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Introduction: To explore the internal driving mechanisms influencing consumers' preferences for experiential sports consumption, this study constructs a structural equation model with experiential sports consumption as the dependent variable and sense of power as the independent variable, integrating the Agentic–Communal Model of power perception. Psychological distance and social orientation are introduced as mediating variables.

Methods: This study utilized survey data from 1,062 Chinese sports consumers to empirically test the proposed structural equation model.

Results: The analysis reveals the following findings: 1) Sense of power has a significant negative predictive effect on experiential sports consumption, with consumers perceiving lower sense of power more likely to choose experiential sports consumption; 2) Psychological distance mediates the relationship between sense of power and experiential sports consumption. Lower sense of power makes consumers feel a closer psychological distance, which in turn makes them more inclined to choose experiential sports consumption; 3) Social orientation also plays a mediating role in this process, with consumers perceiving lower sense of power more likely to seek social interaction to enhance their consumption experience through higher social orientation; 4) Psychological distance and social orientation jointly form a chain mediation effect between sense of power and experiential sports consumption. Lower sense of power shortens psychological distance, which in turn enhances social orientation, thus driving the choice of experiential sports consumption.

Discussion: The research findings not only expand the theoretical framework of the impact of sense of power on sports consumer behavior but also provide theoretical support for sports enterprises when developing differentiated marketing strategies, particularly in how to design personalized strategies based on consumers' perceived differences in sense of power.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, with the continued economic development and the improvement of living standards, the significance of the sports industry within the global economic system has become increasingly prominent (Wu, 2024). In China, the sports industry has shifted from a traditional focus on scale expansion to one centered on high-quality development, emphasizing quality and efficiency. This transformation has facilitated the optimization of industrial structure and profoundly influenced consumer behavior in sports consumption (Li et al., 2025). Notably, the structure of sports consumption has undergone a significant shift, with experiential sports consumption gradually replacing tangible consumption as the dominant market trend (Li and Qu, 2025). This change reflects the growing demand for diversified and personalized sports experiences, while also providing direction for the future development of the sports industry. Understanding the driving forces behind this shift in consumption structure not only helps reveal the psychological underpinnings of consumer behavior in contemporary society but also provides important theoretical and practical insights for the sustainable growth of the sports industry.

In contrast to traditional tangible sports consumption, experiential sports consumption has become a crucial component of the sports market due to its unique emphasis on participation, experience, and social interaction (Matte et al., 2024). Experiential sports consumption emphasizes the subjective experience and emotional satisfaction of consumers during the consumption process (Chanavat and Bodet, 2014), such as building social connections through participation in sports activities or shared viewing experiences (Zhou and Kaplanidou, 2018). The rise of this consumption model has not only injected new vitality into the sports industry but also posed new challenges for consumer behavior research. Previous studies have primarily explored experiential sports consumption from a macro perspective, focusing on policy support or industrial characteristics, with limited attention given to the antecedent variables of consumer preferences at the micro level, particularly the psychological factors that are prevalent in everyday life. Identifying the psychological mechanisms that drive experiential sports consumption and clarifying the differences between these and preferences for tangible consumption have become urgent academic challenges. This study addresses this issue by focusing on a key psychological variable—sense of power—and aims to reveal its impact on sports consumption behavior and underlying mechanisms.

Sense of power, as a core psychological variable that reflects an individual's perception of their ability to influence and control others, has been shown to have a profound effect on purchase decisions and preferences in consumer behavior research (Guinote, 2017; Rucker et al., 2012). Specifically, consumers in a low-power state are more likely to purchase symbolic goods to compensate for their perceived lack of status and power (Rucker and Galinsky, 2008), while consumers in a high-power state are more concerned with the functional value of products, leading to a preference for utilitarian consumption (Rucker and Galinsky, 2009). From a cognitive perspective, individuals with a high sense of power tend to focus on themselves (self-focus; Miyamoto and Ji, 2011), are more likely to purchase products for themselves (Rucker et al., 2011), and exhibit a higher tendency to save (Garbinsky et al., 2014). Conversely, individuals with a low sense of power are more prone to focus on others (other-focus; Miyamoto and Ji, 2011), preferring products with altruistic appeals (Rucker et al., 2012), and are more likely to engage in impulse buying (Song et al., 2023). Given these differences in cognitive tendencies, can these power-induced differences help predict sports consumers' preferences for either tangible or experiential sports consumption? This study seeks to address this question by exploring the impact of sense of power on sports consumption behavior (tangible vs. experiential) and its underlying mechanisms.

