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he role of professional sports in our modern society
has grown out of being just a game. The popularity',
media coverage, and the money involved provide a
platform on which sports stand as a vital component of the
American society. It is one of the most discussed topics over
lunch and is a huge business with hundreds of billion dollars in annual revenue. Being such an integral part of our
lives grants sports with the power to bring social change.
Through the spirit of sport - fairness, justice, dedicadon, excellence, and discipline to name a fewjXour society
has learned to promote racial and gender equalit)' and
brought people together regardless of their language, culture, and religion. Jackie Robinson educated people about
racial equalit}' through baseball, Mia Ham proved that women
could be athletic on the soccer field, Muhammad Ali earned
respect as a Muslim in and outside of the ring, and Dallas
Mavericks showed great chemistr)' with five different native
tongues in the locker room.
Despite the recent progress in integradng professional sports, the issues regarding Asians and Asian Americans are rarely discussed. The focus of the discussion on
racial issues in sports has mostly been on African Americans
and Latinos, the two largest minority groups in the U.S..
Considering the increasing number of both the Asian American population and athletes with Asian heritage in major
professional sports, it is dme for both sports and societ\' to
take a look at the role of Asians and Asian Americans in
sports and provide a direction for the future.
There has been unprecedented growth of Asian
and Asian American athletes in major professional sports in
the US. in the last decade. While sdll a small pordon of
professional athletes, it has grown to 2% in Major League
Baseball (MLB), and the figure finally reached 1% in Nadonal Football league (NFL) from being literally a couple
of players a decade ago. National Basketball Association
(NBA) and National Hockey League (NHL) still lag with
less than 1% of the players with Asian heritage, but the
number is growing (Lapchick, 2003).
Along with the increase in number, more Asian
and Asian American players have reached the status of superstar sueh as Ichiro Suzuki (Seattle Mariners, native of

Japan) and Yao Ming (Houston Rockets, native of China).
The increased participation of Asians and Asian Americans
in professional sports and their success led to higher recognition and visibility, and their power to influence the society
is stronger than ever.
BREAKING THE STEREOTYPES

How do these athletes ehange societj'? First, the presence of
Asian and Asian American athletes in major professional
sports has a symbolic significance in fighting the stereotypes
imposed on Asian descents. One of the common stereotypes is that Asians are smart, but not athletic. Asians are
often considered to be too small and too slow to compete in
the highest level of sports.
Timmy Chang of University of Hawaii just
showed us a glimpse of what an athlete with Asian heritage
has to go through. He entered the NFL draft this year only
to find himself undrafted after seventh round despite his
record of most yardage thrown (17,072 yards) as a quarterback in college football history. According to Chang's agent
Don Yee, who is also an Asian American, a scout said at the
NFL combine that Chang was too short.
Chang is over 6-1 and 211 pounds, as taU as St.
Louis' Marc Bulger and taller than San Diego's Drew Brees.
NX-Tien reminded of these comparisons, the scout replied,
"But he plays short" (Banks, 2005). Dr. Richard Lapchick at
University of Central Florida onee shared with me an email he
received from a frustrated Asian American father whose high
school s(.>n suffered from stereotypes. The father wrote in the
email that his son was told that he was too Asian to play
baseball. 1 am not sure what 'too Asian' means, but my
guess is that it has something to do with the common stereotypes on Asian Americans' athletic abilit)*, or the lack of it
This is why the presence of Asian and Asian American athletes in major professional sports is important. They
provide the role models who teach people that the Asian heritage is not a disadvantage as an athlete. Many pioneers opened
the door for the next generation, and more Asian /Wierican
kids picked up the sports after watching them shine. People
now understand that Hideo Nomo and Chan Ho Park can
strikeout the big league sluggers, Ichiro Suzuki can hit anyone's
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fast ball, Yao Ming can be the 'big man', and Jim Paek can take
the monstrous bodychecks in hockey. These Asian and Asian
American athletes and man\' others before and after them
taught not only the Asian Americans but everyone that Asians
have their share of athletes just as any other ethnic group does.
ATYPICAL "ASIAN"

