews. Furthermore, advertising professionals in the early 
twentieth century were largely of European descent, although there were very few agents from 
Eastern or Southern Europe or any of the other ‘new immigration’ countries that sent workers 
to America after 1880 (ibid.). The ethnic purity of the advertising industry did not go unnoticed 
by professional leaders of the time. The editors of Who’s Who in Advertising proudly announced 
in 1931 that ‘adherents to the theory of Nordic supremacy might relish the fact that blue-eyed 
advertising men are the majority’ (Rogers 1931, p. xiv).

The disparity between advertising producers and consumers would become more problematic 
as more subcultural groups were identified as lucrative marketing opportunities. Turow (1997) 
indicates that as early as 1915, different periodicals actively catered to various populations includ-
ing children, farmers, college students and religious communities, but Cohen (2003) argues 
that after the Second World War, a proliferation of empirical market research led marketers to 
increasingly recognize the fallacy of a unified mass market and embrace market segmentation as 
a commonplace strategy. Given the narrow experience of the advertising community, however, 
developing relevant messaging for subcultural groups proved to be problematic. Consequently, 
mechanisms for generating knowledge about consumers were necessary to help advertising pro-
fessionals understand the experiences of consumers who they believed to be foreign and allusive.

Advertising practice and the presumption of rationality

In her discussion of the construction of the LGBT market, Katherine Sender (2004) discusses 
the false distinction that marketers make between business and politics. According to Sender, 
business implies a rational system in which economic action is separated from its cultural and 
social implications. Conversely, politics invokes an image of activities that are irrational, biased 
toward the interests of one group and incompatible with the needs of the economy. Sender 
argues that while marketing decisions are based on the rationality of the marketplace, they are 
always inherently political.

Sender’s argument connects to an ongoing debate about knowledge production and the 
privileging of particular forms of knowledge within the advertising industry. Put another way, 
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it is a discussion of the relationship between epistemology, the philosophy of how we come to 
know, and methodology, the specific practices we use to find out about the world in which we 
live. Historically, advertising discourses have favoured more positivist sensibilities that evolved 
out of the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution and other intellectual movements that are 
said to have led to a split between science and literature as different ways of understanding 
human experience.

The advertising industry’s relatively early adoption of scientific thinking may be seen as a 
reaction to early advertising practices that were only semi-legitimate. At the turn of the cen-
tury, the industry had not yet been regulated. As a result, sales techniques were suspect and 
advertising agents had little regard for the quality of the products they were promoting. By the 
early 1900s, however the profession sought to move past the hucksterism that characterized its 
early days and an effort was made to legitimize the profession. In 1914, the Audit Bureau of 
Circulations was formed, standardizing auditing procedures for paid circulations. In 1917, the 
American Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA) was founded and continues to act as one 
of the industry’s primary trade organizations (Pope 1983).

While industry leaders were calling for more disciplined practices, there is also evidence that 
advertising professionals sought to endow the profession with the prestige afforded other voca-
tions. In Modern Advertising, Ernest Calkins and Ralph Holden (1905, p. 6) expressed their desire 
that the advertising profession be comparable to the three ‘black graces’: medicine, divinity and 
law. In an effort to achieve this, early industry leaders sought to certify practitioners through spe-
cialized exams or by requiring credentials of higher education not unlike the legal and accounting 
professions. At the time, Calkins also called for advertisers to embrace the scientific method. In 
his book, The Business of Advertising, Calkins (1915, p. 8) writes that:

[T]he so-called advertising expert then is the man who studies the causes of great successes 
with the idea of applying them to other articles and other markets. It is for him to eliminate 
as far as possible the uncertainty, the waste, the non-essentials; to change advertising from 
an art to a science – or at least to a profession worthy of the ambition of trained minds.

Calkins’ call for a more scientific approach to advertising reflects the privileging of scientific dis-
courses, which limits knowledge to what can be observed and measured. This epistemological 
orientation is based on the assumption that the world operates according to cause and effect and that 
there is a single and correct set of procedures for investigating social phenomena. By 1923, industry 
leader Claude Hopkins believed that this goal had been achieved. Hopkins (1923, p. 2) wrote:

The time has come when advertising has in some hands reached the status of a science. It is 
based on fixed principles and is reasonably exact. The causes and effects have been analyzed 
until they are well understood. The correct method of procedure have been proved and 
established. We know what is most effective, and we act on basic laws.

While the industry’s call for a systematic approach to advertising may have been genuinely 
motivated by an interest in holding advertising agencies more accountable for their claims, 
infusing scientific thinking into advertising practice has also served a political purpose. 
Scientific discourses created the perception that advertising can be made controllable, meas-
ureable and predictable. This claim, in turn, invested advertising professionals with a degree 
of authority that is reassuring to clients who are investing significant amounts of economic 
capital into advertising. Furthermore, scientific approaches help provide the legitimization 
for the industry that Calkins so urgently sought. Today, a positivist outlook is evident in the 
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preferred methodological choices that advertisers make to generate knowledge about the con-
sumer world including tracking studies, user surveys, pre- and post-testing and other methods 
which have become mainstays of consumer research (Arens et al. 2010).

The inextricable link between scientific and advertising discourses may be useful for 
understanding how various ethnic and cultural groups have been re-constituted as market seg-
ments. Systematic attempts to classify and legitimize people of colour can be found as early as 
the 1930s, during which time, Fisk University Professor Paul K. Edwards provided the first 
empirical studies of African American consumers. Intended primarily for the U.S. business 
community, Edwards’ studies of the ‘Negro market’ were designed to convince marketers 
that African Americans should be taken seriously as a source of potential corporate profits 
(Chambers 2008). After World War II, similar segmentation studies were designed to encour-
age mainstream marketers to reach out to African American consumers, with varying degrees 
of success. According to Cohen (2003), the unintended consequence of these efforts was an 
influx of mass-produced goods into Black communities, often at the expense of Black-owned 
business or products specifically designed for African Americans.

In a similar way, scientific research has been used for making Latino consumers intelligi-
ble and comprehendible to the mainstream advertisers. According to Rodriguez (1999), the 
development of a unified, pan-national audience called the ‘Hispanic market’ is a relatively 
modern phenomenon often associated with the establishment of the Spanish International 
Network (SIN), which would later evolve into Univision. The emergence of a national, 
Spanish-language network required that collective identity to be re-configured in ways 
that could constitute a broader, more profitable audience. In an effort to construct a cohe-
sive and identifiable consumer market, industry professionals actively suppressed differences 
among Mexicans, Cubans, Puerto Ricans and other distinct groups, while promoting the 
ideal of linguistic and cultural unity Dávila (2012). These efforts were then legitimized 
through empirical, market research. In 1981, Yankelovich et al. (1981) published the first sci-
entific study of the Hispanic market, titled ‘Spanish USA’. Commissioned on behalf of SIN, 
Yankelovich concluded that the best way to reach the Hispanic market is in Spanish, stating 
that as ‘la lengua de nuestra alma’, Spanish is superior for conveying the emotional messages 
of advertising (Rodriguez 1999).

But as Silverman (2000, p. 825) points out, ‘a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing’ 
and the advertising industry’s infatuation with quantitative, objective data has the potential to 
obscure the very phenomenon it purports to reveal (Hackley 2002). Like other pan-ethnic con-
structs, Hispanic/Latino is a construct that accounts for individuals from quite differing cultural 
traditions, linguistic backgrounds and racial groups. The diversity that naturally occurs within 
groups, however does not lend itself to scientific discourses, which start with the assumption of 
order and uniformity and where variety is either ruled insignificant or put aside as an exception 
to the rule (Duranti 1997). Thus, determining group membership has been inconsistent and has 
relied on such differing factors as surname, country of origin, paternal ancestry and language 
usage (Deshpandé et al. 1986).

Reacting to the industry’s gravitational pull toward homogeneity, writer Junot Díaz (as 
cited in Flores 2003) has stated ‘I’d rather have us start out as fractured so we don’t commit the 
bullshit and erasures that trying to live under the banner of sameness entails’. Díaz’s reaction 
casts light on the problems associated with promoting a view of culture as an ideational unity, 
which has become standard in marketing practice (Moisander and Valtonen 2006). Defined in 
this way, the construct obscures the social and cultural diversity that exists within any group. 
This is the fallacy of consumer markets. They purport to represent social relations as they exist 
in the real world, but as Ohman (1996) argues, marketers do not mine pre-existing niches. 
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Instead, they consciously and unconsciously shape the contours of those groups in order to 
present a credible, desirable and viable target market.

In recent years there has been a questioning of the degree to which scientific knowledge can 
be truly objective. An alternative line of thinking has emerged arguing that scientific discourses 
are themselves cultural texts that favour particular ways of thinking about the world and that 
the categories used to ground scientific research are ultimately based on cultural assumptions. 
In response to growing critiques of positivist approaches, scholars began to take an alternative 
approach to knowledge production, which assumes that we make sense of reality through our 
cultures and that different cultures can have very different experiences of reality. Furthermore, 
it is assumed that no single representation of reality can be the only true one because other 
cultures will always have alternative, equally valid ways of representing reality. To account for 
this perspective, there has been a growing appreciation for research methodologies that better 
capture the lived experiences of individuals such as ethnographies, in-depth interviews and 
focus groups.

Advertising practices have followed suit and professional practices have evolved to account 
for consumers in their cultural contexts. At the same time, there has been a growing awareness 
that national culture is not a homogenous collective of people who all make sense of the world 
in exactly the same way. Rather, it consists of a mixture of many overlapping subcultures who 
make sense of the world in their own ways (McKee 2003) and whose cultural life is organized 
around lifestyle and consumption choices. By adopting a social-anthropological approach to 
consumer research (Leiss et al. 2004), advertisers have attempted to understand how brands and 
products fit into the lived experiences of consumers.

This new way of thinking became embodied in the role of the account planner, a role that 
was first developed in the UK in 1965, but which later became established practice in the 
United States during the late 1980s and early ’90s. Originally developed by Stanley Pollitt of 
Boase Massimi Pollitt, the account planning position was designed as a reaction to ‘back-room 
gurus’ who provided technical views on advertising without regard or considering its socio-
cultural context (Barry et al. 1987). Today, account planning is a mainstay in many agencies and 
professional practices ensure that the voice of the consumer is adequately reflected in advertising 
(Dickinson 2009).

The advertising industry’s evolution toward a more cultural approach to consumer research, 
however, does not appear to have fully extended to Hispanic advertising. This may be partially 
attributed to economic resources. As an auxiliary effort, clients are less inclined to invest in 
account planning services for Hispanic agencies. Consequently, cultural insight into Latino 
consumers has relied heavily on anecdotal information. In the same way that early advertis-
ing men informed their advertising by gaining insight from their neighbours’ wives, it is not 
uncommon for Anglo clients to gain insight about Hispanic advertising from their nanny, their 
custodian or anyone Latino in their organization regardless of their marketing expertise (Chávez 
2013).

Rather than attempting to better understand the lived experiences of the Latino consumer, 
Anglo clients and general market practitioners have invested authority in Latino practitioners, 
designating them as ‘authentic’ members of the targeted community. But Rotfeld (2003) argues 
that the decision for practitioners to abdicate their role as cultural arbiters is a fundamental break 
from good advertising practice. Rotfeld (2003, p. 87) writes:

The people making day-to-day decisions at advertising agencies are usually well-paid, 
highly educated executives, often aged 25 to 40 and living in urban areas. Rarely is it seen 
as a source of concern that they often are selling to people who are less affluent, not as well 
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educated, older or younger than themselves, and who live outside the cities in which the 
agency is located. Yet when the target audience consists of African Americans or Hispanic/
Latino consumers, advertising people often turn the work over to an advertising agency 
whose owners and employees are members of that minority group. Even worse, with an 
implicit assumption that women and members of minority groups are incapable of applying 
a marketing orientation to different customers, these advertising people are seen as being 
only able to prepare advertising for people physically like themselves.

Here, Rotfeld (2003) cautions advertising professionals to avoid essentialist sensibilities, but 
he also questions epistemological assumptions about who has access to cultural knowledge. 
White clients presume that ethnicity is reserved only for people of colour (Peñaloza 2006) and 
permit themselves the opportunity to disengage from Hispanic advertising. Exacerbating this 
issue, Hispanic agencies have been complicit in promoting the idea that they embody cultural 
knowledge, which gives them proprietary understanding of Latino consumers. Yet this is also a 
half-truth. Today, the Hispanic advertising industry is populated by ‘Latin American elites’, pro-
fessionals who immigrated to the United States from relatively privileged backgrounds (Chávez 
2012, Dávila 2012). At the same time, the Hispanic market is overwhelmingly of Mexican 
origin, a majority of who are located in the working classes (Borjas 1999). Thus, there are 
significant national, historical and class differences that separate Latino advert executives from 
Latino consumers.

Certainly, the normative presumption that ‘it takes a Latino to know a Latino’ has provided 
unique opportunities for Latino advertising professionals who have positioned themselves as 
linguistic and cultural gatekeepers for the Hispanic market, but as Rotfeld points out, these 
misguided attitudes about culture are ultimately career-limiting for professionals of colour and 
has inadvertently relegated them to the ‘ad ghetto’. Here, there is little opportunity to produce 
Hispanic advertising that is thoughtful and meaningful (Rotfeld 2003).

Inserting reflexivity into advertising practice

In his discussion of advertising research, Kemper (2003) argues that advertising professionals are 
anthropologists at heart. In different ways, both advertising professionals and anthropologists are 
trained and get paid for making claims about how others think and they are interested in the 
same society, pictured in different terms. In the process of creating niche advertising, marketing 
professionals have similarly had to struggle with the challenge of understanding communities 
that are different from their own.

Still, advertising professionals can learn more from the field of anthropology. Anthropologists 
have also had to wrestle with the inherent contradiction involved with ascertaining and report-
ing on the lived experiences of others. Agar (1996, p. 91) aptly describes this form of research as 
quite an ‘arrogant exercise’ in which researchers ingratiate themselves into a group of strangers, 
document their social lives, describe their beliefs and report on their rituals, all within a rela-
tively short period of time. To complicate this process, social anthropologists confront a legacy 
of colonialism within their profession, which limits their perspective.

Given these deficiencies, knowledge production can only be partial, but to account for 
these shortcomings, anthropologists have advocated for the wider practice of ‘reflexive sociol-
ogy’ (Rosaldo 1993), which is an attempt to break from the conventional knowledge that the 
researcher is an impartial and neutral observer who remains an emotional blank slate. Scholars 
working in this tradition have argued that researchers are inclined to cling to a ‘myth of detach-
ment’, in which they are presumed to be innocent from their complicity with colonialism and 
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in perpetuating social inequalities and hierarchical relations of power. Instead, it is understood 
that researchers carry their own implicit assumptions about the nature of reality. These biases are 
a result of their personal backgrounds. Furthermore, as they later underwent some form of pro-
fessional training, they learned yet another set of biases, about which determine which aspects 
of human experience are worthy of attention.

Reflexive anthropology assumes that social researchers can rarely, if ever, become detached 
observers. Rather their own lived experience both enables and inhibits particular kinds of 
insight. Thus, the question is not whether the researcher is biased but rather what kinds of biases 
exist and how might they account for them in their research. One such strategy is to approach 
knowledge construction as an inter-subjective process that incorporates various subjectivities, or 
particular angles of vision. Rather than being locked into any particular one perspective, a better 
understanding of social phenomenon can be achieved by studying it from a number of positions. 
These perspectives may include those of researchers, armed with the theoretical perspectives of 
their discipline, collaborators as well as the perspectives of study participants.

Kemper (2003) has further pointed out that advertisers play the role of ethnographer with 
disadvantages. Unlike the ethnographer’s solitary work, advertising is a collaboration involv-
ing many stakeholders with competing interests who influence the produce in surprising ways. 
Consequently, marketing professionals must recognize that, like other social institutions, adver-
tising agencies are sites of ideological negotiation. Given the racial disparities that pervade the 
modern advertising industry, practitioners must be conscious of the role that advertising agen-
cies play in reproducing White privilege. Peñaloza (2006) has argued that by reserving ethnicity 
solely for people of colour, Whites position themselves as the standard against whom all others 
are measured. Consequently, ethnic consumer groups inherently considered deviant with respect 
to the wider group that is being resisted or negotiated. Within industry practice, Latinos are 
labelled as ‘minorities’, a ‘subculture’, or simply ‘niche’; designations, which presuppose that 
Latinos are not only different, but inferior.

To account for these concerns, advertising professionals need to openly bring as many of 
their biases to consciousness as possible and to deal with them as part of their methods and to 
acknowledge them when drawing conclusions about consumer research. In this sense, adver-
tising practice becomes both a professional and a personal process. Being reflexive enables 
researchers to critically consider their own cultural biases and negotiate various ways of seeing 
while investigating other cultures (Moisander and Valtonen 2006).