As an important social activity, engaging in sports consumption experiences has long served as a means for sports consumers to establish behavioral and emotional connections with others (Raghunathan and Corfman, 2006). Due to the social nature of experiential consumption, participating in experiential sports consumption fulfills relational and belonging needs, and its underlying mechanisms may be influenced by factors such as social interaction, social connections, and social distance (Guo et al., 2024). Thus, sense of power can induce changes in multiple intrinsic psychological needs, while experiential sports consumption, with its experiential characteristics, can fulfill various psychological needs. Which psychological needs serve as crucial bridges linking sense of power with preferences for tangible or experiential sports consumption? This is another question this study aims to address through the development of a conceptual model.

This research aims to empirically analyze the negative impact of sense of power on experiential sports consumption and explore the mediating roles of psychological distance and social orientation in this process. The findings will not only deepen the understanding of sports consumer behavior and enrich the theoretical framework of consumer psychology, but also provide practical guidance for sports enterprises in developing differentiated marketing strategies.



2 Literature review and research hypotheses


2.1 Definition of experiential sports consumption and current research status

In recent years, academic discussions have generally classified sports consumption into two categories: tangible sports consumption and experiential sports consumption (Li and Qu, 2025). Experiential sports consumption can be further subdivided into participatory forms (e.g., fitness training) and spectator forms (e.g., attending sporting events; Jeon et al., 2021; Kim and James, 2019). This classification stems from the classic distinction between experiential and tangible consumption made by Van Boven and Gilovich (2003). Specifically, tangible sports consumption refers to behaviors aimed at acquiring tangible, possessable sports products (such as sports apparel or equipment), emphasizing “ownership and preservation,” while experiential sports consumption focuses on acquiring intangible experiences (such as sports tourism or leisure spectating), emphasizing “experiencing and feeling” (Guo et al., 2024; Matte et al., 2024).

Compared to tangible sports consumption, experiential sports consumption offers a more pronounced enhancement of the consumer's hedonic experience and has a stronger effect on pleasure, satisfaction, and overall happiness (Gilovich et al., 2015; Kim and James, 2019). The underlying reason for this lies in the inherently social nature of experiential sports consumption, such as sports tourism, spectating, event participation, and outdoor mountain activities, which fosters interpersonal interaction (Guo et al., 2024; Zhou and Kaplanidou, 2018). This type of consumption not only promotes social relationships but also satisfies individuals' need for connection, thus enhancing their overall sense of wellbeing (Dunn et al., 2011; Guo et al., 2024). It is worth noting that the rapid development of digital technology has given rise to new forms of experiential sports consumption. For example, esports live streaming builds a sense of virtual community belonging through real-time interaction via bullet comments (Hamari and Sjoblom, 2017), while virtual reality (VR) technology breaks the spatial limitations of traditional offline experiences by simulating immersive sports scenarios (Neumann et al., 2018). These digital forms not only preserve the social core of traditional experiences but also create new dimensions of interaction through technological empowerment, further amplifying consumers' emotional involvement (Hadi et al., 2024). Additionally, social comparison theory suggests that experiential sports consumption, due to its subjectivity and uniqueness, is less likely to provoke direct comparisons with others, thereby reducing anticipated regret and negative emotions (Rosenzweig and Gilovich, 2012). Furthermore, experiential sports consumption can transform into lasting memories, disseminated through narratives, and endow sports consumers with a deeper sense of meaning (Guo et al., 2023; Nicolao et al., 2009). For instance, the excitement of victory or the disappointment of defeat during event spectating often become unforgettable experiences, far surpassing the value of tangible products. Thus, experiential sports consumption has gradually emerged as a highly valued consumption form among sports consumers, making the exploration of its influencing factors and mechanisms of action particularly important.

