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Executive Summary 
 

Contemporary U.S. markets are becoming more ethnically diverse with 

more distinctive cultural values and customs among various ethnic groups.  

According to 2002 Census Briefs, ethnic consumers comprise nearly 30 

percent of the U.S. population.  This surge of ethnic population is creating 

enormous marketing opportunities with greater purchasing power among 

the ethnic markets.  Accordingly, U.S. marketers are making every effort 

to entice these lucrative ethnic markets by developing effective marketing 

strategies.  People tend to live within their cultural boundaries, and cultural 

diversity in the U.S. significantly affects how ethnic consumers perceive 

and process advertising messages.  According to key cultural theories 

(distinctiveness theory and accommodation theory), ethnic audiences feel 

more affinity for culturally accommodating messages and respond more 

favorably to culturally targeted ads.  In this vein, U.S. marketers are trying 

to develop the most effective marketing strategies to appeal to these 

emerging ethnic consumers.  To prepare for the complex multicultural 

marketplace, U.S. marketers should build cultural adaptability and 

understanding and establish insights about the cultural factors they use in 

comparative marketing analysis for these ethnic groups.  This analysis tool 

can be termed “diagnostic multicultural analysis,” which utilizes four key 

cultural marketing elements: cultural affinity, acculturation, cultural 

sensitivity and cultural acceptability.  This paper addresses these 

concepts in terms of their operationalization and practical applications to 

multicultural marketing.  
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Introduction 

Due to continuous immigration and growth of minority 

population, the U.S. bears a resemblance to a microcosm of the 

world, characterized by diverse ethnic subcultures (Doka 1996).  

Therefore, many people believe America is no longer a “melting 

pot,” but is a “salad bowl” with distinctive subcultures within the 

nation.  America will continue to become more ethnically diverse, 

with more distinctive cultural values, norms, and behaviors.  

Accordingly, marketing in the U.S. is becoming more complex and 

requires sophisticated tools of cultural analysis.  To survive in this 

competitive marketplace, marketers should be able to target many 

lucrative subcultures with effective cross-cultural or culture-specific 

advertising campaigns.  The successful development of an effective 

communication campaign should begin with an in-depth 

understanding of cross-cultural differences in socio-cultural values 

and behaviors.  This in-depth understanding of subcultural 

differences will help marketers understand how these differences 

affect marketing activities and communication patterns, and it will 

help identify important attitudinal and behavioral characteristics that 

constitute distinctive subcultural markets.  In this sense, 

multicultural advertising planning is similar to global advertising 

planning where marketers should decide to what extent global 

campaigns should be adjusted to meet cultural differences in local 

markets. 
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This paper addresses the following research inquiries: 

 

1) What is the status quo of ethnic markets in the 
U.S.? 

2) What is the relationship between culture and 
advertising? 

3) How does culture play-out in U.S. multicultural 
markets?  How does culture influence consumer 
marketing responses? 

4) Which theories can explain the cultural aspects of 
marketing?  What are the applications of these 
theories to a multicultural marketing approach? 

5) How has the industry dealt with subcultures in the 
U.S.? 

6) How should U.S. marketers approach multicultural 
markets?  How should they prepare themselves to 
be successful in a complex multicultural 
marketplace? 

7) How can we segment multicultural markets?  Is 
using cultural divisions as market segmentation 
tools good enough? 

8) How do acculturation and cultural affinity play-out 
in cultural acceptability and sensitivity of marketing 
stimuli? 

9) How can we measure cultural sensitivity and 
cultural acceptability of advertising messages? 
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Status quo information on ethnic markets  
The U.S. is experiencing a growing number of ethnic 

consumers who express their unique cultural identities.  This trend 

is reinforced by changing demographics, technological, social, 

cultural and media environments.  Ethnic consumers comprise 

nearly 30 percent of the U.S. population (Briefs on 2002 Census), 

and are estimated to reach 47.2 percent by 2050 (Patterson, 2001).  