In addition to the common stereotype of Asians being small
and slow, a deeper problem is related to the faet that Asians
are not a homogeneous group of people. Asia and Pacific
Islands have more than two dozen countries with different
languages, religion, culture, and economic systems. It makes
it literally impossible to describe a typical Asian, and therefore, the stereotypes are bound to be wrong. For example.
Census 2000 shows that the average household income for
Asian Americans is $45,249, which is higher than Whites
(538,972), Hispanics (326,628), and African Americans
(325,050). Both high school and college graduation rates for
Asian Americans are higher than any other ethnic group.
These figures often lead to a stereotype that Asians are affluent and well educated.
However, the reality is that 67.2%, 46.9%, and 33.5%
of Laotian /\mericans, Cambodian Americans, and Viemamese Americans, respectively, over twent>'-five years of age who
have completed four or more years of college still live below
the poverty line, which is defined as $16,400 per household
(Brooks, 1994). These figures are much higher than the poverty rates for African Americans (26.5%) and Latinos (27.1%).
It shows that the term Asian American is nothing but a convenient label, which cannot be any farther from reflecting who
Asian Americans really are. Yet common stereotypes are held
against Asian Americans in general. Therefore, the role of
Asian American athletes has to be more than just breaking the
stereotypes. Sports should serve as an effective instrument to
educate the society that the term 'Asian' does not represent any
particular ethnicit)', religion, or culture, but a mixture of multiple groups of people with their own unique heritages.

from the past. In other words, sports serve as a shared
interest among different ethnic groups, and it reduces the
impact of race in the community. For example, there is no
doubt that former and current Latino and Korean players in
Dodger uniform brought these two ethnic groups closer.
\XTien you are a Dodger fan, your ethnic background seems
a lot less important. Dodger fan is a Dodger fan, no matter
what. A stadium full of fans with different ethnic heritages
cheer for a homerun by Hee-Seop Choi or Jose Valentin,
and it has an enduring impact on how different ethnic groups
relate to each (5ther.
ASIAN vs. ASIAN AMERICAN ATHLETES

Another issue that has an impact on how it connects different ethnic groups through sports is the differential impact
of Asian and Asian American athletes. Asian athletes are
defined as citizens of an Asian country who came over to the
U.S. to play sports. On the other hand, Asian American
athletes are U.S. citizens or permanent residents who call the
IIS. h(5me. The recent trend of athletes with Asian heritage
has been led mostly by foreign players who have already
proved themselves in their own countries. Ichiro Suzuki
came over after winning the Japanese Pacific lxague batting
title for Japanese-record seven consecutive seasons and Hideo
Nomo won at least 17 games in his first four seasons with
Kinsetsu Buffaloes in Japan.
In contrast to these successes by so called "imports," Asian Americans in professional sports has been
relatively invisible. Most of the well known Asian American
athletes play or played an individual sport such as diving
(Sammy I^e and Greg Ixjuganis), weight lifting (Monia

CONNECTING PEOPLE

In addition to breaking the stereotypes and educating the
others about the multiplicity of Asian cultures, Asian and
Asian American athletes connect the Asian American communities to the other ethnic groups. Sports provide a platform where fans of all skin colors come together with a
common interest. Asian Americans are not often considered
as serious sports fans, but when one of their own is on the
field, they come out to root for him/her. Se Ri Pak made
many avid golf fans out of Korean Americans, and Yao
Ming converted many Chinese Americans to fanatic basketball fans even outside of Houston. This heightened interest
has a broader implication than simply creating more Asian
American spons fans. They get to understand the game
better and become a life-long fan of the sport even after the
Asian or Asian Ameriean athlete is gone.
As a result, Asian Americans can join a conversation about sports with others, which is a significant change
Photo l7y Ophelia Cherry
46