In the research related to experiential consumption, various factors have been widely recognized for their positive impact on experiential consumption, including feelings of loneliness (Zhao and Jin, 2021), social needs (Gilovich et al., 2015), peer participation (Zeng et al., 2024), and social class (Lee et al., 2018). Jeon et al. (2021) emphasized that in sports fitness consumption, the service environment significantly enhances consumer satisfaction and loyalty by influencing emotional experiences and spatial flow, with knowledge acquisition motives playing a moderating role (Jeon et al., 2021). In the research on spectator sports consumption, Wang et al. (2024), through grounded theory analysis, identified four dimensions—individual factors, psychological factors, situational factors, and product factors—that jointly influence the public's sports consumption intentions (Wang et al., 2024). Matte et al. (2024) pointed out that leisure participation and voluntary simplification positively influence leisure satisfaction and experiential consumption (Matte et al., 2024). In addition, differences in cultural values have been found to influence preferences for experiential consumption. For example, consumers in high-power-distance cultures are more likely to strengthen social bonds through group activities (e.g., group spectating, family sports tourism), while individuals in low-power-distance cultures are more likely to focus on autonomous expression of personalized experiences (Zhang et al., 2008; Zheng and Shen, 2025).

Although experiential sports consumption has become a hot topic in academic research, there remains a lack of exploration into the underlying psychological mechanisms of consumers. In particular, how psychological traits such as sense of power, psychological distance, and social orientation influence preferences for experiential sports consumption has not yet been systematically examined in the literature. Therefore, this study aims to empirically analyze the mechanisms through which consumer psychological characteristics affect preferences for experiential sports consumption. By doing so, this research seeks to enrich the theoretical framework of experiential sports consumption and contribute to a more nuanced understanding of consumer behavior.



2.2 Sense of power and research hypothesis on experiential sports consumption behavior

Power is generally defined as the asymmetric control over valuable resources within social relationships (Magee and Galinsky, 2008), while sense of power refers to an individual's subjective perception of their influence and control (Anderson et al., 2012). Sense of power not only shapes an individual's cognitive processes and interpersonal interactions but also profoundly impacts their behavioral decisions. The Agentic–Communal Model emphasizes that sense of power influences an individual's judgment in the process of weighing self-importance (Rucker et al., 2012). High sense of power fosters an agentic orientation, where individuals perceive themselves as relatively independent and unrestrained by external environments, thereby focusing more on self-expression, self-enhancement, and self-protection (Miyamoto and Ji, 2011). In contrast, low sense of power fosters a communal orientation, where individuals are perceived as warmer, more submissive, and less capable, leading them to focus more on others, rely on others, and value others' feelings (Rucker and Galinsky, 2016).

In recent years, the psychological effects of sense of power in consumer behavior have received significant attention. Research on impulsive consumption suggests that consumers with high sense of power place more importance on the practical value of products, while low-power consumers tend to rely on external cues (e.g., product endorsers) to make decisions and are more attracted to the hedonic value of products, leading to more impulsive consumption behavior (Wang et al., 2023). This finding also supports the idea that individuals with high sense of power focus more on their actual needs and prefer higher-quality, cost-effective tangible products (Rucker and Galinsky, 2009). The study found that people in low-power states preferred larger sizes and brand logos for luxury goods and were more likely to choose status-related luxury brands over mass-market brands (Koo and Im, 2019). This can be explained by compensatory consumption theory, which posits that low-power consumers are more willing to pay a premium for compensatory consumption behaviors (Rucker and Galinsky, 2008). In the context of sports consumption, tangible sports consumption (e.g., sports equipment) and experiential sports consumption (e.g., sports tourism, spectating) differ fundamentally in their value attributes. The former emphasizes ownership and utility, while the latter highlights experiences and emotional engagement (Yu et al., 2025). Based on the Agentic–Communal Model, consumers with high sense of power are likely to prefer tangible sports consumption to meet their functional and self-enhancement needs, while consumers with low sense of power are more inclined toward experiential sports consumption to compensate for psychological deficiencies through social interaction and emotional value (Park et al., 2023). The social nature and conspicuousness of experiential sports consumption further enhance its appeal to individuals with low sense of power. Engaging in leisure sports activities (e.g., outdoor sports, spectating) not only provides opportunities for social connections (Guo et al., 2024) but also alleviates the emotional strain caused by power deficits through the display of experiences. In contrast, purchasing expensive sports products may also signify status but is often associated with materialism, potentially exacerbating the psychological burden of low-power individuals.

H1: Sense of power significantly negatively affects experiential sports consumption: Consumers with low sense of power are more likely to prefer experiential sports consumption over tangible sports consumption compared to those with high sense of power.