Eventually, they could become the majority.  According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau (2002), Non-Hispanic Whites comprise 70.6% of 

the U.S. population, followed by 12.4% for Hispanic Americans, 

12.2% for African Americans, and 4.1% for Asian Americans.  The 

population growth rates of ethnic groups in the U.S. from 2000 and 

2002 were significantly higher than those of the general U.S. 

population; e.g., 9.8% for Hispanic Americans, 9% for Asian 

Americans, 3.1% for African Americans, and 2.5% for the general 

population.  This surge of ethnic population is creating enormous 

marketing opportunities with greater purchasing power among the 

ethnic markets.  The purchasing power of three emerging 

subcultures in the U.S. (African Americans, Hispanic Americans, 

and Asian Americans) has already hit $1 trillion (Adweek, 2001).  

Hispanic Americans have especially become a significant ethnic 

minority group in terms of marketing.  According to USA Today’s 

most recent report, the largest minority group has changed from 

African Americans to Hispanic Americans for the first time in 200 

years.  The Economy Research Center at the University of Georgia, 

estimates that the purchasing power of Hispanic Americans 

reached $500 billion in 2002, and will reach $900 billion by 2010.  

Eight percent of new car buyers in 2002 were Hispanic Americans, 

15% of movie tickets sales came from this group, and 7 to 8% of 

U.S. radio programs target Latinos. 
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Recognizing this explosive growth of ethnic markets in the 

U.S., marketers are making every effort to entice these lucrative 

ethnic markets and to develop the most effective marketing 

strategies to appeal to ethnic consumers. 

 

Relationship between Culture and Advertising 
Advertising is believed to act as a mirror reflecting culture by 

transferring current cultural meanings (McCracken 1986).  In other 

words, advertisements are considered a form of social 

communication that resonate the cultural values of a society 

(Khairullah 1995).  At the same time, advertising creates and 

produces new cultural values and meanings by influencing group 

identities and reinforcing stereotypes.  So advertising is not only 

influenced by cultural values but also acts as an agent influencing 

cultural values.  From a marketing perspective, advertisers have 

been more interested in the effects of culture on consumers’ 

response to advertising. 
People tend to live within their cultural boundaries; i.e., 

people have their own cultural values and norms, which influence 

the way they think, feel and act.  People in the same ethnic groups 

tend to share the language, customs, values, and social views.  

These shared values (i.e., culture) influence people’s cognitive 

(beliefs and motives), affective (emotion and attitude) and 

behavioral (purchase and consumption) processes.  Based on this 

notion of “advertising as a mirror,” cultural values and standards are 

implanted in ads in such a way that consumers can “see 

themselves” and identify with the characters in the ads and feel 

affinity with the brands (Hong, Muderrissoglu and Zinkhan 1987).  

Thus, cultural diversity in the U.S. affects how ethnic consumers 

perceive and accept advertising messages. 
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Then, how does culture play-out in U.S. multicultural 
markets?  How does culture influence consumer marketing 
responses?  Ethnic consumers have different cultural values than 

those of the majority group and tend to be more responsive to 

messages that are reflective of their cultural assets such as 

personal pride, convenience-oriented, self-fulfillment, self-respect, 

and accomplishment (Pitts et al. 1989; Green 1995; Hernandez 

1988).  They have also been known to exhibit different marketing 

responses such as product use, shopping orientation, response to 

promotion, brand loyalty, media usage, attitude toward advertising, 

purchase decision, etc. (Hernandez and Kaufman 1991). 

For example, consumers with stronger racial attitudes are 

more likely to respond positively to ads featuring models of their 

races (Whittler 1991).  More specifically, previous studies show that 

African Americans respond more favorably to ads featuring a black 

spokesperson than they do to ads featuring white models (e.g., 

Choudhury and Schmid 1974; Kerin 1979; Schlinger and Plummer 

1972; Williams, Qualls, and Grier 1995). 
Then, why do people from different cultures respond 

differently to advertising/marketing stimuli?  The common 

assumption is that more accommodation results in more favorable 

responses; i.e., the greater the ethnic accommodation by 

advertisers, the more favorable the evaluations of ads among 

ethnic groups.  In other words, since ethnic audiences feel more 

affinity for culturally congruent messages, they tend to appreciate 

culturally accommodating ad messages (e.g., featuring ethnic 

spokespersons, culturally sensitive messages, placed in culturally 

congruent media, etc.) and respond more favorably to the ads 

(Hernandez and Kaufman 1991). 
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Then, which theories can explain these cultural aspects 
of marketing?  How can we apply these theories to 
multicultural marketing approach?  One of the underlying 