Harvard Asia Pacific Review

"Tommy" T. Kono), gymnastics (Amy Chow), figure skating (Kristi Yamaguchi and Michelle Kwan), tennis (Michael
Chang), and golf (Se Ri Pak, Grace Park, and Mi Hyun Kim).
However, it is not easy to find a famous Asian American
athlete in major professional sports (MLB, NFL, NBA, and
NHL). In other words, it seems that the opportunities to
develop talent in major team sports are limited for Asian
Americans. Asian ,\mericans need to prove themselves a litde
more than Whites, African Americans, or Latinos because the
scouts seem to have more doubts about their potential.
Ron Darbng, an all-star pitcher who is llawaiian
American with a Chinese Hawaiian mother, says scouts may
find it easy to overlook Asian American talent. He agrees that
the success of Asian baseball talent from around the world
will result in more Asian American prospects being recruited.
However, he believes that the scouts need to put more emphasis on looking in their own backyard for hidden talent as
well as around the world (Hayes, 2000). We have to understand that the stereotv'pes still play a critical role in the lack of
Asian American athletes in major professional sports, and the
scouts are not likely take ariskon an Asian American athlete. A
few already-proven "imports" would not be able to change it.
Table 1 shows the proportion of Asian American/
Pacific Islander athletes and non-resident aliens in major college sports (Lapchick, 2003). It shows that the number of
non-resident aliens, a.k.a. "imports," has increased over the
last decade, but Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders are not getting the same opportunity. Non-resident aliens are often the
ones who have already proved themselves as an outstanding
athlete, and the figures show a good example of 'having to
prove yourself first' mentalit>- by the recruiters even at the
college level. Non-resident alien category' includes both Asian
and non-Asians, but these contrasting numbers give us an
idea on the disadvantage of Asian American athletes with raw
talent that needs further development.
Asian American athletes in major professional
sports have a much bigger impact on changing the society
and fighting the stereotypes because they are Americans after all. Foreign athletes often have language barriers to be an
acdve influencer on the fans, and the admiration stops at the
talent and skills. On the other hand, Asian American athletes grew up here, went through the same school system.

and represent the U.S. in internarional competirion. It
means that the fans can relate to Asian American athletes in
more personal level, and this close reladonship has a more
effective influence on the societ\'.
In one ofthe LPGA tournaments, a commentator
mentioned that it is exciting to see a young U.S. born player
with tremendous potential while the field is dominated by
foreign players. Of course, she was referring to Michelle Wie,
a teenager who is a second generadon Korean American. She
is an Asian American whose role is quite different from that
of Se Ri Pak, who is a native of Korea. They both have a
similar impact on the Korean community; but Wie plays for
the U.S. in the Curtis Cup against Great Britain, and will soon
play in the U.S. Solheim Cup team against European golfers.
Even with her ethnicity clearly noticeable, she is not a foreigner
with broken English who came over to the U.S. to play a
sport. To Americans, she is 'one of us' who represents the
excellence of the country. This is why more Asian American
athletes should be visible in major professional sports to effectively break the stereotypes and racial barriers in our society.
MORE MONEY FOR EVERYONE

Another added benefit of the presence of Asian and Asian
American athletes in major professional sports is the financial gain. Domesdcally the teams with Asian American athletes can convert Asian American communities to a strong
supporter group. For example, Joe Zhou, president of the
Houston Chinese Basketball Association, put together a plan
to buy a block of season tickets when Yao Ming was expected to be drafted by Houston Rockets with their first
overall pick (Graves, 2002). Over 10 million Asian Americans live in the U.S., which is around 4% of the population,
but the growth in the past decade has been higher than Whites
and African Americans. The number of Asian Americans
grew 63% over the 9O's compared to 5% growth for Whites
and 15% for African Americans. Hispanics are growing as
fast as Asian Americans, which make these two ethnic groups
the most attractive markets for professional sports.
Asian and Asian American athletes can produce
more ticket and merchandise sales, and bring in higher media right fees because more Asian Americans will watch the
broadcast if a star Asian or Asian American athlete is in the

Table 1. T h e Proportion of Asian American and Non-Resident Alien Athletes in College Sports (Division I, Male)
Year
2000-2001
Asian American
Non-Resident Alien
1998-1999
Asian American
Non-Resident Alien
1996-1997
Asian American
Non-Resident Alien
1991-1992
Asian American
Non-Resident Alien