2.3 The mediating role of psychological distance

Psychological distance is an individual's subjective experience of the perceived closeness or distance of something from themselves, typically encompassing three dimensions: temporal, spatial, and social distance (Liberman et al., 2007b). In the context of experiential sports consumption, since the spatial and temporal conditions align with those of companions, the primary focus is on the social distance dimension, which reflects the subjective perception of the closeness or distance in interpersonal relationships (Trope and Liberman, 2010).

Experiential sports consumption is often a group activity, involving a significant amount of interpersonal and social elements. For example, in activities such as hiking, rock climbing, and rafting, close collaboration among participants is required. Compared to going solo, consumers are more willing to engage in group activities, as the happiness derived from shared experiences with others is significantly greater than that from solitary experiences (Caprariello and Reis, 2013). Therefore, a consumer's feelings toward their consumption behavior are closely tied to their evaluation of companions. High-quality companions (those with a closer psychological distance) will lead to a better experience (Li et al., 2021). The Construal Level Theory further explains that when psychological distance changes, an individual's cognition and behavior are also affected accordingly (Weiner, 2000). A reduction in psychological distance causes individuals to feel closer and more connected to others, making communication easier and reducing concerns about interpersonal risks (Hakanson and Ambos, 2010). Thus, in experiential sports consumption, the closer the psychological distance with companions, the higher the consumer's willingness to participate and the more positive the expected experience.

Existing research indicates that the proximity of psychological distance stems from interpersonal differences, with greater interpersonal similarity resulting in closer psychological distance (Bar-Anan et al., 2006). Individuals with a high sense of power tend to have more positive self-assessments, perceiving themselves as superior to others and making lower evaluations of others (Tost et al., 2012). This characteristic leads high-power individuals to rely less on others, demonstrating greater independence, and potentially creating a more distant psychological distance from others (Smith and Trope, 2006). In contrast, individuals with a low sense of power tend to view situations from others' perspectives, have higher empathy, and may therefore have a closer psychological distance to others (Van Kleef et al., 2006). Magee and Smith (2013) further explored the psychological effects of power using Construal Level Theory, suggesting that low-power individuals depend on others to obtain valuable resources, whereas high-power individuals can rely less on others to acquire resources, resulting in a greater social distance for high-power individuals and a closer social distance for low-power individuals (Magee and Smith, 2013).

In summary, the mediating effect of low power leads to a closer psychological distance between individuals and their companions, facilitating closer interactions. This, in turn, enhances the anticipated experience of experiential sports consumption and increases the willingness to engage in such consumption. Based on this, the following research hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Psychological distance mediates the relationship between sense of power and experiential sports consumption: Compared to high-power individuals, those with low sense of power experience a closer psychological distance with their companions, which increases their willingness to participate in experiential sports consumption.



2.4 The mediating role of social orientation

Social orientation refers to an individual's tendency to actively establish connections and interact with others in social activities (Dholakia et al., 2004). Social orientation strengthens interpersonal social bonds, promotes the exchange of resources, information, and emotions, and satisfies the individual's needs for belonging, intimacy, and trust (Fan et al., 2020), further positively influencing their attitudes and behaviors (Manchanda et al., 2015). Individuals with stronger social orientation are more likely to obtain information, resources, and support through interactions with others (Zhang et al., 2017). Compared to individuals with a high sense of power, those with a low sense of power, due to weaker control over resources, are more reliant on others to compensate for deficiencies (Miyamoto and Ji, 2011), and thus exhibit a stronger social orientation. Additionally, according to the Agentic–Communal Model, high-power individuals tend to be self-interested, focusing on the accumulation of material wealth and social status, while low-power individuals are more communal, emphasizing harmonious social relationships (Rucker and Galinsky, 2016). In summary, individuals with low sense of power (vs. high sense of power) are more likely to exhibit higher social orientation.

In sports activities, participants can build strong social networks by sharing workout methods, results, and experiences (Zhou and Kaplanidou, 2018), which enhances their quality of life and subjective wellbeing (Wei et al., 2025). Empirical research shows that participating in sports activities with others leads to more positive experiences than participating alone (McGowan et al., 2025). Downward and Rasciute (2011) pointed out that socially oriented sports activities significantly enhance participants' happiness levels (Downward and Rasciute, 2011). Studies have also found that when individuals' social needs are unmet, they are more likely to actively seek social interaction and emphasize the social aspects of consumption (Srivastava and Kaul, 2014). For example, in sports spectating, fans establish social connections by discussing event viewpoints, and this interaction creates a unique social experience, significantly enhancing happiness and satisfaction after fulfilling social needs (La Guardia et al., 2000). In contrast, tangible sports consumption (e.g., purchasing sports equipment) focuses more on material possession, with weaker interpersonal interaction and social connection attributes. Therefore, individuals with higher social orientation are more likely to choose experiential sports consumption to meet their social interaction needs.