theories of multicultural marketing is “distinctiveness theory.”  The 

theory postulates that “a person’s distinctive traits in relation to 

other people in the environment will be more salient to the person 

than more common traits” (McGuire 1984; Grier and Deshpande 

2001).  For instance, a person will especially demonstrate a strong 

ethnic identity when the occurrence of people with similar ethnicity 

is limited in the general population (e.g., minorities living in the 

U.S.).  This theory has been used to conceptualize the effects of 

ethnic identity on marketing responses; i.e., marketing programs 

reflecting distinctive cultural characteristics become more salient to 

ethnic minorities in the U.S. and thus, ethnic audiences are more 

likely to attend and respond to cultural marketing appeals. 

Research generally supports this theory by showing a 

positive relationship between cultural identity and various ethnic 

marketing responses, such as high sensitivity to marketer’s 

targeting efforts, more trust of, and identification with, an ethnically 

similar source/model, and more favorable responses to culturally 

sensitive ads and brands (Forehand and Deshpande 2001).  

Similarly, “speech accommodation theory” postulates that 

communicators can improve communication by making themselves 

more similar to message receivers (Giles, Coupland and Coupland 

1991).  Applying this theory to marketing, we can postulate that 

marketers can improve marketing communications by making 

themselves more similar to message receivers (consumers) or by 

accommodating themselves to consumer cultures. 
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This accommodation effort can be manifested in marketing 

communications in various ways: using ethnic spokespersons in 

ads, hiring ethnic salespeople, employing ethnic language, art, 

music, national flags, or other cultural symbols, placing a retail 

outlet in an ethnic community, supporting ethnic community events, 

etc. (Holland and Gentry 1999). 
 

Multicultural Marketing in the U.S. 
Then, how has the industry dealt with subcultures in the 

U.S.?  Owing to increasing population size and purchasing power 

of multicultural audiences in the U.S., marketers have already 

recognized the importance of multicultural marketing, and many 

marketers are using multicultural segmentation and customized 

marketing strategies and tactics to appeal to ethnic consumers.  

Over half of Fortune 500 companies were using some form of 

multicultural marketing strategies, such as customized advertising, 

tailored promotional activities, new product lines, customized 

product packaging, etc. (McDermott 1994).  However, another 

statistic tells a different story: less than 1% of all money spent on 

consumer advertising targets ethnic minority groups, even though 

ethnic markets comprise nearly one third of the U.S. population 

(Jones 2002). 

This inconsistency reflects a controversy over ethnic 

marketing as “narrowcasting” — two different perspectives with 

regard to using cultural divisions as market segmentation tools.  

This controversy stems from a double-edged-sword characteristic 

of multicultural marketing: brand loyalty and organizational 

efficiency.  That is, it is a question of whether ethnically customized 

strategies are more effective in forming greater brand loyalty or if 

any advantages may be outweighed by costs of identification and 

operation (research costs and decrementing efficiency of 
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operational management of the organization) (Clegg 1996).  Some 

marketers used to be myopic regarding multicultural marketing 

opportunities in favor of standardized, simplified marketing 

approach, and ignored lucrative and growing markets such as 

Latinos, African Americans, Generation Y, Asian Americans, the 

mature market, the gay market, etc. 

For example, in the 1990s, several global companies (e.g., 

Coca-Cola, Pepsi Cola, and Miller Brewing Co.) de-emphasized 

ethnic marketing practices and developed an integrated marketing 

approach to appeal to all customers, regardless of their cultural 

identities (Prince 1993; Rousch 1997; Melcher 1997).  Some 

marketers took a middle-of-the-road approach, called “transcultural” 

marketing programs that attempted to appeal to all ethnic groups at 

once (Faura 1999).  However, the majority of multicultural 

researchers still criticize the standardized approach and advocate 

ethnically differentiated marketing strategies to appeal to various 

audiences (e.g., Donthu and Cherian 1994; Valencia 1989; Cui 

1997; Williams and Qualls 1989; Grier and Deshpande 2001; Jones 

2002; Gibson 2001; Tharp 2001). 