Basketball

Football

Baseball

All Sports

0.2%
5.1%

1.3%
1.7%

0.9%
2.1%

1.4%
4.7%

0,3%
5.5%

2.0%
1.0%

0.8%
1,4%

1.3%
6.0%

0.3%
4.4%

1.2%
0.6%

0.6%
0.9%

1.6%
4.5%

0.2%
N/A

1.0%
N/A

0.7%
N/A

0,2%
N/A

Source: 2003 Rada/ and Gender Report Card, The Institute for Divenity and Ethics in Sport and Del 'os Sport Business Management Pro-am.
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game. Advertisers would be willing to pay higher rates
because being able to reach the Asian American market is a
very attractive proposition. The buying power of Asian
Americans is expected to reach $526 billion in 2008, and this
is a significant number considering that the Asian American
population in 2008 is expected to be only 5% of the whole
population. In comparison, both Hispanic and African
American populations will each account for over four times
the Asian American population in 2005, and their buying
powers are projected to be S773 billion and $778 billion,
respecdvely (Gordon, 2004).
The financial benefits do not stop at the domestic
market. AU major professional sport leagues are tr\'ing to take
advantage ofthe globali2ation of sports and Asian and Asian
American athletes can make the expansion a lot easier. Major
League Baseball games are televised live in Korea since Chan
Ho Park started playing in the U.S., and the fan base continues
to grow as Koreans leam to appreciate the st\-lc of MIJ3 games.
NBA is gaining popularity' as well after Pordand Trailbiazers
drafted Ha Seung-Jin, a native of Korea.
In addition to media rights, foreign companies
are showing more interest in sponsorships for the sports
one of their own plays. After the continuous inflow of
Korean female golfers to the U.S., LPGA has three tournaments in 2005 of which the ritle sponsor is a Korean company: SBS Open, Samsung World Championship, and
Sports Today Classic. SBS is a broadcasting partner for LPCi A
in Korea, Samsung is one of the largest Korean conglomerates, and Sports Today is a Korean daily newspaper specialized in sports and entertainment. Samsung's sponsorship
is mainly for its global exposure, but SBS and Sports Today
joined the LPGA even though they do not have any business interest outside of Korea. However, the popularity- of
women's golf in Korea by itself can justify these sponsorships, and it is a dramatic change brought to LPGA by the
Korean and Korean American female golfers on the tour.
In short, recruiting Asian and Asian American athletes is an extremely attractive business proposifion. It benefits the athletes, communities, teams, leagues, media, advertisers, and sponsors. Of course, player recruiting is mainly
based on the talent ofthe athlete, but the financial benefits
are worth giving more opportunities to Asian and Asian
American athletes and taking more risk in developing them,
Breaking the stereot\'pe is a tough challenge, but it becomes
a little hit easier when all these entities involved in sports
play a part. It is not only the right thing to do, but also a
profitable proposition in the long run.
RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

I have discussed the social and financial impact of Asian and
Asian American athletes in major professional sports. When
we txim to what we should do maximize the posidve impact, two aspects have to be balanced - the rights and the
responsibilities. Asian and Asian American athletes have the
right to receive equal opportunity to participate in sports at
any level starring at the youth sports. They also have the
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right to ask the teammates, team, league, and the fans to
understand their own culture and heritage and refuse to be
labeled with a stereot)'pe. Along with these rights, there
come responsibilities. Asian and Asian athletes have to accept the role as an ambassador of their culture and heritage
and acfively educate the people around them. They have to
understand the importance of being a role mode! because
they are the first wave of Asian and Asian American athletes
who set the standard for the ones to follow.
In addifion to these responsibilides, there are more
complicated issues. In her interview with Golf Magazine in
2003, a senior LPGA member Jan Stephenson said that the
Asians were killing the tour with lack of emotion and their
refusal to speak English. She also mentioned that Asian
I ,PG /\ members are not accommodating in pro-am events,
which is a major revenue source for the tour, and suggested
a quota on internadonal players (Kessler, 2003).
Stephenson's comment was immediately denounced
by LPGA commissioner Ty Votaw, but we need to dig a little
deeper to understand where Stephenson was coming from. A
professional sport league such as LPGA is a business entit)'.
Running a profitable business requires the contribution from
ever}'one involved. Can we say that Asian LPGA members
did their best to do their share? We have to go back to the
notion of responsibility here. The athletes have to understand that they have the responsibility' to help the league succeed. Whcnpeoplearepayingalot of money to play with an
LPGA professional in a pro-am, it is a marketing event where
the LPGA member becomes the spokesperson for the tour.
There are many obstacles to actually practice these
responsibilides because of the culmral differences and language barriers. More importandy, most athletes are fairiy
young, and it is often a challenge to put them into a role to
influence others. Therefore, it is not solely the responsibility
ofthe athletes. The league and the teams have to understand
that they also have the responsibility to educate the players
and help them prepare for the task. To take on this responsibility; the league or the team first has to possess the understanding of different cultures and how they can take advantage ofthe differences. NBA is agood example of proactively
or^fanizing rookie orientations and di\'ersity- training programs
for its players no matter what ethnic group they belong to.
Balancing these rights and responsibilides of all
involved entities in sports to encourage posirive social change
is not an easy task. However, the growth in Asian and Asian
American athletes in major professional sports can and
should serve as an effective foundation for the effort. In
this era of globalization, the world of sports is again called
to serve as an instrument to better our lives as it did many
times in the past. It is up to all of us to make it happen
whether you are involved in sport industry' or are just a fan.
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