In this tradition, advertising practices would benefit by incorporating perspectives from those 
most intimately involved with the production of advertising: respectively the client, the Hispanic 
agency and the general market agency as well as those of the consumer. To illustrate this point, 
let us look at how the brand T Mobile has produced advertising for the Latino consumer. In line 
with common industry practice, T Mobile has elected to partner with Saatchi, their agency of 
record, for their general market advertising. At the same time, they have enlisted the expertise 
of Conill, a Hispanic agency, to assume responsibility for creating advertising for the Latino 
consumer. Under this model, Conill will attempt to understand how Latinos employ telecom-
munications in ways that are distinct from other consumers. Working somewhat independently, 
each agency arrives at its own truth about the consumer, but these separate truths are always 
bound within a larger ‘truth’ that Latinos and general market consumers are mutually exclusive.

This logic of practice then informs the strategic and creative decisions that will follow. 
For example, industry-supported data may indicate that Latinos speak Spanish, watch nove-
las and like fútbol (Nielsen 2012). These insights will, in turn, drive the specific facets of  
T Mobile’s Hispanic effort. For example, it explains the decision to be the primary sponsor of 
the Telemundo novela ‘Los Herederos Del Monte’ and to integrate a T Mobile cell phone into 
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the storyline of ‘Eva Luna’, a Univision produced novella. Finally, it explains the decision to 
launch a campaign called ‘El llamado del futbol’ that specifically targets Latino soccer fans.

While such decisions can be validated by ‘objective’ research, they reduce Latino experi-
ence to a handful of verifiable insights. That is why they have become such tired tropes within 
Hispanic advertising. But how might advertising look differently if clients, general market agen-
cies and Hispanic agencies were in closer dialogue? Armed with a different set of data, might 
Hispanic agencies point out that Latinos are proficient in emerging technologies and, com-
pared to non-Latino Whites, spend 68% more time watching video online and 20% more time 
watching video on their mobile phones (Nielsen 2012). How might these insights overlap with 
clients’ own understanding of how consumers use telecommunications services? Informed with 
this knowledge, would the client begin to have a different picture of their ‘general market’ that 
is more reflective of a changing America? Might the boundaries that separate general market 
from Hispanic market be disrupted?

More collaboration between various communications partners seems commonsense but 
while clients preach the practice of integrated marketing, their efforts to include Hispanic agen-
cies in planning processes has largely been nominal. Instead, Hispanic agencies are more likely 
to be drawn into planning conversations once the creative and strategic direction has already 
been set. In this position, they can either fall in line with the general market campaign or create 
something different altogether. They are rarely in the position, however, to shape the larger 
campaign, which leads to a sense of fractiousness – what one Latino practitioner I interviewed 
described as ‘brand schizophrenia’. This requires that Hispanic agencies have a seat at the table 
early in the process, but it also requires that clients and general market agencies insert them-
selves into the process of Hispanic advertising. Different perspectives provide a more complete 
picture of any given social phenomenon, and reveal contradictions. Rather than being viewed 
as threatening, such collaboration should be seen as the beginning of a better understanding of 
Latino, social life.

Reflexivity and the Latino practitioner

Hackley (2002) argues that advertising agencies offer their clients creative and strategic services, 
but they have proven to be indispensible to clients because they generate a basic vocabulary of 
consumer cultural meanings from which advertising is crafted. Cultural knowledge is acquired 
by agencies formally through semi-systematic means, but it also resides in the judgement of 
advertising professionals and manifests itself in the form of conventional wisdom.

The idea that agencies serve as repositories of cultural knowledge is particularly relevant for 
Hispanic agencies, which position themselves as experts on how Latinos think. Thus, Latino 
practitioners are not exempt from practicing reflexivity and must similarly take stock of their 
own inherent biases. In The Natives are Gazing and Talking Back, Jacobs-Huey (2002) argues that 
researchers face particular challenges when they are studying communities that they consider their 
own. In the course of generating knowledge about their communities for professional purposes, 
multiple identities intersect and inform one’s perspective. For example, my own understanding of 
the Latino community is shaped by my experiences growing up a pocho3 in Southern California, 
a part of the country which has a decidedly Mexican skew. Furthermore, my professional and 
academic training have encouraged me to think pan-ethnically: ‘Hispanic’ in the advertising 
industry and ‘Latina/o’ in the academy. Finally, I am well aware of the relatively privileged posi-
tion that I occupy in society, which puts me at odds with many of my Latino sisters and brothers 
throughout the country who are much more marginalized than I and who have much less social 
and physical mobility. The narrowness of my limited experiences cannot possibly enable me to 
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account for the meanings that an Oaxaqueña, new to the country, faces when discerning between 
various financial products, or the ways in which a young, second-generation Dominicana living 
in New York uses her smart phone to engage with the world around her.

The shrewd researcher is aware of these limitations, but this is not to say that Latino practi-
tioners bring no cultural insight. Strauss and Corbin (1990) argue that researchers investigating 
their own communities possess theoretical sensitivity, a personal trait that provides them with 
an awareness of the subtleties and meaning of data and the capacity to separate the relevant from 
the non-relevant. But McCracken (1988) also argues that familiarity with one’s community 
may dull one’s senses and that researchers must maintain analytical distance while at the same 
time drawing upon past experience and theoretical knowledge to interpret what is seen. My 
background may have provided me with theoretical sensitivity on the topic, but I am aware that 
this in no way entitles me to proprietary knowledge of Latino culture.

Jacobs-Huey (2002) further argues that there are added political considerations for native 
researchers. Decisions about representation – including whose voices to incorporate in pub-
lished reports – entail a form of ‘cultural brokering’, in which researchers present the intricacies 
of everyday life to a community to a community of outsiders. Likewise, market researchers 
exercise power over the communities they observe (Moisander and Valtonen 2006). When they 
produce particular interpretations for their clients, they are putting forth one version of reality. 
Unlike anthropologists, however, the influence of advertising extends beyond mere knowledge 
generation (Peñaloza 2006). Advertising is inherently persuasive in nature and is disseminated to 
a mass audience. This has important implications for Latino communities.

Critical scholars have argued that advertising does not present reality as it is, but rather a 
distorted reality. As a site of ideological negotiation, particular segments of society are privi-
leged while others are rendered invisible. In my own academic research on the Hispanic advert 
industry, Latino practitioners saw themselves as advocates for the Latino consumer by ensuring 
that they are included in marketplace dynamics. Certainly, this argument is not without merit. 
Competition for economic capital is highly competitive and general market agencies are not 
inclined to see advertising dollars diverted to efforts that are not their own. By fighting for even 
those limited dollars, Hispanic agencies ensure that Latinos are included in what Gross refers to 
as ‘the republic of consumerism’ (2001, p. 233).

But there is a fine line between representing the interests of the consumer and representing 
the interests of the agency, and it is essential that Latino advertising executives be more reflec-
tive about the work they do and its impact. Yes, it is important for Latinos be represented in 
advertising, but Latino advertisers must also attend to how Latinos are represented in advertis-
ing. Kemper rightly points out (2003) that advertising creates consumer segments by inventing 
or perpetuating existing tropes of gender, ethnicity and class. As a cultural system (Sherry 
1987), advertising becomes part of the many ways in which Latinos acquire a sense of their 
own collective identity.

The influence of advertising is not solely symbolic, but also material. By design, advertis-
ing is intended to influence behaviours and to drive uniformed patterns of consumption. Thus, 
practitioners, Latino and otherwise, must be conscious about how predatory practices are aimed 
at Latino communities. Current research indicates that 10.5% of Latinos twenty years and older 
have been diagnosed with diabetes and in 2005 the death rate of diabetic for Latinos was 60% 
higher than the death rate of non-Hispanic Whites (Center for Minority Health 2009). Latinos 
are also said to live in residential communities in which there is a greater presence of fast food 
restaurants compared to communities that are primarily Anglo. Despite the propensity for health 
related problems in the Latino community, large, fast food corporations spend prolifically in 
Hispanic media. In 2013, McDonald’s Corporation, Burger King Worldwide and Yum Brands 
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(which includes KFC, Pizza Hut and Taco Bell) were among the top fifty spenders in Hispanic 
media (Advertising Age 2013).

Similarly, alcohol companies have been prolific Hispanic marketers, directing significant 
resources toward growing the Latino market, efforts that go back to the onset of a formal Hispanic 
advertising industry (Rodriguez 1999). Currently, both Anheuser Busch and SABMiller are 
among the top fifty spenders in Hispanic media (Advertising Age 2013), yet Big Alcohol’s efforts 
are not limited to traditional advertising. Alcohol companies employ a range of promotional 
strategies including bilingual labelling, sponsorship of cultural events, the promotion of Latino 
artists and a heavy outdoor presence in Latino neighbourhoods (Kesmodel 2011; Lipschutz 
2011). These efforts are coordinated by dedicated Latino/Ethnic marketing managers who work 
closely with Hispanic advertising practitioners to cultivate a heavy Latino drinker.

I appreciate why Hispanic agencies may be reluctant to challenge their clients. Agencies 
in general are under constant pressure to demonstrate their value and Hispanic agencies are 
particularly sensitive to client demands. Because many Hispanic agencies are small agencies, 
they are particularly vulnerable to external or market forces, causing them to be conservative 
in nature. However, silence breeds concession and there is a responsibility for Latino practi-
tioners to directly challenge their clients on any number of decisions including how Latino 
characters are represented in commercials or the types of products they are actively selling 
to Latinos. I have argued in this chapter that the inclusion of more voices within advertis-
ing practices is needed to provide a more complete picture of Latino consumer practices. At 
the same time, Latino practitioners also have a responsibility to make their voices heard. If 
Hispanic agencies do not take a more active role in shaping advertising decisions, they risk 
becoming modern day Malinches,4 merely serving as translators who serve up the populace to 
much more powerful forces.

Notes

1 This project follows in the tradition of other scholarship that utilizes dual terms: ‘Latina/o’ and 
‘Hispanic’. While both labels are pan-ethnic and have contested histories, scholars have been particu-
larly critical of the term ‘Hispanic’ for its privileging of Spanish over indigenous origins. The term 
‘Hispanic’, however, is the label of preference for U.S. advertisers. For the purposes of this study, I limit 
the use of ‘Hispanic’ to terms that are specific to the profession.

2 Early Hispanic advertising consisted of dubbing English language spots into Spanish. In order to sync up 
image with sound, it was often necessary to change English language dialogue. However, scripts then had 
to be re-translated back into English, in their literal form, for final client approval. Today, that particular 
process has become less common, but it is still standard practice to translate Spanish language copy into 
English for client approval. Today, practitioners still referred to this practice by its original designation of 
‘back-translation’.

3 Sanchez (1993) defines a pocho as the American offspring of Mexican parents, but the term has generally 
been used to describe Mexican Americans who have lost their culture by assimilating into the dominant 
culture.

4 Doña Marina, also known as ‘La Malinche’ occupies an ambivalent place in Mexican popular imagina-
tion. It is widely believe that her role as translator to Cortez expedited the colonization of the Americas. 
Her supporters argue that linguistic competencies enabled her to advocate on behalf of the native 
population.
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Print advertising and Asian  

Indian consumers

Durriya H. Z. Khairullah and Zahid Y. Khairullah

Introduction

Advertising is a key component of marketing and print media is an important mode for 
communicating advertising messages. Magazine advertisements of products and services are 
widespread in countries across the world. Research within the field of marketing has looked 
at advertising, its effects and responses to different media and advertising aimed at different 
ethnic groups. This chapter reviews the results of our research in advertising related to eth-
nic minority consumers and the impact of acculturation on responses towards advertising. In 
particular the focus is on perceptions and effects of acculturation at different levels among 
Asian Indian immigrants especially in the United States (US). The chapter includes: concep-
tual background; description of our research studies and findings; followed by a discussion of 
theoretical and practical implications of our research.

Conceptual background

Ethnicity

Ethnic origin or ethnicity is defined as a group having common national or religious back-
grounds (Cohen 1978; Hirschman 1981; Minor 1992); country of origin and surname 
(Hirschman 1981; Laroche et al. 1998); racial, language or national backgrounds (Hawkins 
and Mothersbaugh 2013). Ethnicity also means a group sharing common customs, language, 
religion, values, morality and etiquette (Webster 1994). Most contemporary researchers are 
of the view that ethnicity arises from the notion that certain individuals belong to or iden-
tify with certain cultural groups (Cleveland and Laroche 2007). ‘Culture is the sum total of 
learned beliefs, values, and customs that serve to direct the consumer behaviour of members of 
a particular society’ (Schiffman et al. 2010, p. 348). These factors encompass such elements as 
food, dress, religious beliefs and people with whom they associate with (Kara and Kara 1996). 
Ethnic groups do not just differ in the languages they speak or their skin colour. They differ 
in cultural values, attitudes, experiences, where they shop and what advertising appeals they 
pay attention to. Such factors intertwine to shape differences in buying behaviour (Perreault 
et al. 2011). Ethnicity affects consumer behaviour through choices related to clothes, music, 



310

Durriya H. Z. Khairullah and Zahid Y. Khairullah

leisure pursuits, food and drink consumption (Bocock 1993). Individuals originating from a 
particular nation normally share cultural values that are often different from cultural values of 
other nations (Hofstede 1983).

In the last three decades the US has become a more ethnically diverse society. The number 
of ethnic minority consumers is growing at a much faster rate than the overall White population 
in the US and their purchasing power is also increasing rapidly. This surge in ethnic minor-
ity populations has provided growth opportunities for U.S. marketers. In order to boost sales 
among ethnic minority groups some U.S. marketers have been designing marketing strategies 
that are reflective of specific cultural values (Cho et al. 2013; Dunne et al. 2014; Hawkins and 
Mothersbaugh 2013; Jamal 2003; Peñaloza and Gilly 1999; Perreault et al. 2011; Schiffman et 
al. 2010). In doing so, marketers often adopt a market segmentation strategy to cater to ethnic 
consumers in a multicultural marketplace. Much of the growth in ethnic minority populations 
has resulted from immigration (Perreault et al. 2011). According to Jamal (2003) the multicul-
tural marketplace also provides an opportunity for ethnic entrepreneurs and retailers to tailor 
their marketing mix for their respective ethnic groups. According to several researchers, notions 
of ethnicity and culture are also linked to the phenomenon of acculturation, which is discussed 
in the next section.

Acculturation

When discussing culture, anthropologists often distinguish between the learning of one’s own, or 
native, culture and the learning of some ‘new’ (other) culture. The learning of one’s own culture is 
known as enculturation and the learning of a new or a foreign culture is called acculturation (Schiffman 
et al. 2010). Acculturation is a general term that incorporates intercultural interaction and adapta-
tion and includes assimilation of a new culture, preservation of the old culture, and resistance to 
both new and old cultures (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). Prior research considers acculturation from 
uni-directional, bi-directional and multi-dimensional viewpoints. Uni-directional acculturation is 
the acceptance of values of a host society by members of a minority or immigrant group (Garcia 
and Lega 1979; Gordon 1978; Phinney 1990). This view is consistent with an assimilation perspec-
tive that suggests that immigrants’ adaption to the host culture invariably leads to a loss of one’s 
original culture (Hraba 1979; Wallendorf and Reilly 1983). The bi-directional view proposes two 
dimensions of acculturation, the extent to which one identifies with the culture of origin and the 
degree to which one identifies with the host culture (Berry 1990). The multi-dimensional view 
incorporates ethnic identity into the adaptation process with the assumption that immigrants in the 
process of adapting some aspects of host culture may also independently retain certain aspects of 
their original culture (Berry 1997; Cleveland and Laroche 2007; Laroche et al. 1997; Padilla 1980; 
Mendoza 1989). According to this viewpoint, the process through which immigrants adapt to the 
host culture is called acculturation, and the process of retaining the home country’s culture by the 
immigrants is called ethnic identity (Felix-Ortiz et al. 1995; Phinney 1990). The bi-directional and 
multi-dimensional views are consistent with the basic premise of ‘multiculturalism’, which postu-
lates that a variety of cultures can, and do, co-exist in the same geographical region and show a part 
or whole of their ethnic identity (Cleveland and Laroche 2007; Hraba 1979; Jamal and Chapman 
2000; Jamal 2003).

Consumer acculturation and marketer acculturation

In the consumer behaviour literature, culture and ethnicity are linked to the study of two  
concepts – consumer acculturation and marketer acculturation. When consumers come in  
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contact with a new culture the resulting change due to intercultural contact in consumer behav-
iour is referred to as consumer acculturation (Peñaloza 1989; 1994). Marketer Acculturation is 
used to refer to the resulting change for marketers in contact with a new culture of consum-
ers (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999; Peñaloza 1994). Several researchers have advocated that ethnic 
minority subcultures are growing in Europe, United Kingdom and the US and the globalization 
of world markets makes both consumer acculturation and marketer acculturation important 
agents in facilitating marketing strategies (e.g. Berry 2005; Cleveland and Laroche 2007; Jamal 
2003; Peñaloza and Gilly 1999; Peñaloza 1994).