Moreover, we are continuously hearing the success stories 

of multicultural marketing campaigns.  For example, a recent 

campaign by McDonald’s targeting Spanish-speaking audiences 

resulted in a 32 percent sales increase (TelevisionWeek, 2003).  

General Motors doubled their advertising expenditures for 

multicultural marketing in 2002, and plans to double them again in 

2003, to more than $100 million (Adweek 2003).   
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Therefore, as multicultural marketing researchers, we 

believe that U.S. marketers should try to take advantage of 

emerging multicultural markets by targeting untapped multicultural 

marketing opportunities.  To do this, they should first investigate the 

multiple facets of identity in a multicultural market, understand how 

consumers’ cultural identities are related to market and media 

choices, investigate attitudinal and behavioral characteristics of 

specific subcultural groups who are likely to constitute distinctive 

markets in the future, and examine the effectiveness of various 

communication tools in building relationships with consumers in a 

multicultural society. 
Then, how should U.S. marketers approach multicultural 

markets?  How should they prepare themselves to be 
successful in the complicated multicultural marketplace?  U.S. 

marketers in multicultural settings should establish cultural 

adaptability and understanding, so that they can embrace 

increasing multicultural marketing demands and opportunities.  

According to Tharp (2001), decision-makers in organizations in 

multicultural markets should have the skill of “border mentality” — 

identifying multiple situational-cultural meanings, or should perform 

the role of “transmigrants” — bridging or overlapping agents among 

two or more subcultures.  She argues that this cultural personality 

and tool provides marketers with insights to buyers’ marketing-

related activities in multicultural settings so that they can 

successfully develop marketing strategy.  To be successful in a 

culturally diverse marketplace, marketers should recognize 

marketing changes or "marketing paradigm shifts” in multicultural 

settings and should effectively adapt to the shifts by refining 

different functional areas of marketing and advertising. 
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She suggests that marketers in multicultural settings can be 

successful by 1) sharing interests with customers, 2) developing 

specific marketing strategies for different cultures, 3) identifying 

important cultural values and situational identities for distinctive 

cultural groups, 4) targeting “contact points” between consumers 

and brands, and 5) facilitating consumer dialogue by acquiring 

intensive (vs. extensive) information about their target customers 

(vs. all potential buyers). 
Based on her assertion, we can postulate that the most 

important job for a multicultural marketer is to develop an essential 

tool in interpreting cultural differences and similarities in diverse 

market environments.  In other words, marketers should establish 

insights into the cultural factors they use in the comparative 

analysis and how to make marketing sense of it.  We believe this 

essential tool is diagnostic multicultural analysis, through which 

marketers diagnose cultural patterns among diverse ethnic groups 

and make meaningful market segments for the development of 

effective culture-sensitive marketing strategies.  In other words, 

multicultural marketers should establish the tool 

1) to spot patterns that allow subcultures to be 
grouped together, so that a common marketing 
strategy may be extended to several subcultures 
in a group (“transcultural” marketing); 

2) to develop a distinct marketing strategy for each 
subculture, if there is a significantly distinct cultural 
dimension that is important to the specific culture 
(multicultural marketing); 

3) to further segment audiences in a subculture, if 
needed, in terms of cultural affinity, cultural identity 
or acculturation level (tactical adaptation within a 
subculture); 

4) to develop parameters of culturally acceptable 
marketing stimuli; and 

5) to establish a protocol for measuring cultural 
effectiveness of the stimuli. 
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Multicultural Marketing Strategies and Tactics 
Then, how can we segment multicultural markets?  Is 

using cultural divisions as market segmentation tools good 
enough?  One of the problems associated with market 

segmentation by ethnic origin is that we may overlook diversity 

within the ethnic group.  Each ethnic group is diverse in itself.  

Therefore, it is important to recognize that people in the same 

ethnic group might be different, especially in terms of acculturation 

and cultural affinity.  Acculturation has been defined as “the 

process of cultural change and adaptation that occurs when 

individuals with different cultures come into contact” (Gibson 2001).  