In conclusion, compared to high-power individuals, low-power individuals, due to their stronger social orientation, are more likely to interact with others through experiential sports consumption, thereby gaining social recognition and alleviating the psychological deficiencies caused by power deficits. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: Social orientation mediates the relationship between sense of power and experiential sports consumption: Compared to high-power individuals, low-power individuals are more likely to exhibit higher social orientation, which in turn increases their willingness to participate in experiential sports consumption.



2.5 The chain mediating role of psychological distance and social orientation

In the context of psychological distance and social orientation, it is noted that there is a significant phenomenon of social exclusion between different groups; the greater the psychological distance between groups, the lower their social orientation (Enos and Gidron, 2018). Research also shows that the proximity of interpersonal psychological distance is a key indicator of the quality of social relationships (Zeng et al., 2024). Rachlin and Jones (2008) conducted an interpersonal interaction study and divided participants into in-group and out-group categories, confirming that individuals within the in-group have closer psychological distances and are more likely to engage in helping behaviors, whereas individuals in the out-group have greater psychological distances and are less willing to help others (Rachlin and Jones, 2008). In the context of spectator sports consumption, it is suggested that fans who attend home games experience a sense of “home,” which significantly shortens the psychological distance between them and other spectators, leading to a greater social orientation and enhancing their satisfaction with the spectating experience (Lee et al., 2012).

The Agentic–Communal Model suggests that individuals with an agentic orientation tend to break social norms, and when their sense of agency is threatened, they are more likely to distance themselves from others, showing a negative correlation with social orientation. In contrast, individuals with a communal orientation tend to adhere to social norms, and their communal feelings drive them to seek closer social connections, showing a positive correlation with social orientation (Bartz and Lydon, 2004). Differences in individuals' agentic and communal orientations are closely related to their sense of power: individuals with a high sense of power tend to exhibit an agentic orientation, while those with a low sense of power tend to exhibit a communal orientation (Rucker et al., 2012). Additionally, tangible sports consumption has lower social attributes, which makes it harder for sports consumers to meet their social expectations, thus amplifying negative emotions caused by unmet expectations (Choi et al., 2021). As a result, consumers with a higher social orientation are more likely to choose experiential sports consumption, which offers more social attributes.

Based on the above analysis, we hypothesize that sports consumers with a lower sense of power are more dependent on others, often have closer psychological distances with their companions, and therefore have a higher social orientation. This leads them to be more willing to engage in experiential sports consumption, which satisfies interpersonal interaction needs, rather than in tangible sports consumption. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4: Psychological distance and social orientation mediate the relationship between sense of power and experiential sports consumption in a chain-like manner: Compared to high-power individuals, those with a low sense of power have a closer psychological distance with others and a higher social orientation, which in turn strengthens their willingness to participate in experiential sports consumption.

In summary, this paper constructs a conceptual model for the impact of sense of power, psychological distance, and social orientation on experiential sports consumption. The specific relationships between variables are illustrated in Figure 1.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.





3 Research design


3.1 Research subjects and sample

This study focuses on experiential sports consumers and potential consumers as the research subjects. A combination of convenience sampling and snowball sampling methods was used to collect data. Offline surveys were conducted at large sports consumption events through face-to-face distribution of paper questionnaires. During the questionnaire completion, the researchers provided participants with a detailed explanation of the survey's purpose and the instructions for filling out the questionnaire to ensure the accuracy and validity of the data. After each participant completed the questionnaire, they were given a small gift as a token of appreciation. A total of 468 questionnaires were collected, and after screening and removing incomplete ones, 425 valid questionnaires were obtained, resulting in an effective response rate of 90.8%. Online surveys were conducted via an online survey platform. When participants filled out the electronic questionnaire, the platform provided concise instructions and guidelines to ensure the accuracy of the responses. A total of 715 questionnaires were collected. After screening and eliminating questionnaires that were completed too quickly or contained patterns in responses, 637 valid questionnaires were obtained, yielding an effective response rate of 89.1%. The final sample includes participants from various regions and represents a broad distribution of characteristics such as age, gender, and education level (as detailed in Table 1), making it relatively representative.