Acculturation and marketing studies

Some ethnic consumers retain a great many of their own culture’s attitudes, values and behav-
iours, while others more readily adopt values, attitudes and behaviours of the dominant host 
culture. These differences are reflected in market related behaviours, including:

 (i) The importance of product attributes (Barbosa and Villarreal 2008; Faber et al. 1987; Kara 
and Kara 1996; O’Guinn and Faber 1985a; 1986);

 (ii) Product evaluation (Lee and Um 1992);
 (iii) Consumption factors e.g. food, price, shopping/purchasing behaviour (Choe 1987; 

Gupta 1975; Hair and Anderson 1973; Hair et al. 1975; Hernandez and Kaufman 1991; 
Laroche et al. 1997; Nyer and Gopinath 2002; O’Guinn and Meyer 1983/84; O’Guinn 
et al. 1985b; Ownbey and Horridge 1997; Segal and Sosa 1983; Seitz 1998; Suri and 
Manchanda 2002; Wallendorf and Reilly 1983; Weinstock 1964);

 (iv) Media usage (Cervantes 1980; Choe 1987; Cui and Powell 1993; Deshpandé et al. 
1986; Kim 1978; O’Guinn and Meyer 1983/84; O’Guinn et al. 1985b; Shoemaker  
et al. 1985);

 (v) Perception of time usage for work and leisure activities (Manrai and Manrai 1995);
 (vi) Marital roles in purchase decisions (Ownbey and Horridge 1997; Stafford et al. 1996; 

Webster 1994);
 (vii) Brand loyalty, language preference (Deshpandé et al. 1986);
 (viii) Perceptions of advertisements (Green 1999; Khairullah 1995; Khairullah et al. 1996; 

Khairullah and Khairullah 1999a; Ueltschy and Krampf 1997);
 (ix) Religious affiliation (Schiffman et al. 1981).

The two common findings of these studies are: (i) that ethnic consumers are not homogeneous 
groups and (ii) that there is a positive relationship between marketing related behaviours studied 
and the extent of acculturation. Based on the results of their studies, these authors conclude that 
marketers should study ethnic consumers from an acculturation perspective. Using accultura-
tion provides ethnic marketers a means of refinement of an ethnic segmentation strategy. This 
in turn helps to develop improved ethnic marketing strategies to meet the needs of specific 
sub-segments of ethnic populations. This leads to our discussion of the development of some 
relevant conceptual models of acculturation.

Models of acculturation

According to Berry (1997), and in the context of two cultures meeting, migrant consumers adopt 
specific acculturation strategies. His conceptualization generates four acculturation strategies:  
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(i) An Assimilation Strategy when individuals do not wish to maintain their cultural identity and 
interact on a daily basis with others; (ii) A Separation Strategy when individuals hold on to their 
culture and at the same time wish to avoid interactions with others; (iii) An Integration Strategy 
when individuals maintain an interest in both maintaining one’s original culture, while at the 
same time seek to participate as an integral part of the dominant groups and (iv) A Marginalization 
Strategy when there is little interest in cultural maintenance and in having relations with others.

Models of immigrant consumer acculturation (Peñaloza 1989; 1994) postulate that the immi-
grant enters the new consumer environment with consumption knowledge acquired from his/
her culture of origin comes in direct contact with members of the new consumer culture. 
Several factors including demographics and socialization agents lead to three possible consumer 
acculturation outcomes: (i) Assimilate culture of origin, where immigrants mingle or assimilate 
into the dominant culture; (ii) Maintain culture of immigration, when immigrants maintain 
their original culture; and (iii) Express Hybrid Culture where immigrants adopt a combination 
of two cultures.

Peñaloza and Gilly (1999) propose a Marketer Acculturation Process when a marketer wishes 
to cater to a culturally distinct group of consumers. It consists of the learning and adaptation 
processes employed by marketers.

A model based on identification of microcultures (Ogden et al. 2004) postulates that the 
purchase outcomes of microcultures is influenced by two variables: (i) the degree or the level of 
consumer acculturation sub-groups within the microculture and (ii) the type of product under 
consideration – value expressive versus utilitarian products. The outcome sought is the purchase 
of the product.

Stages of acculturation

Similar to the descriptions of acculturation outcomes provided by the models discussed above, 
prior research has identified either three levels (e.g. Barbosa and Villarreal 2008; Berry 1980; 
Gupta 1975; Khairullah 1995; Segal and Sosa 1983) or four levels (e.g. Cervantes 1980; Sodowsky 
and Carey 1988) of acculturation. Our studies focused on the three levels: (i) low acculturation 
when ethnic consumers retain their original cultural values and do not yet accept cultural values 
of the host country; (ii) moderate acculturation when ethnic consumers retain not only their 
original cultural values but at the same time also accept cultural values of the host country; and 
(iii) high acculturation where ethnic consumers give up most of their original values and adopt 
cultural values of the host country.

Rational for our study on print advertising  
and Asian Indian consumers

The initial interest in our research was developed from a review of the literature on ethnic 
minority consumers in marketing journals and trade publications. These articles discuss the 
phenomenal growth of ethnic consumers in the US and also advocate the development of 
culturally attuned ethnic advertisements to reach ethnic groups effectively. Advertising is con-
sidered as a mirror reflecting cultural values of a given society (McCracken 1986). Based on 
this notion, cultural values are embedded in such a way that consumers can see the similarity 
between themselves and the content of advertisements (Hong et al. 1987; McCracken 1986). 
Thus the cultural diversity in the US affects how ethnic consumers perceive and accept adver-
tisements. Studies on acculturation mentioned earlier, demonstrate the importance of accultura-
tion on immigrants’ consumption, buying and media usage patterns. However, there is little  
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empirical evidence in marketing literature actually offering insights and information indicating 
how Asian Indian immigrants, originally coming from India, perceive Indian advertisements 
versus American advertisements of the same product class, and whether these perceptions were 
considered from an acculturative perspective. Our studies attempt to fill this gap. The result of 
such a comparison could help marketers evaluate the feasibility of developing culturally appro-
priate advertisements to reach Asian Indians effectively, an ethnic segmentation advertising strat-
egy. The findings would also enable marketers to consider whether acculturation could help in 
refinement of ethnic segmentation strategy. It could allow development of improved advertise-
ment campaigns to meet the needs of specific sub-segments of Asian Indian immigrants. The 
following sections provide background information on Asian Indian immigrants in the US. This 
is followed by a discussion of our studies regarding perceptions of advertising.

Asian Indian immigrants in the US

In the last twenty years, one of the fastest growing ethnic subcultures in the US is the Asian 
Indians who are coming from the sub-continent of India. There were approximately 2.8 million 
Asian Indians in the US in 2012 (Macioge 2012). Asian Indians have surpassed Filipinos as the 
second-largest Asian population after Chinese (El Nasser and Overberg 2011). The Asian Indian 
segment is growing rapidly as a result of fewer immigration restrictions applied to Indians under 
the U.S. Immigration Laws of 1965 (Gitlin 2005; Hawkins and Mothersbaugh 2011; Joseph 
2006; Macioge 2012). This growing ethnic segment has strong purchasing power. They are 
the wealthiest ethnic group in the US with a median household income that ranges between 
$60,000–80,000 compared to the national median household income of under $50,000 nation-
wide (Macioge 2012; Sohrabji 2012). Asian Indians are also well-educated and fluent in English 
(Gitlin 2005; Mogelonsky 1995). Several studies have reported that most of the Indian immi-
grants in the US sampled in their research are married, younger, highly educated, well-to-do 
individuals coming from urban areas of India (e.g. Dasgupta 1989; Khairullah and Khairullah 
1999b; Leonhard-Spark et al. 1980; Sodowsky and Carey 1988; Mehta and Belk 1991) and 
come from different religious, caste and regional backgrounds (e.g. Dasgupta 1989; Gandhi 
1970; Gupta 1975; Khairullah and Khairullah 1999b; 2011) reflecting the regional, language and 
religious diversity of India’s population. In spite of these differences they share a large number 
of common Indian traditional values that they retain and follow.

Studies regarding Asian Indians in the US

Dasgupta (1989) found that Indian immigrants see Americans as extroverts, practical, honest, 
technology oriented, self-confident, self-sufficient, hard working, assertive, lonely, self-centred 
and less attached to their families. Asian Indians consider themselves as introverts, emotional, 
knowledgeable but not practical, less confident and very much oriented towards family and 
society.

According to Ganesh (1997), among the Asian Indian families, the husband domination in 
the family is declining and that the wife domination is increasing perhaps, due to the influence 
of American culture and as a part of the acculturation process in the US. Although parents make 
joint-decisions and shop together, fathers usually dominate major purchase decisions (Jain 1995, 
cited in Mogelonsky 1995). Dasgupta (1998) found that first generation and older subjects are 
not in favour of dating and have more traditional attitudes towards women while the younger 
and second-generation subjects have more liberal views. Higher levels of anxiety are experi-
enced by individuals who are more acculturated and assimilated in the host culture. Respect and 
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value of age, religious beliefs and beliefs in simplicity and fatalism are important to Asian Indian 
Americans (Rossman 1994).

Indian cultural identity in terms of arts and crafts, furniture, heirlooms, movies, songs and 
religious objects of India are found in the homes of the Indian immigrants in the US (Desai and 
Coelho 1980; Gandhi 1970; Mehta and Belk 1991; Saran and Leonard-Spark 1980). Mathur  
et al. (2008) examined the consumption of cultural goods among the first and second generations 
in the US and in India. They concluded that the first-generation adults in the US have a lower 
level of culture-specific consumption than the second-generation youth in the US and in India. 
The second-generation youth in the US have a higher level of culture-specific consumption 
than the first-generation adults in India but a lower level of culture-specific consumption than 
the youth in India.

Asian Indian respondents sampled by researchers are found to follow and practise their 
religious beliefs (e.g. Gandhi 1970; Mehta and Belk 1991; Sodowsky and Carey 1987). A 
majority of Asian-Indian Americans eat Indian foods using herbs and spices rooted in Indian 
traditions, women wear traditional Indian dresses at their social functions (Pavri 2011). Studies 
have shown that compared to many other ethnic groups in the US, Asian Indians are con-
servative in their investment decisions and tend to save more rather than spend (e.g. Cheng 
2003; Delpechitre and DeVaney 2007; Hussein and Thirwall 1999) especially for education 
and retirement (Jain 1995, cited in Mogelonsky 1995). Against the backdrop of Asian Indian 
immigrants discussed in the preceding sections, we now turn our attention in discussing our 
studies on Asian Indians’ perceptions of advertising. The aim is to provide a richer under-
standing of cultural mechanisms in play that can explain Asian Indian consumers’ responses to 
advertisements.

Khairullahs’ studies of Asian Indian immigrant  
perceptions of print advertisements

Study I

Khairullah (1995) investigated whether the perceptions of first-generation Asian Indian immi-
grants’ in the US towards Indian print advertisements versus American print advertisements 
of the same product class vary within and across the three levels of acculturation. Several tests 
find no significant differences (p< .05) in order of presentation of advertisements effects and 
gender effects. The results of product effect and ethnicity effect for male and female sub-
groups are mixed when these tests are performed without using the degree of acculturation 
as a variable; however, when it is introduced as a variable, a statistically significant effect of 
advertisements’ ethnicity is found. The findings indicate: (i) Asian Indian immigrants sam-
pled are not a homogenous group and (ii) the perceptions of Asian Indian immigrants for the 
Indian versus the American advertisements vary within and across different levels of accultura-
tion. Low and moderate acculturated Asian Indian immigrants prefer Indian advertisements 
more than American advertisements while high acculturated respondents prefer American 
advertisements more than Indian advertisements.

Study II

Khairullah et al. (1996) examined whether Asian Indian immigrants would have a more favourable 
affective attitude toward an advertisement (Aad) for Indian magazine advertisements than toward 
American magazine advertisements. When the respondents are treated as a homogeneous group, 
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without considering their degree of acculturation, the results are mixed. No clear preference by 
Asian Indians sampled for Indian advertisements is found. However, when acculturation is intro-
duced as a variable, the results indicate that Asian Indian consumers with higher-acculturation 
scores have a more favourable Aad towards American advertisements than Asian Indian with 
lower acculturation scores. It is also found that as the degree of acculturation increases, Asian 
Indians’ preferences for the American advertisements increases and their preference for Indian 
advertisements decreases.

Study III

In their 1999a study, Khairullah and Khairullah found that there was a strong positive rela-
tionship with Aad and purchase intention of the advertised products. The results indicate that: 
(i) if Asian Indian immigrants like the print advertisements, they are more likely to buy that 
advertised product and (ii) Aad is an important measure of advertising effectiveness. These 
results support the proposition and findings of earlier studies (e.g. Batra and Ray 1986; Lutz 
et al. 1983; Mitchell and Olson 1981) that the ‘likeability’ of advertisements could give that 
brand a competitive edge in the long run.

Study IV

Khairullah and Khairullah (2003) propose a conceptual model that postulates that the accul-
turation process of ethnic consumers is influenced by those consumers’ demographic charac-
teristics. The authors suggest that marketers of U.S. and ethnic goods should develop culturally 
loaded advertising messages based on immigrant consumers’ levels of acculturation. Several 
studies have found that demographic characteristics influence the extent of acculturation of 
immigrants in the US (e.g. Baldassini and Flaherty 1982; Clark et al. 1976; Ghaffarian 1987; 
Goldlust and Richmond 1974; Gupta 1975; Khairullah and Khairullah 1999b; Mehta and 
Belk 1991; Olmedo and Padilla 1978; Padilla 1980; Peñaloza 1994; Sodowsky and Carey 
1988; Szapocznik et al. 1978). These studies indicate that males tend to acculturate more rap-
idly than females. Younger immigrants acculturate much faster than older immigrants. Those 
immigrants married to spouses other than their own ethnicity acculturate more quickly than 
those who married spouses of their own ethnicity. Immigrants who stay longer in the US are 
more acculturated than those who are in the country for a shorter period. More acculturated 
individuals have a higher level of education, occupational status and income than their lower 
acculturated counterparts. High acculturated immigrants are more likely to come from urban 
areas of their original countries.

Study V

In 2005, Khairullah and Khairullah conducted an exploratory research to examine the cul-
tural perceptions of second-generation Asian Indians in the US for Indian magazine adver-
tisements versus American magazine advertisements of the same product class. The results 
show that second-generation Asian Indians prefer Indian advertisements more than cor-
responding American advertisements for the majority of products used in the study. The 
second-generation respondents used stronger language in describing the extent of sex por-
trayed in the American man’s suit advertisement and the shampoo advertisement that they 
were shown.
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Study VI

Khairullah and Khairullah (2011) conducted a study using one of the qualitative research 
methods, a projective technique, to obtain interpersonal interpretations of Asian Indian par-
ticipants. The study had three objectives: (i) to gain insights regarding cultural differences 
that the Asian Indian immigrants’ subjects see in terms of the general appearance, lifestyle 
and personality of the models appearing in selected Indian magazine advertisements versus 
American magazine advertisements of the same product class; (ii) to find out if the religious, 
caste and regional differences among the Indian respondents in the US would have an impact 
on how they feel towards Indian advertisements; and (iii) to ask respondents whether they 
prefer Indian advertisements or American advertisements. This research supports the conten-
tion of studies mentioned earlier in the chapter that Asian Indian immigrants through their 
cultural values, rituals, clothing, furnishings, religion, etc. see themselves as a unique group in 
the US. Religion, caste and regional diversity among those sampled did not have an impact on 
their perceptions toward Indian advertisements. Sign tests indicated statistically significant dif-
ferences between male and female respondents in their preferences for Indian advertisements 
over American advertisements.

Having discussed our substantial work in relation to Asian Indian consumers’ responses to 
advertising, we now turn our attention to discussing important implications for both theory and 
practice based on the results of our research.

Implications

Implications for theory

The results of our studies indicate that ethnic consumers in the US are not a homogenous 
group. They go through an acculturation process. While some ethnic consumers retain a great 
many of their traditional attitudes, values and behaviours, others more readily adopt the cultural 
attitudes, values and behaviours of the dominant host culture. These differences are reflected in 
their perceptions of advertisements.

There is a relationship between ethnic consumers’ perceptions of advertising and their 
levels of acculturation. As ethnic consumers become more acculturated, their preference for 
American advertisements increases (positive relationship) and their preference for ethnic adver-
tisements decreases (negative relationship). The rate of change in ethnic consumers’ perceptions 
of advertisements with respect to acculturation differs with the nature of advertisements, i.e. 
whether the advertisements are ‘ethnic’ or ‘American’. Low and moderate acculturated ethnic 
consumers prefer ethnic advertisements to American advertisements, while the highly accultur-
ated prefer American advertisements to ethnic advertisements. Hence, if advertising messages 
are insensitive to the cultural values of a significant portion of low and moderate acculturated 
ethnic consumers, the advertising could prove to be ineffective in reaching them. Similar 
relationships have also been found in other studies on acculturation and marketing-related 
behaviours. Research results imply marketers should consider developing advertising cam-
paigns and marketing strategies from a multi-dimensional perspective of acculturation. These 
observations lend support to the propositions of consumer acculturation process; marketer 
acculturation process; acculturation strategies; and also the work of researchers who conclude 
that intercultural contact and adaptation is an important feature of the contemporary global, 
multicultural marketplace.
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Practical implications

Our results imply that just as marketers tailor their marketing mixes to suit the unique needs of 
their dominant target market, so should they consider the levels of acculturation as a basis for 
segmenting ethnic groups. By treating immigrant consumers as a homogeneous group, market-
ers could overlook the underlying differences in their behaviours. These differences may be 
quite significant and better allocation of resources, and appropriate media selection, can be made 
by marketers who take into account acculturation as a segmentation variable. Segmentation is 
said to be a useful strategy when the target market is (i) different in attitudes and behaviours 
from other segments; (ii) reachable by available media and (iii) large enough in size to be cost 
effective (Perreault et al. 2011). The results of our research together with the evidence avail-
able in the literature indicate that the Asian Indian immigrants considered in our research meet 
criteria for a segmentation strategy.