This concept has been widely used to understand the process 

whereby U.S. immigrants change their behavior and attitudes 

toward U.S. society through customs, language, and interpersonal 

contacts (Khairullah 1995).  One study shows that degree of 

acculturation varies between ethnic groups; i.e., acculturation by 

Asians was significantly lower than any other ethnic group (Seitz 

1998).  Moreover, degree of acculturation varies within the same 

ethnic group.  That is, acculturation level serves as a variable 

influencing consumer attitudes and behaviors within the same 

ethnic group, such as shopping orientation, use of language and 

media, perceptions of product attributes, attitude toward advertising, 

and gender roles (Wallendorf and Reilly 1983).   

However, caution must be taken when using the 

acculturation concept to understand the consumer behaviors of 

ethnic groups.  The conceptualization of acculturation – its 

definition, study and measurement – has been largely restricted to 

academia; sociologists, anthropologists and psychologists have 

dominated the field of study. 
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Marketers have been applying these constructs over the 

past two decades to consumer research; however, they were not 

created for consumer research. For marketing, “although empirical 

research has found that the acculturation process does have an 

influence on consumer behavior (D’Rozario and Douglas, 1999; 

Khairulla 1999; Lee 1993), no systemic account exists that explains 

why and how acculturation influences consumer behavior.” (Liue 

2000). 

The use of acculturation measures in marketing research 

has been critiqued.  First, extant acculturation measures tend to be 

oversimplified or bipolarized - even though acculturation should be 

viewed as occurring along a continuum (Ueltschy and Krampt 

1997).  Second, there exists no single measure or indicator of 

acculturation universally agreed by researchers (Mainous 1989).  

Different researchers use different operational definitions of 

acculturation; e.g., strength of ethnic identification (Deshpande, 

Hoyer, and Donthu 1986), socioeconomic status (Olmedo and 

Padilla 1978), place of birth (Valencia 1985), and language 

preference/competence (Burnam et al. 1987) as an indicator of 

acculturation.  Third, most marketing research uses several 

variables to measure level of acculturation expressed as a single 

“acculturation score,” but acculturation should be viewed and 

measured as a multi-dimensional construct (Kim 1979).  Moreover, 

the reliability of acculturation measures is difficult to determine 

unless studies are replicated over various ethnicities and marketing 

conditions (O’Guinn and Faber 1985). 
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When applying measures of acculturation, marketers should 

distinguish between the consumer in a new marketplace and the 

individual in a new civil society. O’Guin, Lee and Faber (1986) 

coined the term “consumer acculturation.” Consumer acculturation 

has been defined as “the movement and adaptation to the 

consumer cultural environment in one country by persons from 

another country” (Peñaloza 1994). Liu (2000) has furthered in the 

definition of consumer acculturation as a socialization process or 

cognitive learning process; one needs to learn how to consume in a 

new culture. “Some of the consumption-related knowledge or skills 

the individual has acquired in their original country is no longer 

applicable” in the U.S.; for example, there exists the need to learn a 

new currency, new pricing, a large and often perplexing array of 

brands, the banking system, insurance and financial regulations, 

and the U.S. system of consumer credit. 

The role of advertising, in the context of consumer 

acculturation (as well as individual acculturation to the extent that it 

transmits new social values and norms), is immediately apparent. 

Media is one of the four socialization agents along with family, 

peers and institutions. In multicultural copytesting, higher normative 

response scores for Hispanic immigrant populations are in part due 

to reliance upon advertising for needed information about new 

products, services and brands. Normative data indicates a stronger 

response on impact/brand name registration, comprehension, 

evaluation and intended response among Hispanics because 

advertising is more relevant; it is playing a critical role in the re-

socialization of the consumer. In other words, the information 

transmitted in advertising to immigrant populations may be 

welcomed, as opposed to dismissed by consumers socialized in the 

U.S. 
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In the case of adult immigrants, this consumer re-

socialization process can be easier or more difficult depending 

upon many factors including; 1) the degree to which the 

acculturation process began in the country of origin, 2) the 

environment from which they emigrated (urban vs. rural, for 

example), 3) their economic status and educational attainment, 4) 

the ethnic composition of their residential and work environments, 

5) availability of, and access to media and institutions, and 

importantly 6) their desire to integrate into the host consumer 

culture.  

For children born in the U.S. or for those who move to the 

U.S. at a young age, consumer acculturation is largely a non-issue. 