TABLE 1 Basic sample information.
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3.2 Variable measurement

The measurement scales used in this study are derived from published and repeatedly validated mature tools to ensure high reliability and validity. To suit the specific consumption context of this study, these scales were revised and finalized through multiple rounds of discussion and revision under the guidance of a group of experts in consumer behavior and sports management. The final formal scales were used to assess four core variables: sense of power, psychological distance, social orientation, and experiential sports consumption. All items were measured using a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 represents “strongly disagree” and 7 represents “strongly agree,” to quantify respondents' subjective attitudes and perceptions. In addition, to ensure the applicability and reliability of the scales used in this study, the following validations were conducted: First, expert reviews were carried out to ensure the content validity of the scales, and a small-scale pilot survey was conducted to verify the clarity of the language and the appropriateness of the item design. Second, reliability analysis (such as Cronbach's α) was used to verify internal consistency, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to validate the structural validity of the scales.


3.2.1 Sense of power measurement

The sense of power was measured using the Sense of Power Scale (SPS) developed by Anderson et al. (2012), which includes eight items assessing the degree of power in sports consumers, such as “I can make others follow my instructions.” Higher scores indicate a higher sense of power in the sports consumers. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the standardized factor loadings of all items ranged from 0.762 to 0.853, indicating good construct validity of the scale. The Cronbach's α value was 0.938, demonstrating high internal consistency.



3.2.2 Psychological distance measurement

Psychological distance was measured based on the research by Zeng et al. (2024), using three items to assess the psychological distance between sports consumers and others, such as “I feel very close to my exercise (or viewing) partner.” Higher scores indicate a closer psychological distance. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the standardized factor loadings of all items ranged from 0.782 to 0.870, indicating good construct validity of the scale. The Cronbach's α value was 0.858, demonstrating high internal consistency.



3.2.3 Social orientation measurement

Social orientation was primarily measured based on the social interaction willingness items from the Motivation Scale for Sport Consumption (MS-SC) developed by Trail and James (2001) and the research findings of Zuo (2020). The scale consists of four items assessing the level of social orientation in sports consumption, such as “In sports consumption (e.g., watching a game), I prefer to be with others rather than alone.” Higher scores indicate a higher social orientation in sports consumers. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the standardized factor loadings of all items ranged from 0.794 to 0.836, indicating good construct validity of the scale. The Cronbach's α value was 0.885, demonstrating high internal consistency.



3.2.4 Experiential sports consumption measurement

Experiential sports consumption was primarily measured based on the Experiential Buying Tendency Scale (EBTS) developed by Howell et al. (2012) and the Leisure Sports Consumption Willingness Scale developed by Shao et al. (2021). The scale consists of four items assessing the preference for experiential sports consumption, such as “If I have the financial means, I would prefer to purchase sports services (such as sports tourism, attending games, etc.) rather than tangible sports goods (such as sports apparel, etc.).” Except for the reverse-coded item (Item 4), higher scores indicate a higher preference for experiential sports consumption. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the standardized factor loadings of all items ranged from 0.718 to 0.825, indicating good construct validity of the scale. The Cronbach's α value was 0.860, demonstrating high internal consistency.





4 Results and analysis


4.1 Common method bias test

This study used anonymous responses and incorporated reverse-coded items and mixed item ordering to reduce common method bias. However, since data were collected using self-reported responses from participants, common method bias could still be present. To address this, the Harman single-factor test was employed to assess all items related to the influence of experiential sports consumption. The results showed that there were four factors with eigenvalues >1. The variance explained by the first factor, without rotation, was 33.63%, which is below the critical threshold of 40%. This indicates that common method bias is acceptable and does not interfere with the subsequent analysis.



4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

To explore the relationships between sense of power, psychological distance, social orientation, and experiential sports consumption, statistical and correlation analyses were conducted on these variables. The results, shown in Table 2, indicate that sense of power is significantly negatively correlated with psychological distance (γ = −0.513, P < 0.01), social orientation (γ = −0.590, P < 0.01), and experiential sports consumption (γ = −0.587, P < 0.01). Psychological distance is significantly positively correlated with social orientation (γ = 0.458, P < 0.01) and experiential sports consumption (γ = 0.520, P < 0.01). Social orientation is significantly positively correlated with experiential sports consumption (γ = 0.526, P < 0.01). The significant correlations between variables align with the research hypotheses, providing a necessary foundation for subsequent model analysis.