Our research has implications for U.S. and ethnic marketers who can effectively reach low 
and moderate acculturated Asian Indian immigrants by using appropriate visual stimuli in their 
advertising. These include using Asian Indian models, showing female models in the traditional 
Indian dress of sari and jewellery. Females can be shown as young conservative housewives and 
male Indian models can be portrayed as young, educated, well-to-do individuals where appro-
priate. Indian cultural and moral values can be portrayed through the acts of models; for instance 
focus on family bonds, respect for elders, husband/wife relationships and religious rituals can be 
depicted. Indian art and artifacts in the backgrounds can also be included in the advertisements. 
In order to avoid pitfalls in reflecting cultural values, marketers must make sure that Indian 
advertisements are either prepared or screened by those individuals who are familiar with Asian 
Indian cultural values.

Our research was conducted entirely in English. Language and media are important con-
siderations in planning an advertising campaign for any ethnic group. Most of the Asian Indian 
immigrants coming to the US are proficient in both spoken and written English (Mogelonsky 
1995). In terms of acculturation and the subsequent cultural change processes, the multi-lingual 
ability of Asian Indians makes them a distinct group. Further research should examine multi-
lingual capabilities across different ethnic consumer groups and the impact of multi-lingual 
abilities on acculturation outcomes.

According to Gitlin (2005), it is a language-form of the spoken English language that is 
more formal and more precise than standard American usage that unifies diverse groups of Asian 
Indians immigrants in the US. Hence caution must be exercised in using English words and 
phrases that may be offensive to Indian immigrants’ cultural values. Marketers can reach Asian 
Indians through various English language print media that is used by Asian Indian immigrants, 
such as: India Abroad, India News, Little India and Masala. Asian Indians are also heavy users of 
broadcast media in metropolitan cities such as Chicago, Los Angeles and New York, where 
Indian programs in Indian languages as well as in English are aired on a regular basis. The 
Internet should also be considered. There are a number of Indian organizations and associa-
tions that organize religious and cultural events (Pavri 2011). U.S. and ethnic marketers could 
participate in these events to familiarize their products and get recognized for their initiatives in 
reaching out to Asian Indians. Our results also reinforce that religion, caste and regional diver-
sity are not important considerations for purchase decisions to Asian Indian immigrants once 
in the US. This is good news for marketers, as it means that they do not have to incur added 
costs of developing separate Indian advertisements based on Asian Indian immigrants’ diverse 
religious, language, regional and social backgrounds. According to the established literature, the 
Asian Indian population has a favourable growth rate and is an affluent group.
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Relatively few Asian Indian subjects in our studies were high acculturated. A plausible 
explanation may be that these subjects could have been Westernized in their upbringing in 
India before migrating to the US. India had been under the British rule for more than 200 
years and British influence is still prevalent in many parts of India, more specifically in urban 
areas. In Sodowsky and Carey’s (1988) study, a small percentage of Asian Indians who consider 
themselves to be ‘mostly or very American’ consistently choose not to maintain their original 
national identity. This can be been true of high acculturated Asian Indians in our studies. 
Earlier studies on other ethnic groups and Asian Indian immigrants found that the bi-cultural 
Asian Indians eat American food when they socialize with Americans and female Indians wear 
American dress at work. Like other immigrant groups, they celebrate traditional American 
holidays such as Thanksgiving and Christmas. It is likely that moderately acculturated Asian 
Indians sampled in our studies may not feel it necessary to comply with American ways and 
thus are more receptive to Indian advertisements than to American advertisements. Positive 
relationships between acculturation, Aad and purchase intention found in our study can pro-
vide marketers an added incentive for measuring the effectiveness of their culturally attuned 
advertising campaigns prepared for Asian Indians.

The results indicate the importance of advertising as a form of social communication that 
is particularly reflective of a society’s culture. Consumers are exposed and overwhelmed by 
numerous advertisements, but ethnocentred advertisements catch their attention more easily. 
There was a time when Westerners would consider Asian subculture as one people, but now 
they have recognized that the Chinese, Japanese, Indians and others are all very different and 
these differences have been recognized in advertising media (Schmit 1977, cited in Krishna 
1997). The effectiveness of ethnic marketing has inspired some U.S. marketers to develop 
culturally sensitive campaigns to reach Asian Indian immigrants residing in the US. These 
include long-distance telephone companies, airlines, insurance, Indian restaurants, match-
making/dating services (Mogelonsky 1995; Krishna 1997). These authors note that Asian 
Indians tend to patronize those marketers who develop culturally sensitive advertising cam-
paigns to reach them. Recently a few U.S. companies advertising such products as clothing 
(e.g. Guess, Gap); computer (e.g. IBM); cosmetics (e.g. Olay, L’Oreal); insurance (e.g. New 
York Life, Metlife); telephone (e.g. AT&T, Verizon) have included Asian Indian models in 
their advertisements.

Research also lends support to the characteristics of culture of being natural, shared, dynamic 
and learned, satisfying needs and wants, and being handed down from generation-to-generation 
(Schiffman, et al. 2010). The second-generation Asian Indians sampled in our study appear to 
have learned the cultural values from their parents and other social institutions to which they are 
exposed and perceive clearly the cultural differences between India and the US. They too prefer 
Indian advertisements over American advertisements sampled.

Conclusion

This chapter discusses literature on ethnicity, acculturation and Asian Indian immigrants in the 
US, which provide the conceptual background for our studies comparing Asian Indian immi-
grants’ perceptions of Indian versus American print advertisements. Our results indicate that 
when Asian Indian immigrants are treated as a homogeneous group without considering their 
level of acculturation, the preferences for Indian versus American advertisements are mixed. 
However, when examined from an acculturative perspective, low acculturated subjects prefer 
Indian advertisements to American advertisements and the preferences change as accultura-
tion level increases. While some Asian Indians retain a great many of their traditional cultural 
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values others adapt to cultural values of the dominant U.S. society, showing that the Asian 
Indians sampled are therefore not homogeneous. Our findings confirm that the more the target 
audience like the advertisements, the more inclined they are to purchase the advertised prod-
ucts. Our research also indicates that Asian Indians coming to the US have favourable socio- 
economic characteristics in terms of education, occupation and income.

In summary, the results of the studies presented in this chapter lead us to conclude that 
marketers should evaluate the feasibility of developing appropriate advertisements to reach suc-
cessfully the growing affluent Asian Indians in the US, who in spite of favourable demographics 
and socio-economic characteristics, have so far been ignored by U.S. marketers (Bell 2006; 
Gitlin 2005; Krishna 1997; Raju 1995; Robey 1988). Marketers should not only undertake an 
ethnic segmentation strategy, but also consider acculturation as a segmentation variable to meet 
the needs of specific sub-segments of this ethnic group.

The insights provided by our research and several other studies will help both U.S. and 
ethnic marketers to acknowledge, appreciate and understand that it is in the interest of mar-
keters to develop culturally attuned advertising and other marketing strategies to be successful 
in the diverse multicultural market of the US. Furthermore, in today’s competitive, global 
and multicultural marketplace, one of the important growth strategies for marketers is market 
development, where they look for new consumers. The surge in the growth and purchasing 
power of ethnic groups provides a lucrative opportunity for marketers to sell their goods and 
services to these groups.
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Introduction

Ethnically diverse populations are growing in many advanced economies (OECD 2013, 
Statistical Annex). In the US, minority ethnic communities have also gained in perceived 
importance, such that they are now commonly referred to as the new majority (Armstrong 
2013; Dougherty and Jordan 2012) or the majority minority (Cui and Choudhury 2002). In 
Canada, where day-to-day living experiences are taken as evidence of the cultural diversity 
that underpins its population, ethnic communities are recognized as the ‘the visible majority’ 
(Daniels 2012). It is, therefore, unsurprising that the practitioner literature in the US reports on 
a growing number of businesses that are seeking to take advantage of the potential opportunities 
afforded by the growth of ethnic communities (Carrasco 2013; Burgos and Mobolade 2011), 
such as the Latinos, the Hispanics and the Asian American, and some more narrowly defined 
minority ethnic groups such as the Mexican and the Chinese.

As cultural and ethnic diversity are linked to ethical diversity (Segal and Giacobbe 1995), 
whether a business decides to focus on the mainstream, on a narrowly defined minority ethnic 
group or on some aggregate of minority ethnic groups, has implications for which notions of 
business ethics, ‘what is good’ related to business practice (Seelye and Wasilewski 1996), are 
present. This may create ethical dilemmas that provide a motivation for businesses to assess and 
make decisions about which standards and rules of conduct relating to marketing decisions and 
marketing situations will need to be applied (Vitell et al. 1993), or ethnic marketing ethics in 
the present context.

Purpose

This chapter provides an overview of ethical concerns linked to ethnic marketing covered in 
the specialist marketing literature, and identifies gaps that warrant attention by practitioners and 
researchers alike. Drawing extensively on the work of Pires and Stanton (2014; 2002) and Cui 
(1998), possible ethical related consequences from target marketing ethnic minority consumers 
with marketing programs designed for mainstream consumers, from unethical target marketing 
of ethnic minority consumers, and from marketing communications related to ethnic groups 
are discussed.
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The extant literature provides substantial coverage of a variety of aspects pertaining to ethnic 
marketing ethics. Indeed, the review of the literature presented in this paper highlights a degree 
of maturity, reflected in the organization of issues by type and classification, hence amenable to 
systematic consideration. However, prompted by some paucity of scholarly commentary in recent 
years, our purpose is to uncover and to initiate discussion of apparent omissions in the literature with 
respect to the potential ethical implications associated with important and wide reaching new ways 
of doing business that have arguably transformed the way many business exchanges are conducted 
today and, predictively, into the future. The particular focus of this paper is on consumer sociali-
zation challenges involving ethnic minority consumers, which are fostered by structural changes 
in marketing practices triggered by continued advances in Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT), such as consumers’ changing access to market knowledge.

It is argued that information technology facilitates electronic markets that may offer advan-
tages for ethnic minority consumers, such as greater consumer socialization and ICT-driven 
consumer empowerment (Pires et al. 2006), as well as additional ethics concerns ensuing from 
involuntary restricted participation in electronic exchanges. These concerns justify consid-
eration by government, practitioners and researchers when making marketing decisions and 
considering marketing situations involving business exchanges and the targeting of minority 
ethnic groups or some related aggregate. Recommendations for further research conclude the 
paper.

Overview of ethics issues in ethnic marketing

Market segmentation and targeting have been identified as the quintessence of the marketing 
concept, the cornerstone of marketing (Gray et al. 1998; GrÖnroos 1989), while alerting for 
potential ethical concerns, such as those involving the targeting of vulnerable consumers with 
harmful products (Smith and Cooper-Martin 1997). At the turn of the twenty-first century, 
growing business recognition and support of cultural diversity within countries such as Australia, 
Canada and the US prompted both an interest in marketing to diverse minority ethnic groups 
or to some aggregate of these groups, as well as a consideration of the ethical issues that could 
arise intertwined with the design and implementation of related target marketing activities (Cui 
and Choudhury 2003; 2002; Cui 1998).

Particularly relevant to this paper, some analysts consider that ethnic marketing is inherently 
unethical, because it recurrently distinguishes people by criteria such as their race and culture, 
invariably leading to allocations of people to cultures and to subcultures, with minorities (the 
subcultures) being relegated to second class status (Petty et al. 2003). But the consideration of 
ethics issues in the ethnic marketing literature is much less radical, concentrating primarily on 
matters related to unethical marketing practices in targeting ethnic minority consumers and to 
the targeting of ethnic minorities with marketing programs designed for the mainstream (Pires 
and Stanton 2002). The underlying premise is that marketing strategies ought not to discrimi-
nate against minority ethnic groups based on their hypothetical inferiority, vulnerability or some 
other ethnic related weakness that may impair the consumers being targeted.

With a continuing growth of foreign-born populations in many OECD economies (OECD 
2013) combined with changing marketing practices related to the growing use of electronic 
technologies (OECD 2012) capable of boosting or impairing consumer socialization processes, 
a reconsideration of the ethics implications of ethnic marketing is amply justified, particularly 
as a recent analysis of shifting perspectives and emerging trends covering over half a century 
of marketing literature (Schlegelmilch and Oberseder 2010) fails to acknowledge enquiry into 
ethnicity related ethics issues.
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Examination of ethics issues related to ethnic marketing requires distinguishing general 
considerations of business ethics from poor business practices (as contrasted with unethical 
behaviour). With the primary function of businesses as providers of service to their custom-
ers (GrÖnroos 2011; 2008; Buchholz and Rosenthal 2000) for background, the distinction 
between poor business practices and unethical behaviour is not easy to operationalize even 
when only a mainstream culture is considered, because a business needs to define a level of 
‘what is good’ that balances its own goals, customers’ needs, and those of society in general 
(Pires and Stanton 2002). It is well known that operationalization is even more complex in the 
international environment because distinct cultures can lead to a lack of alignment of the notion 
of ‘what is good’ across countries (Kotler et al. 1998, p. 833). It is crucial to understand that this 
complexity is not exclusive to the international environment. It extends to domestic markets 
characterized by cultural diversity, because culture and ethnicity are relevant causal constructs 
for both seller–buyer and consumer behaviour (Sarwono and Armstrong 1998; Hui et al. 1992). 
The review of the literature conducted in this study sought to omit instances of poor business 
practices, but acknowledges that unethical behaviour may be inextricably intertwined with poor 
business practices.

Drawing from a recent critical review of the relevant literature by Pires and Stanton (2014), 
Table 19.1 reports ethics issues associated with ethnic marketing – that is, marketing activities 
within a host country targeted to minority consumers identified based on ethnicity criteria. 
Often noted in the literature for their vulnerability, inferiority and disadvantaged status, it is 
posited that immigrants and other racial/ethnic minorities may suffer from inequalities in the 
marketplace relative to other consumers (Wolburg 2005; Brenkert 1998). Particularly early in 
their settlement within a host country, ethnic minority consumers may be impaired by poor 
consumer socialization, reflective of limited market knowledge about what is available, where 
and for how much, as well as about how to behave as consumers. This is a matter of concern 
for ethnic marketing ethics because poor consumer socialization may justify that newcomers 

Table 19.1 Ethical issues in marketing targeted to ethnic minority consumers

Failure to provide for basic needs may mean that some ethnic minority consumers will have to do without 
needed products, causing harm to their physical or psychological well-being (Kotler et al. 1998).

Failure to accommodate ethnic minority consumers’ wants due to cultural sensitivity limitations may 
cause loss of self-esteem and contribute to cultural shock (Usunier and Lee 2009; Oberg 1960). 
There is a potential for ethnic minority consumers to take offense (Stages of Innovation 2000).

Discrimination against ethnic minority consumers by presuming alignment to a minority ethnic group 
with low substantiality. This may involve a deliberate distortion of a firm’s primary function of 
providing a service (Buchholz and Rosenthal 2000). 

Perpetuation of minority status by promoting continued invisibility of ethnic minority consumers and 
groups within official statistics, such as censuses of the population (Pires and Stanton 2002; Pires 1999).

Breach of ethnic sensitivity through undesired targeting as a separate minority ethnic group. Arguably 
this is the case of German minorities in Hungary (Sas and Kozma 2009).

Discrimination against ethnic minority consumers and minority ethnic groups by providing inadequate, 
insufficient, misdirected and/or misinterpretable information. Similar to principle of consumer 
education and information (Kotler et al. 1998) and a recurring issue in healthcare (Grier and 
Kumanyika 2008).

Unfair use of fine print in contracts and use of legalese to take opportunistic advantage of ethnic 
minority consumers’ market inexperience (Fair Trading NSW 2013).

Adoption of an etic approach towards ethnic minorities’ need for culturally sensitive therapies when an 
emic approach is justified (Hall 2001). 
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be perceived as vulnerable consumers, to be taken advantage of through deceptive practices 
(Moore-Shay 1996).