Children born in the U.S. to immigrant parents may deal with 

cultural affinity and ethnic identity; the struggles between their 

parents desire to maintain the culture of their country of origin, and 

the child’s desire to fully integrate into U.S. popular culture. As 

acculturated consumers, however, children are often called upon to 

act as their parent’s marketplace guides; fulfilling the role of brand 

guide, translator, researcher, interpreter and chief negotiator 

simultaneously. 

The implication is that it is not sufficient to measure a 

consumer’s length of time in the U.S., language capabilities, and 

media usage to arrive at a single score measure of acculturation. 

Marketers should consider and include behavioral, environmental 

and attitudinal measures to assess acculturation as 

multidimensional and dynamic; individuals can choose to 

acculturate at different rates at different times and in different 

situations. They can also choose to be bicultural, maintaining both 

their ethnic identity and ties with their country of origin, and 

adopting many traits of popular U.S. consumer culture. 
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A concept that helps to measure the attitudinal dimensions 

of acculturation is cultural affinity, which denotes that people tend 

to have higher affinities with those from a similar cultural 

background.  Cultural affinity level also varies within and between 

ethnic groups.  Even after controlling income and social class 

variables, consumers with high vs. low cultural affinity or 

identification showed significantly different marketing behaviors, 

such as advertising responses, media usage patterns, family-

decision making and information search behavior (Deshpande et al. 

1986; Donthu and Cherian 1994; Hernandez and Kaufman 1991).  

For example, a person who has a high affinity with his/her ethnic 

culture responds more favorably to ethnic appeals than those who 

have lower affinities with their cultures.  

Similarly, Webster (1994) showed that Hispanic husbands 

with a higher degree of ethnic identity within the Hispanic culture 

exerted more influence on family decision making than those with a 

lower degree of ethnic identity.  Green (1999) found that strong 

black ethnic identifiers responded more positively to ads that were 

placed in targeted media and featured African Americans in 

dominant positions, while weak black ethnic identifiers responded 

more positively to ads that were placed in the general media and 

featured whites in dominant positions.   Due to their impacts on 

marketing responses, acculturation and cultural affinity concepts 

can be utilized in multicultural marketing practices in the 

contemporary U.S. marketplace. 
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Then, how can we make marketing sense out of 
acculturation and cultural affinity?   How do acculturation and 
cultural affinity play-out in cultural acceptability and sensitivity 
of marketing stimuli?  Levels of acculturation and cultural affinity 

tend to exert a direct impact on consumer acceptance of, and 

attitude toward, advertisements with or without cultural sensitivity.  

More specifically, applying acculturation and cultural affinity to 

cultural acceptability and sensitivity, we can expect that people with 

high cultural affinity and low acculturation level will respond more 

favorably to culturally acceptable and sensitive advertising stimuli.  

Therefore, it is crucial for U.S. marketers in multicultural 

environments to assess acculturation and cultural affinity levels 

among ethnic audiences and the importance of their cultural values 

within their lives, segment audiences based on the levels of 

acculturation or cultural affinity, and measure the effectiveness of 

advertising messages with different levels of cultural acceptability 

and sensitivity among different acculturation or cultural affinity 

groups.  If advertising messages are insensitive, unacceptable or 

even offensive to significant portions of the target audience (e.g., 

high cultural affinity consumers), the advertising could prove to be 

ineffective or even detrimental.  This is how cultural sensitivity and 

acceptability of marketing stimuli play important roles for 

multicultural marketing in the U.S.  With this in mind, U.S. 

marketers should understand what drives advertising acceptability 

and cultural sensitivity among ethnic audiences and should develop 

a barometer and protocol for assessing cultural sensitivity and 

acceptability. 
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Then, how can marketers optimize the cultural 
sensitivity of their advertising?  As indicated above, ethnic 

consumers respond more favorably to communication that 

accommodates the specific subculture.  Presumably the greater the 

accommodation, the more effective the advertising will be.  In other 

words, culturally accommodating advertising messages tailored to 

ethnic audiences yield a more favorable attitude toward the ad, 

which is known to mediate advertising effectiveness, such as 

attitude toward the brand and purchase intention (MacKenzie, Lutz 

and Belch 1986). 