New arrivals in the host country often rely on referral or recommendation by similar 
immigrants that they trust (Frable et al. 1998) – eventually their minority ethnic group of 
affiliation or a group of similar others, particularly when market inexperience and commu-
nication difficulties limit the number and range of accessible secondary sources – as a means 
to enhance consumer socialization and reduce vulnerability to deceptive practices (Pires 
and Stanton 2000) and to lessen cultural shock effects (Oberg 1960). A current illustration 
of this situation is the case of the (relatively small at approximately 3,000 group members) 
Brazilian community opting to adopt the much more numerous Portuguese community in 
Sydney, Australia, and its ethnic resources (Pires and Stanton 2005), until such time as there 
is a critical mass of Brazilian consumers capable to generate their own ethnic resources (Pires 
et al. 2011).

A focus on group substantiality may lead to unrealistic assessment of group importance and 
eventual failure to focus on the affiliated consumer’s needs and wants. Where ethnic minori-
ties exhibit visible ethnic elements or features, consumer disadvantage may ensue from racial 
discrimination (Grier et al. 1996). Even if exposure to a multicultural experience may have ame-
liorative effects through epistemic unfreezing involving the questioning of a previously accepted 
view (Tadmor et al. 2012), deception and discrimination remain important ethics issues relating 
to ethnic minority consumers, although not exclusive to ethnic marketing.

When the focus of marketers is on finding commonalities across groups so as to build mar-
ket substantiality, differences across narrowly defined minority ethnic groups may be tactically 
overlooked. Hence, the use of etic approaches when emic ones may be justified is a cause for 
concern (Hall 2001). One approach to avoiding over-estimation may be to emically presume 
differences before an etic approach is adopted.

Although we seek to omit situations of poor business practices, some of the potential ethical 
consequences listed in Table 19.1 may still result from or involve poor business practices. An 
example is the eventual failure to accommodate ethnic minority consumers’ wants due to cultural 
sensitivity limitations. In such cases, the resulting ethics issue is present, although it may not be 
deliberate. Nevertheless, the targeting of minority ethnic groups may involve unethical deliberate 
actions, as well as actions intrinsically unethical. Illustrating the earlier referred degree of maturity 
in the literature, with issues able to be systematically discussed by type and classification, Cui 
(1998) identifies areas of eventual ethnic segmentation and targeted marketing failure, noting 
the possible incidence of associated ethical failure: inadvertent stereotypes, biology and genetics, 
nature of the product, redlining and ethnocentric bias. These are briefly discussed below, reflect-
ing the breakthrough that Cui’s work represents in the area of ethnic marketing ethics:

1. Inadvertent stereotypes refer to situations where recognition of the importance of a minor-
ity ethnic group leads to increased participation by members of that group in advertising 
to other ethnic minority consumers (similar others), although the actual messages are ste-
reotypical and do not reflect the diversity of the minority ethnic group (Stevenson 1991), 
as is the case of many communications involving African Americans in the US (Craemer 
2011);

2. Biology and genetics refer to the use of superficial or exaggerated physical or biological attrib-
utes of a minority ethnic group that may suggest that ethnic minority consumers are inferior 
to other consumer groups;

3. Nature of the product refers to the target marketing of ethnic markets with negative, inferior 
or harmful products (Smith and Cooper-Martin 1997);
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4. Redlining refers to the selection or exclusion of markets based on racial lines and can be 
perceived as extending to the symbolic racism of Whites versus Blacks (McConahay and 
Hough Jr. 1976). It is also similar to consumer racism, a measure of consumer judgements of, 
and willingness to buy, domestic products that are perceived as being made by other eth-
nic minorities, with significant negative effects for minority-owned business performance 
(Ouellet 2007);

5. Ethnocentric bias questions whether fundamental principles of marketing based on research 
of the mainstream population can be generalized to minority ethnic groups. Here, the ethi-
cal question both focuses on the consequences of non-differentiation of ethnic minority 
groups from the mainstream population (hence, the denial of ethnic marketing practice) 
and on the consequences from targeting minority ethnic groups with mainstream market-
ing programs.

Table 19.2 reports ethics issues that may arise from unethical targeting of ethnic minority con-
sumers. These involve the use of stereotyping, incorrect ascriptions to communities, racial 
discrimination, privacy concerns, dumping of products, alienation of trusted sources, price dis-
crimination, behaviours that are opportunistic and/or discriminatory, and exclusion. Exclusion 
of an individual from affiliation to a minority ethnic group when an affiliation in fact exists may 
sometimes be in the interest of a service provider given the scarcity of its resources (Smith and 
Quelch 1993). As an example, while it is open to anyone to claim Australian aboriginality, in 

Table 19.2 Unethical targeting of ethnic minority consumers

Emotional damage to ethnic minority consumers due to stereotyping, incorrect ascription, discrimination, 
etc., when appearance, country of birth, neighborhood of residence, etc. wrongly suggest affiliation to 
a minority ethnic group (Cocchiara and Quick 2004). Similar to inadvertent bias (Cui 1998) and implicit 
bias (Greenwald and Krieger 2006) or prejudice (Rudman et al.), an ethnic stereotype exists when ethnic 
minority consumers are perceived and treated by others in terms of a generalized notion of the minority 
ethnic group they are perceived to affiliate with, rather than in terms of specific information concerning 
individual consumers (Hamilton 1979). 

Exclusion of ethnic minority consumers from affiliation to a minority ethnic group when an affiliation in 
fact exists (Pires and Stanton 2002). 

Racial discrimination of ethnic minority consumers, similar to redlining (Cui 1998) and extensive to 
symbolic racism (McConahay and Hough Jr. 1976). 

Infringing consumers’ privacy since the right to be left alone includes consumers’ right to be free from 
unwanted marketing solicitations. For example, personal data ethically collected by a marketer into 
a database – respecting ethnic minority consumers’ autonomy, informed consent and freedom to 
withdraw – may not be passed to other marketers (Fisher et al. 1999).

Dumping of lower quality, unsuccessful, defective, untried products. There may be an element of 
danger (Cui 1998). 

Alienation of trusted sources, potential gatekeepers to the minority ethnic group and affiliated ethnic 
minority consumers, through bribes or similar (Varner and Beamer 1995).

Deception by deliberate omission of information or use of small print in contracts (Fair Trading 2013). 
Also related to bad faith, which involves intentionally misleading someone or undertaking an 
agreement without any intention of fulfilling its provisions (Borgerson and Schroeder 2002).

Price discrimination in relation to prices set for the mainstream or for other ethnic communities 
(Rosenbaum and Montoya 2007).

Opportunistic behavior due to deliberate overpricing or limiting access to services in order to capitalize 
on lack of market experience and communication difficulties.
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obtaining access to resources provided by both public and private (e.g. scholarships to private 
schools) providers, self-ascription alone is usually insufficient; the ability to show descent and 
acceptance by the minority group are also necessary (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies n.d.)). Since an ethnic group has the power to recognize who are 
its members, persons seeking to affiliate may be rejected, advantaging accepted members of the 
group and aiding the rationing problem of the service provider.

The literature also attends to complex ethical issues arising from misrepresentation of minority 
ethnic groups within (mainstream or global) marketing communications, reported in Table 19.3. 
For example, typified representations of particular ethnic groups in the media being recurrently 
associated with particular activities in stereotypical roles (such as the Portuguese immigrants in 
France and the Filipino in Hong Kong being domestic servants) may contribute to epistemic 
freezing, a juncture at which the need for cognitive closure (with respect to knowledge on a 
particular matter) locks a particular representation into a firm fact (Kruglanski and Webster 1996). 
Exoticized representations can undermine identities and reputations as in the case of Hawaiians, 
Polynesians and other Pacific Islanders (Costa 1998), although both inclusion (as in the case of 
Benetton’s cultural inclusion) and exclusion (from brand identity by BMW) may lead to misrep-
resentation. Subliminal messages may involve unfair and unwanted manipulation of consumers’ 
behaviour and the use of social paradigms may impinge on ethnic sensitivities.

The entries reported in all three tables should be seen as indicative of the issues that may 
eventuate rather than give a complete and detailed account of those issues. Nevertheless, aug-
menting the tables with anecdotal instances of apparent ethical infringements involving ethnic 
minority consumers should take into account the alternative benefits of conforming to apt 

Table 19.3 Ethical issues in ethnic marketing communications

Typified representations influence how consumers and groups are viewed by others and may 
undermine a group’s dignity and historical integrity, casting a demeaning light upon the members’ 
ontological status as human beings (Borgerson and Schroeder 2005). Some marketing campaigns 
which cast particular groups in stereotypical roles (Sandilands 2013) may contribute to epistemic 
freezing, and may involve inadvertent stereotyping (Stevenson 1991). It is apparent that typified 
representations are applicable to many diverse consumer groups (such as gay and lesbian, aged, 
challenged, those determined by religion, bikers, and many others).

Exoticized representations are a type of typified representation involving stereotyping that calls 
attention to selected identity characteristics (e.g. skin color, appearance, etc.) and can undermine 
identities and reputations (Borgerson and Schroeder 2005).

Misrepresentation by exclusion refers to particular ethnic minority consumers and minority ethnic 
groups being left out of marketing communications, possibly undermining the importance and even 
existence of a group (Borgerson and Schroeder 2005), and creating image and identity problems 
among those who are excluded (Sandilands 2013). Also related to group invisibility issues. Inclusion 
often leads to exoticized representations.

Misrepresentation by inclusion refers to particular ethnic minority consumers and minority ethnic 
groups being included in marketing communications (e.g. Benetton’s multi-cultural advertising) 
hence perpetuating stereotypes of difference (Borgerson and Schroeder 2005).

Subliminal messaging conveys hidden messages of which viewers are not consciously aware. Insertions 
in marketing material may be used to manipulate the thinking of the consumer about minority 
groups (Gratz 1984). 

Exploiting social paradigms in advertising may impinge on cultural and ethnic sensitivities (Sandilands 
2013), as in the case of differences between Whites and Blacks, Hispanics and Asian Americans, or 
Hongkongers or Hong Kongnese and the mainland Chinese.
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existing classifications. An area omitted in the literature where this conforming approach may 
be difficult to apply relates to whether structural changes related to consumer based commu-
nication and accessibility issues are creating/diminishing/or compounding ethics issues arising 
from marketing activity. Notably, the strength of globalization and ICT convergence processes 
within ethnic (and other) markets may be difficult to dismiss, given that ethnic minority con-
sumers and their minority ethnic groups of affiliation may well have the means to satisfy their 
unique ‘ethnic’ needs in their ‘ethnic’ preferred way, to take advantage of the benefits of glo-
balization, at least for some types of goods and services.

Moreover, common concepts of connected and interactive consumers combine with 
significant real world evidence to suggest that communications are no longer exclusive to, 
or even mostly between consumers and businesses (B2C). Real world evidence suggests 
that consumption-related communications of consumers with others consumers (C2C, also 
often referred to as ‘peer to peer’) via electronic word-of mouth (‘eWom’; Hennig-Thurau 
et al. 2004), cannot be discounted for their potential influence on exchanges within the B2C 
environment and on the power relationship between businesses and consumers. These are 
themes discussed in the next section, in order to provide a more complete picture of ethics 
issues in ethnic marketing.

Ethnic marketing ethics, ICT innovation and globalization

Rapid growth is transforming ICT into a ubiquitous, general purpose technology with ongo-
ing economic impacts in many different areas at various levels. This evolution is ‘increasing 
uncertainty in certain sectors due to the lack of new business models, the uncertain returns from 
switching to new technologies . . . and competing technologies in a fast changing technological 
environment’ (OECD 2012, p. 13). The key characteristics of this ubiquitous and innovative 
technology include globalization, technological convergence and, in theory, access for everyone 
(Vagadia 2012; Collste 2008). The ethics implications of these new business models, however, 
remain elusive for both businesses and for consumers. Indeed, there is no special e-commerce 
ethics, deemed to be the same as the ethics applying to brick and mortar businesses and to their 
customers (Kracher and Corritore 2004).

Changes in marketing activity inherent to the new business models are justified, on one hand, 
because businesses arguably have gained in their ability to reach further and wider with standard-
ized, internally efficient value propositions, potentially targeting the global market. Nevertheless, 
global reach is constrained by the digital divide or inequality (involving differences in people’s 
online skills; Hargittai 2002) and, broadly, in personal computer and internet penetration (Chinn 
and Fairlie 2007; DiMaggio et al. 2004). On the other hand, changes in marketing activity are 
justified because consumers arguably have gained in market knowledge, in heightened access to 
larger numbers of competing suppliers, and in their ability to switch suppliers in search of better 
value propositions (Pires et al. 2006).

Changes in consumer based communication and accessibility raise potential conflicts with 
businesses’ continuing strategic globalization perspectives powered by technological convergence 
assumptions. For example, if ethnic minority consumers benefit from improved accessibility and 
socialization, and this allows them to more easily switch suppliers in search of value propositions 
they perceive to more closely match their needs and wants, ‘then their zone of tolerance is likely 
to be smaller than if they don’t feel they have this flexibility’ (Parasuraman et al. 1991, p. 43). This 
implies consumers with rising expectation thresholds, who are more demanding, assertive and less 
likely to accept poorer than expected service quality and/or unethical behaviour from their sup-
pliers. To the extent that all consumers in a market are able to successfully raise their expectation 
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thresholds and increasing demand assertiveness, any differences between ethnic minority consum-
ers and mainstream consumers may actually increase.

Hence, rather than globalizing, differences across groups might actually increase and 
strengthen. Rather than targeting global consumers with global goods and services, busi-
ness may need to target consumer groups more closely. Ultimately, one potential outcome 
from changing consumer communications is a shift in power from suppliers to consumers 
and markets that may become more diverse (Pires et al. 2010). One question that needs to 
be asked here is whether a shift in power from suppliers to consumers (APC 2011, Ch. 4) 
applies equally to all ethnic minority consumers and just as much as it applies to mainstream 
consumers, as this will influence approaches to ethnic marketing and the ethical implications 
of particular approaches.

A first observation is that the digital divide is also likely to divide ethnic minorities with 
distinct ethnicities. For example, the rates of internet usage early this century were assessed 
as higher for Asian Americans and non-Hispanic Whites (approximately 60%) than for non-
Hispanic Blacks (40%) and for persons of Hispanic origin (less than 32%; NTIA 2002, p. 21). 
Internet usage was lower for African Americans than for Whites (Lenhart et al. 2003). But tech-
nological advances primarily in communications and transport, both domestically and globally, 
can reduce differences between consumer communities, including those defined by ethnicity, 
leading to convergence of ethnic minority consumers’ tastes and preferences with those of other 
groups. These advances can also reduce existing ethnic minorities’ and newer arrivals’ reliance 
on the media and social capital available within the host country, potentially fostering transna-
tionalism, the growth of social networks beyond the host-country border (Sanders 2002).

Matsaganis et al. (2010) extend several potential outcomes from a strong globalization pro-
cess. In one scenario, ethnic minorities become more global, accessing home country and other 
cultures and becoming more socialized in different cultural environments. In another scenario, 
the same opportunities may take a minority ethnic group on a path of separation from the 
mainstream in their home country, heightening consumer differences with globalization from 
the perspective of ethnic consumer wants, potentially providing the ethnic consumer more 
resources to meet those wants. The ethical implications for business strategies under these alter-
native scenarios require consideration.

To presume that all ethnic minority consumers benefit from the same accessibility and 
become equally proficient in communicating within a single prescribed communication struc-
ture using a specified language does not appear a sensible presumption, given all the known 
vulnerabilities related to the cultural and digital divides (Pires and Aisbett 2003). For example, 
technological convergence clearly remains an aspiration because ICT carries embedded sets of 
cultural assumptions and is culturally dominated by English language content on the internet 
(Andrade and Urquhart 2009). Even if more computers could interact with other computers, 
user proficiency and levels in ICT usage, including for reasons related to proficiency in the 
language of the internet, are likely to be variable. Here, the suggestion is that gains in informa-
tion accessibility are unlikely to be the same for all consumer groups. Moreover, there is the 
possibility that assumptions of generalized and equitable ICT-driven accessibility gains do not 
hold, contributing to both deepening and concealing consumption-related inequalities. These 
inequalities may arise from the decisions of governments and/or businesses in their approach to 
ICT policy and IT applications.

Wright (2011) called for the development of an ethical assessment framework to be used in 
the planning and implementation of ICT and its associated applications because of the need to 
consider how changes will impact on particular groups within that society. There are poten-
tially widespread ethical implications impinging on such areas as the dissemination and use of 
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information, privacy, the control and influence of power and social contact patterns, gender, 
minorities and justice. A recent illustration arising from a change in government is a decision by 
the Australian government to change from a nationwide, high speed broadband implementation 
policy of directly connecting to a very high percentage of Australian businesses and households, 
to a more restricted policy of high speed connection to nodes and use of a wider mix of tech-
nologies. This can be seen to have ethical implications because it can result in lower speed and 
less reliable access particularly in remote or regional locations, potentially disadvantaging some 
groups such as many of the indigenous minority population who reside in remote locations from 
the potential social, economic and health benefits that can flow from direct, high speed internet 
connection (Gerrand 2012). However, businesses and service providers, both for profit and not 
for profit, are also potentially exposed to ethical consequences in that their ICT and application 
decisions can disadvantage and or discriminate against particular groups. The following section 
examines the possible ethical issues from an empowerment perspective.

Ethics issues in ethnic minority consumers’ empowerment

Consumer empowerment refers to the process of providing consumers, including those more 
vulnerable, with the best possible tools to take effective control of their consumption deci-
sions (Brennan and Ritters 2004). Good decision making and informed choice require that 
consumers are well advised, informed and educated (Brennan and Coppack 2008). ICT-driven 
consumer empowerment emerges as an unanticipated consequence of businesses’ endeavor to 
take advantage of opportunities afforded by the internet, often by increasing their information 
and interactivity presence (Deighton and Kornfeld 2009). The extent of ICT-driven consumer 
empowerment will depend on consumers’ ability to discern potentially useful information for 
evaluating competing service-products on offer, and to satisfy their needs with the least waste 
of time and effort (Pires et al. 2006). The issue here is whether vulnerable ethnic minority 
consumers can be expected to form the same market knowledge that empowers the less vul-
nerable ones.

Consumers’ ability to access, search, gather, comprehend and use quality information 
appears to be at the core of ICT-driven consumer empowerment. Following Andreasen and 
Manning (1990) in their definition of vulnerable consumers as ‘those who are at a disadvantage 
in exchange relationships where that disadvantage is attributable to characteristics that are largely 
not controllable by them at the time of the transaction’ (p. 13), the question arises whether 
ethnic minority consumers may fall into this vulnerable classification with respect to their access 
and ability to use sites available to the mainstream. Mueller (2008, Table 6.16) shows wide dif-
ferences in online use for different search purposes between broadly defined ethnic groups with 
‘Asians’ leading ‘Whites’ and ‘Hispanics’ in usage but ‘Blacks’ lagging behind all other groups.

For a similar time period Hacker and Steiner (2002) confirmed differences between Anglo-
Americans and Hispanic Americans in internet skills and opportunities for using the internet 
with Anglo-Americans having the advantage. For both groups, usage frequency was corre-
lated significantly with skills, opportunities and comfort. Usage frequency was also significantly 
related to obtaining job, financial, interpersonal communication and political communication 
benefits. Although the causes for the gaps could not be confirmed or disconfirmed as related to 
ethnicity, comfort and opportunity were associated with how well applications were designed 
to suit groups from different cultural backgrounds. However, more direct evidence that cul-
tural adaptation of communications, including both the medium and the message, is relevant 
to removing differences between ethnic groups can be found in health related communications 
(Nierkens et al. 2013).
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Consumer empowerment effects are likely to influence all exchanges, not only the online 
ones. But the access, searching, gathering and comprehension of information about the product 
(and information about the provider, for that matter) are increasingly likely to take place in an 
online, intangible environment (Pereira 1998; Peterson et al. 1997). Tangibility refers to the 
physical nature of the core product, the basic, generic central thing that is exchanged (Levitt 
1973). It is well known that product intangibility makes it difficult for all consumers, but par-
ticularly for those with communication difficulties in sites they may need to use, to understand 
what is being offered, to identify potential providers, and to evaluate alternatives (Pires and 
Stanton 2000; Legg and Baker 1987).

While more languages are now used in accessing the internet, English is still the top language 
of the internet (Shea et al. 2006; Lund and McGuire 2005) and in the vast majority of links 
to pages on secure servers, albeit now closely followed by Chinese. Indeed, 51% of the world 
population are estimated to use either English or Chinese when accessing the internet (2011 
estimate, IWS 2013). Hence, while Spanish, French and Japanese were reported at the turn of 
this century as the only languages with close to or more than 1% of the links on secure servers 
(OECD 2000), the situation may be less extreme today. By itself, this may make it difficult for 
ethnic minority consumers whose first or preferred language is neither English nor Chinese to 
use computers and computer networks and may complicate their online consumption ability 
from the outset with questions of accessibility, depending on their proficiency in those two 
languages (NCLIS 2001).

This also has clear consequences for their ICT-driven empowerment status. Even in a 
globalized environment characterized by technological convergence, different markets 
will have distinct levels of internet penetration and usage; hence consumer empowerment 
may vary from market to market. Similarly, within a specific domestic market, the ICT 
empowerment process cannot be generalized to all consumers. In fact, reflection on the 
recurring themes suggests that different consumer groups can be empowered to differing 
extents, possibly requiring tailored targeting. While not all ethnic minority consumers may 
be at a greater disadvantage in exchange relationships via the internet compared with their 
mainstream counterparts, and can therefore be classed as vulnerable (Andreasen and Manning 
1990), evidence points to some groups where the samples appear to be less empowered than 
their mainstream counterparts (Mueller 2008; Hacker and Steiner 2002) and where the ethics 
of the access provided requires consideration.

Even if accessibility issues can be overcome, intangibility is a major issue for ethnic minority 
consumers with communication difficulties because of their restricted ability to read product 
literature, discomfort in consulting with service staff online, and possible difficulty in locat-
ing and comprehending information provided by institutions or consumption communities. 
Inexperience within the marketplace and differences in meanings and contexts can lead to fur-
ther difficulties whether making a decision, negotiating a sales agreement, or signing a contract.

In its use of ICT, business communication may lack understanding of the fundamental 
cultural values involved, of the meanings that are not put into words, of the importance of 
the words that are used, of the way messages are received and transmitted and, ultimately, of 
what to expect when a stakeholder engages in a particular communication behaviour across 
cultures. Studies of the importance of cultural sensitivity in website design and other IT appli-
cations focus on the importance of cultural values in terms of how users react to particular 
elements of design or use of an application. Zakaria et al. (2003) focus on Arab cultural values 
and the requirements for web design and applications that do not hamper acceptance or take 
up stemming from a high-context culture (Hall 1976). If the importance of cultural congru-
ence is that it can improve users’ perceptions of websites in terms of their positive attitudes 
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and intentions, usefulness and ease of use (Vyncke and Brengman 2010) then the opposite 
effects are likely if such sites are not available to different cultural groups, most likely reducing 
ICT use and those groups’ empowerment.

Vyncke and Brengman (2010) called attention for the website features apparently needed 
in certain cultures, essentially what is likely to be important to the localization process. While 
focused on country cultural differences and how this might hinder users, the argument can 
be extended to ethnic minorities within a country. Their difficulties in website use and IT 
applications may be exacerbated by increased perceived risk due to limited access to sources 
of information, more subjective assessment of value and quality, and difficulty in participat-
ing in service encounters (Pires and Stanton 2000). Communication difficulties arising from 
language choices may only be one element contributing to lower participation compared 
with the mainstream.

Notwithstanding, it is clear that not everything arising from ICT and globalized markets is 
a threat to ethnic minority consumers. As noted by Matsaganis et al. (2010), these technologies 
increasingly allow ethnic minority consumers access to the global diaspora’s ethnic communica-
tion network as well as potential access to products and providers irrespective of location, in 
many cases, including the consumers’ home country.

Arguably, the web provides a ‘safe’ virtual space in which cultural and linguistic conflict 
between the place of origin and place of adoption can be resolved (Mitra 2005) and has the 
potential to socially empower consumers to connect with others – whether family, friends and 
business in the home country, or similar others and culturally aware businesses where they have 
settled. On the negative side, it is also argued that the internet can become a hindrance rather than 
a facilitator when minority consumers rely on absent friends and family to the exclusion of peers, 
and when involvement in the local market environment is replaced with electronic communica-
tions with the home country. As explained by Pascoe (2006), cultural learning won’t happen and 
individuals can get stuck in the crisis stage of culture shock. Notwithstanding, it is apparent that by 
strengthening eWom communications, an effective use of the internet for C2C communications 
can empower ethnic minority consumers in their lives and in their consumption.

Critical for business is to understand that reaching these consumers require specific tar-
geted strategies. As argued by Mummert (2007), Hispanic consumers feel overwhelmed by all 
the sources of information available today, as well as language barriers involved. If marketers 
offered more guidance and step-by-step instructions in Spanish, they would buy more prod-
ucts online, such steps including how to use the internet or a site, and firm advice rather than 
multiple opinions.

Ultimately, dependence on the cultural dominance of the English language as the lingua 
franca may be abating (Alam 2009), with Chinese catching up quickly (IWS 2013), but ine-
qualities across groups remain. Other elements beyond language, touching on how cultural 
values such as context are incorporated into website design and applications, may take longer 
to overcome.

Conclusion

Scrutiny of potential ethical issues arising from either a neglect of ethnic marketing, or 
approaches that may be based on unwarranted assumptions about group preferences and 
behaviours, still appear a neglected research area. This paper has sought to categorize the main 
forms of ethical issues linked to the targeting of ethnic minority consumers, the consequences 
from unethical targeting and issues arising from misrepresentation of ethnic groups within 
marketing communications.
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Rather than seeking to identify some set of ethical concerns brought about by the use of the 
internet for business related activities, this paper sought to draw attention to the lack of research con-
sidering the ethical issues involving ethnic minorities, arising from changes in marketing practices 
associated with the growth of ICT innovation and its effect on consumer socialization outcomes, 
namely in terms of access to market knowledge, social media and C2C marketing communications. 
Can the lack of research be an indicator that ethics concerns are independent of the environment 
where marketers and consumers meet for business? One way to consider this question is to carefully 
peruse the tables in this paper in order to identify entries that clearly do not apply in the online envi-
ronment, an endeavour that supports the suggestion that most entries do apply, with more or less 
adaptation. The other way is for future research to focus on identifying potential ethical breaches 
exclusive to the online environment. For example, anecdotal evidence often promotes the scenario 
of marketers attempting to influence the free and unbiased operation of social networks and C2C 
communications by possible alienation of gatekeepers to minority ethnic groups. This, however, is 
neither separate from the issues in the tables of reference (see alienation, deception and bad faith in 
Table 19.2) nor is it exclusive to ethnic marketing practice.

Enhanced globalization capabilities by business invite the targeting of global consumers with 
standardized value offerings – exactly the opposite of the raison d’être of ethnic marketing. 
But the conclusion derived from the conceptual discussion of the impact of globalization and 
ICT convergence on minority ethnic communities does not question the tenet that these com-
munities are socially determined. Consequently, not only do ethical and socially responsible 
behaviour concerns remain relevant, but appear justified to account for a possible ICT-driven 
vulnerability of minority ethnic groups that may not be attributable to any one business, or 
efficiently resolvable by market forces. It is, therefore, a matter of social justice for consideration 
in a social responsibility perspective.

The possible existence of a language-based segregation of the cultural and digital divides 
within multi-ethnic markets suggests the need for in-depth empirical research on the specific 
impact of language as a source of vulnerability arising from globalized perspectives about ethnic 
markets. From a business point of view, businesses considering the targeting of ethnic markets 
may need to develop flexible, tactical capabilities in a way that duly takes into account ethics. 
Flexibility encompasses the skills to take advantage of the sameness across groups while focusing 
when justified, on real differences. Focusing on ethnic differences if these differences do not 
exist is neither socially responsible nor does it contribute to positive outcomes for the business. 
The potential for the operationalization and implementation of glocalized marketing programs, 
both within multi-ethnic domestic markets and for minority ethnic communities with multi-
locations globally, enhances the need for businesses to develop flexible capabilities but also 
justifies ongoing examination of the ethical and social implications arising from such strategies.
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Ethnic marketing

Public policy issues

Lisa Peñaloza

Introduction

Ethnicity is a global phenomenon, augmented by births, identity- and religious-based social 
movements, immigration and acculturation. We have chosen ethnic marketing as the topic for 
this book because it is a major source of social and economic dynamism and conflict in nations, 
cities, neighbourhoods, work spaces and marketplaces across the planet. In this volume the 
authors write from diverse perspectives and use distinct methodological orientations in direct-
ing attention to the dimensions and processes characterizing the complex, interwoven relations 
between ethnicity and marketing. In this concluding essay I continue the discussion in focusing 
on public policy. I begin by highlighting key differences between business and government 
because it is important to maintain a sense of their different mission and activities, and then turn 
to key topics in marketing and organizational ethics forming the backbone for public policy. 
While my focus is on the US, I also direct some attention to global public policy concerns.

These are tough times to work in public policy. Contemporary political debates, talk shows, 
online postings, editorial columns and journalist reports are polarized and highly charged, with 
battles played out on the terrain of public policy. On one side critics charge ‘Starve the beast’, 
depicting bloated bureaucracy and striving to cut taxes and to have citizens think of the gov-
ernment spending less of ‘my money’, to the point that former candidate Sarah Palin could say 
with conviction during her 2008 U.S. Vice-Presidential campaign, ‘Paying taxes is unpatriotic’. 
In his opinion-editorial column, Friedman (2008) responded, provocatively querying Ms. Palin 
as to how she imagined paying for her preferred policies. On the other side, critics charge that 
public policy doesn’t go far enough in addressing such social problems and injustices as unequal 
opportunity and treatment of racial/ethnic groups, unemployment and under-employment, and 
skewed distribution of wealth. Here political solutions are promised for what economists term 
‘externalities’. What the two political platforms share are concerted attempts to satisfy diverse 
constituents’ demands for services to be provided at lower cost and greater efficiency.

It was not always this way. January 20, 1961 President John F. Kennedy put forth a chal-
lenge in his inaugural address to the nation, daring citizens to ‘Ask not what your country can 
do for you; ask what you can do for your country’. It is difficult to imagine any sitting President 
or candidate saying this today. Kennedy’s words resonated deeply with the American public of 
his time, invoking an esprit de corps, a unity and a desire to contribute to a greater good that ran 
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counter to the increasingly individualist, stratified, materialist trends that gained momentum 
with the affluence that swept the nation in the period after the Second World War. Relatively 
less damaged than the other industrial powers of Europe and Japan, the US had attained exem-
plary status and unprecedented popularity for its way of life, optimism and social mobility. Its 
chief cultural export at the time was consumer culture – music, film and consumer products 
(Kroen 2006) – that manifest in fairly general forms in comparison to their diversity today. 
During the 1970s ‘runaway’ inflation, the oil embargo and the international relocation of manu-
facturing jobs tempered U.S. economic growth. Offering a diagnosis, the Grace Commission 
formed under the Reagan Administration in 1980 compared government services to those of 
business and found the former lacking. The focus then on business as a model for government 
only recognized part of the picture, neglecting to mention that most new products fail, as do 
many companies. Nor did this influential report acknowledge their very different mandates and 
changing constituents. Public policy is grounded in general public enfranchisement and held to 
serve all citizens and to oversee business and social conduct, while business serves those who can 
pay and readily distinguish their consumers by demographic characteristics, identity and tastes, 
including those related to ethnicity, in order to serve them better. Yet as we will see, these strict 
bifurcations belie much more complex, diverse and nuanced realities.

While business is increasingly service oriented, and thus converges with the service dimen-
sions of government, there are key differences between the two domains in policy. Matters of 
sovereignty, representation and justness in public policy are not equivalent to the profit goal of 
business, although the two spheres share cost and accountability controls, and somewhat similar 
notions of fairness and equal treatment. Their overlap is likely to increase in the future with 
pressing consumer demands for social and environmental responsibility. Furthermore, there is 
much interplay and cross-fertilization between the two social domains (Bevir and Trentmann 
2004) as government attempts to serve and regulate business activity across the globe, as much 
for monetary and political support for candidates and policies as to stimulate jobs while guarding 
public health and attending to overall well-being.

In the field of marketing, ethnic marketing traditionally has meant the targeting of ethnic 
minority consumers by people outside the group, often in large firms, with ethnic market-
ing public policy charged with monitoring and overseeing such targeting (Pires and Stanton 
2015). This chapter broadens the scope of discussion in taking into account developments in 
ethnic theory recognizing that everyone has ethnicity (Peñaloza 2007), and in recognizing the 
importance of ethnic entrepreneurs in developing ethnic communities and in contributing to 
the national economy (Peñaloza 2005). Thus, in this essay ethnic marketing deals with market-
ing activity that relates to ethnic groups. In turn, ethnic marketing public policy deals with the 
monitoring and oversight of ethnic marketing activity, to include the reception of marketing 
campaigns as well as their impact on ethnic identity, community and social relations among 
groups. What matters in ethnic marketing is who targets whom, who is targeted by whom, with 
what symbolic and material content and forms, and what social and economic interests, agenda 
and effects. For ethnic marketing public policy, added considerations are who formulates policy, 
who participates in the policy process, for what benefits, for whom and on behalf of whom, and 
with what resulting social, economic and community impacts. These broad characterizations are 
useful to keep in mind in appreciating the complex interests and diverse stakes that come into 
play in the development and implementation of ethnic marketing public policy.

In concluding this introduction, I offer a few personal acknowledgements. First, I want to 
acknowledge my respect and appreciation for public policy workers. My father, a career civil 
servant, retired from the U.S Veterans Administration where he worked in its hospitals in 
Kerrville and Waco, Texas, as a social worker. Like many government agencies, the VA system 
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has undergone many changes over the years; key among them are cuts in resources for the medi-
cal benefits of armed forces personnel that parallel the budget cuts impacting the provision of 
health care for non-military residents in the US. As Harvey (2007) noted, pay-as-you-go mar-
ket solutions are but part of the privatization characterizing the contemporary neoliberal turn 
worldwide. Distinct mandates and priorities, together with budget challenges, must be taken 
into account in considerations of ethnic marketing public policy.