Therefore, positive attitude toward culturally accommodating 

ads leads to a more favorable attitude toward the brands in 

culturally targeted ads, which in turn leads to higher purchase 

intention for the featured brands.  In this vein, it is critical to classify 

advertising cues/messages/appeals in terms of their cultural 

accommodation and establish a corresponding spectrum of cultural 

acceptability/sensitivity.  Perhaps a useful theoretical construct to 

help marketers come to grips with the issue of accommodation is to 

envision multicultural advertising within a two dimensional matrix.  

The first dimension delineates the degree of accommodation while 

the second dimension delineates the quality of the accommodation. 

The degree of accommodation dimension ranges from low to 

high based upon the degree to which the target audience’s 

distinctive identity/culture is evident.  For example, in targeting 

African Americans, the low end of the spectrum would include ads 

that merely integrate African Americans into the cast of an existing 

general market ad.  Higher on this spectrum would be advertising 

that integrates African Americans in a prominent position in the cast.  

Higher still would be the conversion of a general market ad to an all 

African American cast. 
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Highest on this dimension would be advertising that not only 

utilizes an African American cast but also depicts unique aspects of 

the African American culture relevant to the specific African 

American target.  This dimension reflects the degree to which the 

advertising authentically captures the subculture’s life experiences.  

Recognize that movement from low to high on this dimension 

involves greater expense based on the development of more 

customized advertising and separate media plans, by separate 

agencies.  Thus, marketers must assess the benefits relative to the 

cost associated with greater accommodation. 

The quality of accommodation dimension ranges from 

positive to negative, based on the degree to which the subculture is 

perceived to be depicted in a positive or negative light.  Positive 

depiction might be described as uplifting, cool or flattering while 

negative depiction might be described as stereotypical, 

condescending or even offensive.  We should note that the 

effectiveness of advertising that is positioned high on the degree of 

accommodation dimension can be undermined by poor 

performance on the quality of accommodation dimension. 
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Effectiveness of Culturally Accommodating Messages 
 

<-- Subculture cast / Subculture life experience

<-- Subculture cast

<-- Integrated cast / subculture prominent

<-- Integrated cast

Negative 
Depiction

Positive 
Depiction

Condescending Uplifting
Stereotypical Empowering
Offensive Cool

Flattering

High Accomodation

Minimal 
Accomodation

 
 

Hypothetically, the most effective targeted advertising is that 

which is positioned highly on both the degree and quality of 

accommodation dimensions.  As noted above, however, the 

leveragability of movement along the degree and quality of 

accommodation dimensions in effectiveness of the advertising will 

most likely be affected by the level of acculturation and/or cultural 

affinity of the target. 

There is presumably less to gain with high degree and 

quality of accommodation advertising among subculture targets that 

are highly acculturated and have low cultural affinity than among 

targets that have lower acculturation and/or have strong cultural 

affinity. While the above hypotheses seem to have face validity, 

structured research is needed to validate this theoretical construct.   

X axis: quality of accommodation
Y axis: degree of accommodation 
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Nevertheless, given the face validity of the notion that 

effective multicultural advertising is based on the interaction of the 

perceived degree and quality of subculture accommodation within 

the advertising as well as the level of acculturation and cultural 

affinity of the target audience, it is advisable for marketers to 

assess these dimensions in the development and evaluation of 

their multicultural advertising programs. 

In conclusion, U.S. marketers in multicultural environments 

should realize the importance of multicultural marketing and must 

be “culturally sensitive” enough to be successful in complex, 

diverse multicultural markets.  The definition of subcultures and its 

marketing usage may vary across different cultures and marketing 

situations.  However, the bottom line is that culturally sensitive 

marketers should know themselves, understand their customers, 

and create a marketing atmosphere where every market segment 

receives attention, respect, and appropriate messages.  In short, 

multicultural market planning must begin with 

1) understanding cross-cultural differences in 
communication patterns, values, and behavior, 
followed by 

2) evaluating the need for adjustments in strategy 
and tactics, 

3) assessing cultural affinity among ethnic audiences, 
4) segmenting the ethnic audiences based on the 

level of cultural affinity, 
5) exploring culturally acceptable/unacceptable, 

sensitive/insensitive advertising messages among 
the identified segments, 

6) developing the most effective and efficient 
advertising tactics targeted to the identified 
segments, and finally 

7) evaluating the effectiveness of advertising 
campaigns among different target segments. 
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