Ethnic marketing

In addressing ethnic marketing public policy, it is important to situate ethnic and ethnic mar-
keting phenomena in their social as well as market contexts. While the marketplace has been 
the main focus in this book, all of its essays necessarily touch upon the social sites of the nation, 
as well as neighbourhoods, cities and business organizations where ethnic people of multiple 
cultural orientations and experiences and marketing activities converge.

Immigration has been a touch point for ethnicity, yet the latter is much broader in scope, 
to include mainstream as well as minority peoples. Attention to the mainstream pushes the 
bounds of ethnic marketing public policy, in directing attention to the inherent inter-relations 
between mainstream and minority cultural genealogies, sensibilities and experiences, and in 
noting privilege as well as subordination and deprivation (Peñaloza 2007; Delgado and Stefancic 
1997). Importantly, because wealth is diffused unevenly among racial/ethnic groups in U.S. 
society (Lui et al. 2006), a major concern in public policy is to ensure equal and just treatment. 
Furthermore, when we recognize the increasing heterogeneity in societies globally, it is nec-
essary to broaden considerations of ethnic marketing phenomena beyond domestic relations 
between minority and mainstream groups to feature in policy important quality of life issues 
as people of multiple, mixed, pan, transnational and cosmopolitan ethnicities and experiences 
come together and apart in families, education, religion and neighbourhoods, as well as in the 
marketplace (Visconti et al. 2014).

As Williams (1975) and more recently Jenkins (1997) have noted, the term ethnicity his-
torically referred to non-Christians. It was brought into the field of marketing in the 1970s in 
reference to the increasing trends of firms segmenting markets and targeting minority groups 
(Bouchet 1995). Today, largely due to the legacy of Civil Rights social movements, greater 
government inclusion and more common business targeting, the trend of multiculturalism has 
brought greater awareness and sensitivity of ethnicity as a valid part of society and not just a mat-
ter of private life. This change has not been without tension, both within and between ethnic 
groups, in the form of contested identity and cultural expressions.

In ethnic marketing public policy it is important to recognize the way marketing activity 
draws from and reconfigures ethnicity (Bouchet 1995; Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). Bécheur and 
Toulouse (2012) build upon this work in emphasizing the role of marketing activity in pro-
ducing ethnicity. Indeed, the reproduction of ethnic identity and culture in the marketplace 
is but a particular form of the more general social accommodation of different people etch-
ing their lives in terms of what is important to them (Slater and Tonkiss 2002). Marketing, 
thus, is a central part of social life and not apart from it. The scholarship in marketing that 
takes the perspective of marketers most often consider ethnic people as consumers, and yet, as 
Mehmood et al. (this volume), Light and Gold (2000) and Peñaloza (2005) remind us in their 
work on ethnic entrepreneurship, ethnic people are also producers who support and enable 
ethnic communities.

At the same time, it is important to recognize a simultaneous trend blurring the conven-
tional divisions between producers and consumers, as ‘working consumers’ animate brands and  
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integrate them in daily life (Cova and Dalli 2009). Ethnic consumers are thus not only the tar-
gets of marketing efforts, the subjects of marketing research (Bjerrisgaard and Kjeldgaard 2012) 
and even the ‘products’ in data mining operations (Zwick and Dholakia 2012); they also are 
active product/service collaborators (Abela and Murphy 2008) who re/produce culture, com-
munity and nation.

Gibson-Graham (1996) advocate specific, empirically grounded and socially situated for-
mulations of marketplace activities and circumstances to replace the abstract, generalized and 
uncritical studies that mystify and reify markets. These methodological and analytic maneuvers 
are just as vital to the purpose of this essay in deriving public policy insights.

To illustrate the interweaving of social and market dynamics in public policy, I revisit earlier 
work documenting how Mexican immigrants adapt to the consumption environment in the 
US (Peñaloza 1994), and conversely, how their presence is welcomed, even competed for by 
marketers (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999). As part of this project I reviewed the long, convoluted 
history of immigration in the U.S. Southwest, beginning with immigrants fleeing U.S. reces-
sion to live Mexico in 1820 and continuing in counter waves of recruitment, deportation and 
legalization of Mexican immigrant workers in the US from the 1940s to the present (Peñaloza 
1995). I noted that the contributions of Mexican immigrants to U.S. society and economy 
are obscured in negative, stereotypical depictions of taking jobs from U.S. workers and ille-
gally using social services. Notably, while market targeting legitimizes Mexican immigrants as 
consumers, such market inclusion does not necessarily extend to social inclusion and enfran-
chisement. Recommendations encouraged public policy workers to sift through conflicting 
information, hyperbole and scapegoating, and acknowledge consumption and community con-
tributions as well as those of labour to better comprehend the impact of Mexican immigration in 
U.S. society. I further encouraged the use of humanistic terms and the development of literacy 
programs attuned to legal requirements in policy and in marketing, the provision of multi-
lingual sales staff and the translation of business and credit terms. Much has changed since then; 
people are much more conscious of the political dimensions of consumption and organize for 
group interests and viability, putting pressure on public policy to balance group treatment. In 
the next section I turn to organizational and marketing ethics in setting a foundation for ethnic 
marketing public policy.

Marketing ethics

Carter et al. (2007) identify organizations as important sites constituting ethical judgements and 
practices. In marketing, Ferrell (2005) emphasizes individual ethical decision making, highlight-
ing the importance of individual moral development and of individual responsibility for ethi-
cal transgressions, while acknowledging organizational responsibilities and accountability. He 
further emphasizes the powerful influence of monetary incentives and pressures stemming from 
people’s dependence on work in earning their livelihood. This view applies to all marketing 
activities, including advertising, pricing, product development, research, selling and distribution 
channels in developing an ethical marketing organization (Murphy et al. 2004).

Individual and organizational contexts are important in ethnic marketing public policy. Yet 
we must go further to consider cultural differences and group interests as well as individual 
moral judgements and codes of behaviour regarding what is right and wrong in business organi-
zations and to weigh the financial and political pressures impinging upon public policy. Pires 
and Stanton, this volume, converge with more general studies of marketing ethics in assert-
ing fairness and equal opportunity for all – regardless of ethnicity. Such guidelines provide an 
important baseline for ethnic marketing public policy. Of particular relevance is monitoring 
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market activity for discriminatory pricing and other unequal treatment. Cultural sensitivity is 
required to distinguish negative from positive stereotypes, as their more positive uses convey 
valuable cultural meanings, albeit in somewhat exaggerated forms. These authors are particularly 
concerned with online ethnic marketing ethics, noting how firms’ use of social media impacts 
ethnic groups in offering members greater abilities as consumers to self-select in and out of 
markets. While working to promote online technologies that enable access to family and other 
social and business networks globally, public policy efforts can help bridge digital divisions 
between mainstream and marginalized ethnic peoples.

Increasing cultural heterogeneity and the accompanying demands for inclusion and acknowl-
edgement by interest groups are dramatically altering the complex terrain of marketing ethics 
in contemporary societies (Peñaloza 2012). Gustaffson (2005) draws upon the work of gender 
scholars Benhabib and Young in bringing to the fore the power asymmetries that pertain to 
the social categories that come into play in organizations. Specifically, Benhabib (1992) directs 
attention to the limited ability of universal conceptions of the individual to encompass pluralized 
communicative activities, and suggests dialogic, diverse forms address and exchange to update 
the social contract to better apply in heterogeneous societies.

Young (1997) stresses that empathizing with others on the basis that they be like oneself has 
supported humanistic, universalized conceptualizations of ethical judgements and conduct, and 
that such complementarity often is undermined in multicultural social domains. In adapting 
organizational ethics to these insights, Gustaffson emphasizes the need to acknowledge social 
difference and related asymmetries of position and power. Indeed, many studies have docu-
mented that social differences are hierarchically organized, such that some differences matter 
more than others, and that power is detectable in the specific ways in which these differences 
matter (Delgado and Stefancic 1997; Peñaloza 2007).

In order to acknowledge cultural and power differences Gustaffson counsels organization 
members to suspend seemingly well-intended presumptions of being capable of ever truly 
‘knowing’ others within and external to the organization. Without these presumptions, organi-
zational members are obliged to interact with others via more open dialogue, presence, and 
active listening and learning, rather than striving to minimize or erase extant social difference 
in carrying out idealized forms of ‘equal’ treatment. Taken together, Gustaffson’s (2005) appli-
cation of Benhabib’s (1992) and Young’s (1997) work on social plurality and difference offers 
valuable insights relevant in more adeptly developing public policy regarding ethnic marketing. 
Explicitly dealing with differences of power related to race/ethnicity, nationality, language, reli-
gion, social class and gender in this way allows for different forms of address and communication 
styles in delivering public services.

In building upon this work, I provide additional philosophical bases for more inclusive and 
agile ethnic marketing public policy. Among the relevant philosophical insights is Taylor’s 
(1991) work on authenticity. He traces its historical roots to the modernist tendency for indi-
vidual self-fulfillment. Yet, rather than join the chorus lamenting the disruptive aspects of 
individuals’ search for meaning and the coterminous forms of liberal economy and consumption 
for destroying common values and communal social forms, Taylor emphasizes the potentially 
positive implications of relational determinants of authenticity. In order to be authentic, he 
explains, one must be successfully recognized in this quest by others.

Such mutual recognition is vital in effectively carrying out policy, and yet it is thwarted by 
reductive characterizations of ethnic/racial peoples. Rhodes and Westwood (2007) assert that 
the ‘foreign’ is misrepresented when reduced to Western terms, and they thus challenge the 
essentialized, exoticized and denigrated representation of foreign others that reduces whole 
cultures to their ‘typical’ characteristic(s). While the authors give national examples such as the 
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Chinese reduced to Confucianism, Germans to authoritarians, British as aristocrats and African 
managers as primitive, such reductive treatment also occurs for ethnic groups.

Rhodes and Westwood draw upon the work of Lithuanian philosopher Emmanuel Levinas 
in re-conceptualizing self-other relations as fundamental to advancing our understandings of 
ethics. Levinas, who lived from 1906 to 1995, was a student of Edmund Husserl and drew 
upon his work and that of Martin Heidegger to explain how the self exists in relation to others. 
For Levinas (1998), the self is fundamentally misunderstood as a ‘knower’ of another because 
this act of knowing reduces the other to a creation of the self. Such creation is philosophically 
and practically untenable, because it tends to produce the other as an inferior projection, while 
constituting the authoring self as an eminently evident, superior being. Extending from Levinas 
(1998), Rhodes and Westwood (2007) assail historical misrepresentations that justified slavery. 
Their formula for more ethical treatment of others is based on the mutual recognition and inter-
determinacy of social agents. For the self, then, to exist is to be recognized by others. In turn, 
this existence, as a social manner of being, demands an ethical response to the others who make 
it possible via their recognition. The self is thus inherently and inexorably connected to others; 
and because of these interconnections, the self is ethically responsible to others.

By extension, in multicultural society, marketing activity is not limited to economic transac-
tions, nor is it narrowly bound to one ethnic group, but rather necessarily includes the ongoing 
social exchanges among multiple ethnic groups that precede and follow discrete, quid pro quo 
economic transactions among people who are increasingly mobile (Bauman 2012). The rela-
tional underpinnings of authenticity can be used to strengthen and enrich ethnic marketing 
public policy regarding the incorporation and reproduction of ethnic difference in ethnic mar-
keting campaigns and, in turn, in the use of – and even reliance on – products and advertising 
representations by ethnic groups and consumers in forging identity and social relations can be 
used to strengthen and enrich ethnic marketing public policy. When explicitly recognized in 
firms, the relationality between a company and its consumers raises the stakes of attaining ‘accu-
rate’ ethnic representations and practices; just as recognizing the authenticity and legitimacy that 
such campaigns provide ethnic groups and consumers for identity and community projects raises 
their stakes in appropriating market-based artifacts and activities. In the remainder of this essay 
I bring these insights to bear in specific aspects of public policy.

Identity

The incorporation of ethnic identity into consumption and market activity presents challenges 
and opportunities for public policy. Of particular interest in the market incorporation of ethnic 
identity is an intricate interweaving of social and market dynamics emphasizing individual choice 
and cultural freedom of expression (Baudrillard 1988; Bouchet 1995). Scholars have criticized 
market activity for commoditizing and aestheticizing cultural forms (Gabriel 1994), and for advo-
cating ethnic and racial tolerance and inclusion, while enhancing and institutionalizing cultural 
divisions and inequalities in opportunity and access to resources (San Juan Jr. 2002).

A major point of contention is that marketing campaigns privilege some forms of identity 
at the expense of others, and that the forms of identity that marketers incorporate into these 
campaigns obtain some validation and legitimacy for the group (Bécheur and Toulouse 2012; 
Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; Peñaloza 2004). It is this social validation of minority ethnic 
identity as an artifact of market incorporation that some mainstream agents contest, because 
it challenges their central position within the respective shared social domain, as in the case 
of the nation. An example in the US is the backlash against Spanish speakers that followed a 
2014 Coca-Cola advertisement aired during the Super Bowl football game that featured the 
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U.S. national anthem sung in multiple languages. An example in France is the mobilization 
of the National Front political party against the Quick hamburger chain for providing halal 
burgers (Crumley 2010). Ethnic group members contest target marketing campaigns as well. 
Congresswoman Lucille Roybal-Allard and the Congressional Hispanic Caucus protested the 
Tecate beer campaign, ‘Finally a Cold Latina’, for using humour that depended upon nega-
tive stereotyping of Latina women as sexy (Roybal-Allard 2004). As Weibe (1975) noted, the 
cohesion of separate sub-groups is one of the strengths of the US as a nation. In public policy, 
acknowledging of ethnic differences in dialogic forms of communication can foster national 
unity, provided the respective groups are addressed conjointly in mutual recognition.

Chávez, this volume, explains some of the potentially troubling aspects of ethnic identity in 
advertising agencies. In interrogating the market incorporation of Latindad, Latino/a identity, 
his work builds upon that of Dávila (2001), whose work in advertising agencies highlighted 
the cultural distance and misrecognition on the part of Cubans working to target advert cam-
paigns to a predominantly Mexican American clientele. Chávez explains further how media 
specialization and industry concentration drove the formation of Latindad through the 1990s. 
He emphasizes how a few large organizations consolidated advertising globally by buying out 
‘specialty’ firms targeting ethnic segments and by merging with global partners, and how they 
together leveraged the growth rate and numbers of Latinos/as in the US and beyond in Central 
and South America into an ever larger market. He notes with some irony how Latino/a execu-
tives in the agencies tend to discount their value added (i.e. cultural knowledge of clients) in 
seeking more general work with the larger mainstream to avoid being relegated to the ‘margin’ 
of the Latino/a market; while clients whose advertising instincts align with the general popula-
tion contribute to the devaluation of Latino/a executives’ cultural knowledge by holding onto 
myopic dreams that Latinos/as aspire to the mainstream and eventually will assimilate.

The trend over the past three decades in ethnic scholarship has been to challenge and move 
beyond essentialized treatments of ethnic identity to recognize its performative and situational 
qualities (Deshpandé and Hoyer 1986; Visconti et al. forthcoming). And yet such performative 
and situational advances in the study of ethnic identity should not eclipse persistent asymmetries. 
Asymmetrical relations between mainstream and Latino/a consumers and advertising execu-
tives are present in the advertising scenario Chávez describes. Implications for ethnic marketing 
public policy in applying Gustaffson’s (2005) work are to acknowledge rather than erase these 
asymmetries, and from there recognize and validate the distinct, yet interrelational cultural skills 
and knowledge of Latino/a advert executives and their mainstream minded clients as distinct 
contributions to the advert agency in their own right, thus validating the integrity and place of 
Latino/a consumers in U.S. society.

Community

Internal, within-group notions of similarity, bounded by external, out-group distinctions are 
key markers of community (Barth 1969). There is much work to be done to advance under-
standings of the collective ethnic community forged in consumption and in markets in processes 
of internal identity and cohesion and of boundary distinction and maintenance. Regarding the 
study of ethnic community in marketing, some marketing scholarship remains focused on dis-
tinguishing and comparing ethnic group characteristics. Nakata (2009) provides a rich review 
and critique of the characteristic-based approaches that build upon the work of Geert Hofstede 
(2001; 1980). While useful in mapping and comparing ethnic communities, the characteristic 
approach must be supplemented with concerted attention to social relations in carrying out 
adept ethnic marketing public policy.
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In his consideration of space, Visconti, this volume, demonstrates how ethnic groups 
come together and apart in the city. By applying insights from Taylor (1991) and Rhodes and 
Westwood (2007), we can develop public policy insights that facilitate the mutual recognition 
and co-creation of multiple cultural selves in specific places. Harboring the presence of multiple 
ethnic communities is vital in developing an overall sense of civic society. As Visconti notes, 
dissecting the workings of space – physically, socio-culturally, ideologically and commercially –  
enables deeper and more tangible appreciation of social relations. By extending beyond the 
narrow terms of economic transactions, spatial considerations offer great potential to invigorate 
ethnic marketing public policy.

Elliot, Cherian and Casakin, this volume, discuss how cultural groups support each other at a 
localized community festival in Chicago. Here artists bring forth cultural symbols and motifs to 
consumers who welcome the art and who are increasingly attuned to their role in recognizing 
and fostering a dynamic and diverse city. The production and exchange of cultural artifacts and 
processes offer a sound base for the economic advancement of ethnic communities, as Canclini 
(1995) noted, in providing rich, valuable consumption content for non-members that contrib-
utes to positive civic development.

There are potential drawbacks to community in the marketization of ethnicity, however, 
which Comaroff and Comaroff (2009) address using the terms ethnicity, incorporated. Drawing 
from decades of in-depth ethnographic work, these scholars direct attention to differences of 
power within cultural groups as well as the pressures and capital extractions from market con-
sultants and others external to the group. Whose culture is represented, how such production 
and marketing activities are organized and carried out, who consume, and for whose benefit are 
key considerations in ethnic marketing public policy.

Legacies of colonization

While perhaps seldom thought of as such, market activities retain remnants of former colonial 
relations in language, customs and trade patterns between former colonizers and colonies (Tigar 
and Levy 1977), as well as flows of people in both directions. Early forms of market devel-
opment entailed the extraction of resources and the development of industry by leveraging 
labour and materials that cost less than at home. At present these forms of market activity are 
compounded by transnational flows of people, capital and material in the form of products and 
services, including remittances sent to families by members working in other nations (Peñaloza 
and Cavazos Arroyo 2011) and energetic international brand communities (Cova 1997; Cova  
et al. 2007) that converge in markets (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006).

Ethnicity represents the simultaneous trends of cultural consolidation and differentiation in 
society and in the marketplace, as ethnic and racial diaspora disseminate and settle across regions 
and nations with specific multicultural histories and political relations. Public policies may ben-
efit from the integration of Young’s (1997) insights that universal conceptualizations of the 
citizen may be undermined in multicultural society, by acknowledging ethnic difference, not as 
an end in itself, but rather as a timely and expedient route to uniting peoples within the domain 
of interest, be it nation, city, neighbourhood or private/public organization.

Ruvalcaba and Venkatesh, this volume, begin with income and education disparities between 
Whites and Latinos/as, and then discuss how Latino/a entrepreneurs advance their businesses 
by incorporating social media technologies. There is much to be done in public policy to create 
wider access and cultural integration of technology by stimulating jobs by and for ethnic com-
munity members. And yet such policy may be crippled by cultural misrepresentations similar to 
those critiqued by Rhodes and Westwood (2007). Cultural misrepresentations that follow from 
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the legacy of colonization may be seen in ethnic mainstream views of their superiority and a 
corresponding view among ethnic minorities of their inferiority and of business as something 
done to them by community outsiders and by insider vendidas who have ‘sold-out’, seeking 
private gain over community benefit (Peñaloza 2005). In policy, this post-colonial view can 
manifest in paternalistic mainstream posturing, un/conscious attempts to maintain their supe-
riority, and well intentioned but short-sighted policies to aid ‘vulnerable’ minorities that stem 
from unquestioned and un-self-reflexive mainstream cultural sensibilities and practices. The 
view among ethnic minority community members that business is the purview of the eth-
nic mainstream is just as limiting, and while somewhat grounded in historical experience, this 
myopic view contributes to the misguided notion that business is apart from the community, 
privileges labouring members of community and ostracizes ethnic entrepreneurs.

Public policy can foster greater understanding that business is a key aspect of community 
development, and thus help encourage ethnic/racial group members to make a place for ethnic 
entrepreneurs within their community. However, those promoting business in policy must 
be able to distinguish community enabling activities, and extend such evaluations to financial 
activities as well, including micro-lending. As community members, ethnic entrepreneurs have 
a responsibility to contribute to those they do business with, by providing jobs and market 
offerings at reasonable prices, as consistent with contemporary consumers’ demands for social 
responsibility and ethics globally. Indeed, there is a long, sordid history of high prices charged 
by firms doing business in ‘higher risk’ ethnic communities (Andreasen 1975), including ethnic 
communities (Peñaloza and Gilly 1999), which is only partly due to higher insurance costs and 
lower volume. With growing recognition that business is vital to community development, 
non-government and non-profit agencies and sustainably oriented firms have stepped in with 
financial education, counselling and low-cost services. This growth sector in many nations, 
including developing one’s merits both increased validation and scrutiny in policy.

Additional possibilities exist in building upon current public policies that attempt to rec-
tify persistent socio-economic differences in income and opportunity by including ‘minority’ 
owned businesses in government bids. By considering consumption, policies may be better 
integrated to value the efforts of firms that hire ethnic workers in proportions greater than 
their representation in the population overall and those that encourage production of products 
and services that advance ethnic cultural development. Critics charging ethnic favouritism are 
parried somewhat by emphasizing in policy the redress for disproportional unemployment or 
other income and educational disparities affecting all members of ethnic/racial community/ies, 
and not just racial/ethnic minorities as those with lower income and education in ethnic/racial 
mainstream groups merit inclusion and advancement as well.

Social movements

Social movements have made and continue to make important contributions towards the 
growth and development of contemporary ethnic formations. Their mix of spontaneous activ-
ity and formal organization is evident in demonstrations and meetings, some of which later 
become national and regional holidays celebrated within the larger social domain. Key histori-
cal incidents and events in the Black, Chicano, women’s and Gay/Lesbian movements – to 
name a few, etched in the writings, speeches, and pop cultural products of activists, artists, 
scholars and educational, religious and political leaders become internalized in the collec-
tive memory of the community (Hampton 1985; Scagliotti 1985). The widespread activism 
through the 1960s and ’70s across the globe challenged ethnic as well as racial and gender 
hierarchies and lopsided participation in socio-economic activity and distributions of wealth. 
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Indeed, the Civil Rights legislation that followed also must be credited to host of activists, 
organizations and public policy.

For Latinos/as in the US specifically, the GI Forum initially mobilized to bury Mexican 
American soldiers killed during WWII yet denied access to White-only cemeteries (Acuña 
1988), while the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) strove to register vot-
ers and desegregate public swimming pools through the 1950s among its other social functions 
including balls and dances. The 1980 U.S. Census inclusion is another landmark event for the 
Latino/a community in the US. In it we can see the tremendous impact of ethnic marketing 
public policy and how it is situated at the nexus of social and economic development. This 
official count of the number of Latinos/as in the US provided credible support for what later 
would become advertisers’ and marketers’ ‘discovery’ of the U.S. Latino/a market (Chávez, this 
volume), consolidating and legitimizing a common identity and community from a heterogene-
ous social group totalling over 500 million persons worldwide, roughly ten times greater than 
the colonizing nation, Spain, with just under 50 million people.

Social movements formed in the 1960s and ’70s privileged labour and often denigrated 
consumption through the 1980s and ’90s (Peñaloza 2004). While labour is still important, con-
temporary movement leaders are realizing the benefits of incorporating consumption dynamics 
in ways that foster its impact, as consumption is the site of much contemporary ethnic group 
activity. Indeed, how to channel the energy in ethnic group consumption, such that it translates 
to cultural awareness, skill building and jobs, is a valuable path to the continued viability of the 
movement and the larger communities within which they reside.

Izberk-Bilgin (this volume) examines ethnic and religious social movements in people’s con-
sumption and connections to brands, with attention to the simultaneous trends towards and 
away from religion in consumption and markets. Her findings are particularly significant in pub-
lic policy, given the ever-larger numbers of migrant workers, tourists, expatriates, refugees and 
students who cross borders and, in the process of doing so, encounter and mobilize against what 
they perceive to be cultural threats from the ‘religiously other’. More specifically, her insights at 
the intersection of religion, identity and social relations are potentially valuable to policy makers 
in better understanding how consumption, markets and governments come into play in people’s 
pursuit of personal meaning and spiritual transcendence.

Contemporary social movements play an important role in the lives of ethnic peoples and com-
munities in challenging and reinforcing social, political and economic traditions and institutions, with 
important public policy implications. The Arab Spring is one of the most dramatic in a long line 
of movement activity, giving hope to many even as others use its accompanying developments to 
inculcate fear, with implications affecting ethnic peoples and intergroup relations worldwide. Sadly, 
the prevalence of guns and violence in media and in popular cultural representations of ethnic groups 
have normalized these means of addressing cultural differences while contributing to the misguided 
equation of ethnic groups with terrorism, exacerbating stereotypes and accelerating conflict.

Public policy can help provide solutions. How a movement forms often reflects a crystal-
lization of group identity and interests (Toch 1965), and so movement leaders are challenged 
to unite the group while addressing particular issues affecting its substrata. For public policy 
workers, social movement leaders represent access to the ethnic community, and yet addressing 
their concerns must be undertaken with a concerted eye towards external group differences 
within the relevant social domain. It is important that public policies reinforce human rights 
and principles of freedom, and safeguard those rights and freedoms up to the point when they 
impinge upon the rights and freedom of others. The integrating aspects of policy are of the 
utmost concern in helping channel movement activity towards appreciation and cohabitation 
with others and away from divisiveness and destruction.
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Acculturation

It is rare today in social discourse, except among the most conservative groups, to see the sole 
focus on assimilation. Much more common is discussion of the retention of cultural values 
and traditions and awareness of multicultural, hybrid cultural expressions. Academic scholar-
ship parallels these social developments. Begun as studies of assimilation, latter developments 
focus on adaptation (Peñaloza 1994), culture swapping (Oswald 1999), identity (Askegaard  
et al. 2005) and social relations (Luedicke 2011). Much more work is needed to better under-
stand how people living in multicultural societies interact and change, and how consumption 
serves as the terrain for cultural adaption, identity development, community formation and the 
forging of social relationships. Further work is also called for examining how consumption and 
market actors find opportunity in all aspects of acculturation, including cultural assimilation, 
retention, the hybrid display of cultural traditions, and the consolidation, integration and separa-
tion of ethnic cultural groups.

Acculturation poses tremendous opportunities and challenges for public policy. On one 
hand people are increasingly obliged to express a unique and authentic identity in consump-
tion (Campbell 2004), and one of the areas where acculturation is visible and measured is in 
market and consumption activity. On the other hand, distinction from the cultural mainstream 
is increasingly commoditized by marketers and expressed by people in consumption (Heath 
and Potter 2010). Such obligations and expressions converge in the reduction of ethnicity to a 
personal choice (Roosens 1989) and an economic expedient that can eclipse the complexities 
of acculturation and slight the support of identity and community in ethnic entrepreneurship 
(Mehmood, this volume; Light and Gold 2000).

Increasing mobility has become a valid topic for ethnic marketing public policy, as the mobil-
ity of ethnic groups colludes with and impinges upon their assimilation, resistance and hybrid 
negotiations, raising internal challenges of co-existence and cohesion and affecting external, 
between-group relations. Immigration particularly continues to test public policy, as evident 
in ongoing and heated debates and even posses that assemble at the U.S.–Mexican border to 
control immigration, most recently including youth from Latin America unaccompanied by 
their parents or adult guardians (Navarette Jr. 2014). Balancing constituents’ concerns for border 
security, family unification and labour demands on one hand with concerns for humane treat-
ment, domestic jobs and group fairness is vital in contemporary ethnic marketing public policy.

Segmentation

In the introductory essay to their classic work, Marketing in a Multicultural World, Janeen Costa 
and Gary Bamossey (1995) pondered the growing prevalence and impact of cultural groups 
in markets as impacted by the dramatic growth of emerging nations, trade blocks, tribal and 
national conflicts, migratory movements, and remittance payments, together with global cor-
porate diffusion and product, service and capital flows. In various ways a host of scholars in 
the field of marketing build upon this work in acknowledging two general, simultaneous, and 
seemingly contradictory trends, homogeneity and heterogeneity, as cultural subjects and groups 
engage with, and resist marketization. The attention to the lived experiences of consumers and 
markers in consumer cultural studies (Belk et al. 2013; Ekstrom and Brembeck 2004; Joy and 
Li 2012) and in transformative consumer research (Visconti et al. 2014), specifically, provides 
valuable insights into ethnic marketing public policy.

Lindridge, this volume, situates market segmentation as an artifact of its time, following the 
ethnic, racial and gender social movements of the 1960s and 1970s mobilizing for recognition 
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and fair and equal treatment before the law and in public policy. Indeed, market segmentation 
offers advantages to firms; in mapping micro-segments, they are able to better understand and 
develop markets. However, because it divides people into groups based on different charac-
teristics and customs, market segmentation works in ways quite distinct and even somewhat 
opposed to the unifying concerns of public policy. The attention to lived experiences of market 
activity characterizing consumer cultural studies (Belk et al. 2013; EkstrÖm and Brembeck 2004; 
Joy and Li 2012) and transformative consumer research (Visconti et al. 2014) provides valuable 
insights. Public policy development and implementation can benefit from mapping cultural 
group differences in sensibilities and traditions and incorporating them in manners of address 
that accomplish greater social inclusion and representation. Further, by operating at the level of 
shared values and experiences enabling convergence among distinct ethnic groups, policy mak-
ers can facilitate the reconstitution and reaffirmation of the shared, cohabited multi-ethnic social 
domain, be it neighbourhood, city, or nation.

Targeting

Developing distinct products and services, advertising/promotions, prices and distribution tai-
lored specifically to group differences, including ethnic differences, has been one of the hall-
marks of modern marketing. Indeed, as corporate efforts target ethnic/racial groups, their mar-
ket incorporation can work with or against the interests and internal workings of ethnic/racial 
subcultures.

Regarding ethnic marketing public policy, one area that consistently receives criticism is the 
targeting of alcohol and cigarettes to Latino/a and Black minority consumers and their commu-
nities (Maxwell and Jacobson 1989; Moore et al. 1996). And yet, only while less controversial, 
as problematic is the targeting of high sugar, salt and fat content foods, such as soft drinks, candy 
and fried foods to Latinos/as and Blacks, given their higher rates of obesity and diabetes. Public 
policy warnings that feature dialogic forms of address on labels and announcements for modera-
tion in consumption are welcome in all of these areas.

As importantly, public policy can help realign social divisions by incorporating cultural group 
differences in sensibilities and traditions in service delivery in order to accomplish the goals of 
more equal economic opportunity and participation. Nationalist cultural identities and ideals 
housed in an ethnic/racial mainstream can pose a challenge when not welcoming ethnic/racial 
minorities in specific social domains. Thus, reaffirming the mainstream while explicitly recog-
nizing the value and importance of ethnic/racial minorities is essential in carrying out unifying 
public policy that serves the national mandates of fair and equal treatment.

A pedagogy of ethnic consumption

In public policy, ethnic/racial differences are but one of many axes of relevant social difference 
to monitor and address, together with religion, age, gender, education and income. Public 
policies positioning ethnic groups, and not just individual members, as valuable entities in their 
own right, worthy of recognition, address and treatment as equal participants in society and in 
the marketplace, offer much potential to advance citizen discourses and practices rejuvenating 
national unity and sovereignty.

However, we have a long way to go to get there. Market discourses tend to emphasize the 
economic gains of a few over those of the many, and thus it is important to sift through their 
overlaps with, and divergences from, the concerns of public policy. Indeed, the democratic 
ideals of inclusion, equal representation and opportunity, and fraternity have served as key 
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ideological constraints on the social hierarchies fostered in capitalist market systems, especially 
capital over labour and the privilege determined by socio-economic endowment rather than 
merit, even as people hold market organizations to ever higher standards of social responsibility 
and environmental sustainability.

The future of nations depends on the vitality of their people and their natural resources. Still, 
many nations are characterized by uneven economic development and political difference set 
against the backdrop of post-colonial social relations, the continued struggles for the enfran-
chisement of indigenous and minority peoples, and the nationalistic demands of the ethnic/
racial mainstream (Figueiredo et al. forthcoming). In both public policy and research, ethnicity 
presents valuable opportunities and challenges to advance and document novel forms of market 
and consumer culture that accomplish multicultural, collective, democratic ideals.

A key obstacle limiting public policy workers’ and marketing researchers’ ability to compre-
hend the social implications of ethnic consumption is its bifurcation from labour. And yet public 
policy workers and marketing academics join educators as border crossers (Giroux 1992) who 
can help realign their separate treatment in policy and research. With further research and policy 
development and implementation it is possible to recognize ethnic consumer buying power as a 
national resource to foster in addition to capital and labour. Indeed, consumption is a powerful 
socio-economic force that validates and legitimizes ethnic groups, and yet it can be divisive as 
the means of expressing and structuring status distinctions and cultural difference and in eclips-
ing labour and production considerations. Adept ethnic marketing public policy that reunites 
consumption, labour, and capital can help translate market inclusion into social inclusion that 
will benefit our nations, cities and neighborhoods.
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