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis results of key variables.
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4.3 Regression model test

This study uses hierarchical regression analysis to examine the effects of power perception, psychological distance, and social orientation on experiential sports consumption. Hierarchical regression analysis, by progressively introducing different predictor variables, allows for the clarification of each variable's independent contribution after controlling for other factors. This method is particularly suitable for analyzing causal relationships and mediation effects between variables. This study employs this method to explore the direct effect of power perception on sports consumption, as well as the mediating roles of psychological distance and social orientation. To ensure the accuracy and robustness of the regression results, this study includes control variables reflecting demographic characteristics such as gender, age, and education, as well as key consumption-related factors such as monthly income and monthly sports spending. Controlling for these variables helps to eliminate their potential interference with experiential sports consumption, thereby improving the model's validity and the reliability of the results. The final regression model is as follows:

[image: image]

In equation (1), Y represents the dependent variable experiential sports consumption, Zi represents the control variables, X is the independent variable sense of power, and M1 and M2 are the mediator variables psychological distance and social orientation, respectively. β0 is the constant term, and β6, β7, and β8 are the regression coefficients, while ε is the error term. By progressively introducing variables, this method helps to reveal how sense of power influences sports consumer behavior through the mediator variables.

The specific results are shown in Table 3. In Model 3, the regression coefficient for sense of power on experiential sports consumption preference was −0.577 (P < 0.001), which indicates that the level of the sense of power has a significant negative predictive effect on experiential sports consumption, supporting hypothesis H1. Models 1 and 2 show that the regression coefficients for sense of power on psychological distance and social orientation were −0.498 (P < 0.001) and −0.582 (P < 0.001), respectively, indicating that the level of sense of power was equally significant in negatively predicting psychological distance and social orientation. Models 4 and 5 show that psychological distance and social orientation have regression coefficients of 0.507 (P < 0.001) and 0.511 (P < 0.001) on experiential sports consumption preference, respectively, which means that psychological distance and social orientation have a significant positive predictive effect on experiential sports consumption. Furthermore, Models 6, 7, and 8 show that when psychological distance and social orientation variables were introduced separately or simultaneously, the regression coefficients of the sense of power on experiential sports consumption were all weakened, although their predictive effects on experiential sports consumption were still significant. This suggests that psychological distance and social orientation may play a mediating role in the process through which sense of power influences experiential sports consumption preference, providing necessary support for the mediation effect test in the following sections.


TABLE 3 Regression analysis results of the mechanism of sense of power on experiential sports consumption.
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4.4 Mediation effect test

A structural equation model was used to establish a relationship model with sense of power as the independent variable, experiential sports consumption as the dependent variable, and psychological distance and social orientation as mediating variables (see Figure 2). The advantage of structural equation modeling (SEM) is to correct measurement errors and test the direct and indirect effects between latent variables simultaneously within a unified analytical framework, so as to accurately reveal the intrinsic structure of theoretical concepts. Using the SEM method, we can clearly analyze the influence mechanism of sense of power on experiential sports consumption through psychological distance and social orientation, and provide a solid statistical basis for the formulation and validation of the mediating hypotheses in this study. The validity of the model was verified by the model fitting goodness of fit (see Table 4). Data analysis showed that: χ2/df = 1.905, RMR = 0.064, GFI = 0.973, AGFI = 0.965, NFI = 0.979, TLI = 0.988, CFI = 0.990, RMSEA = 0.029. All the values of the indexes meet the threshold requirements in Table 4, indicating that the model fits the data to the ideal degree.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Mediating effect model of psychological distance and social orientation.



TABLE 4 Validation factor model fit.
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From Figure 2, it can be seen that the effect of sense of power on experiential sports consumption is a significant negative relationship (γ = −0.343, P < 0.001), further confirming hypothesis H1. In addition, sense of power showed a significant negative relationship on both psychological distance (γ = −0.567, P < 0.001) and social orientation (γ = −0.514, P < 0.001). Psychological distance has significant positive effects on social orientation (γ = 0.230, P < 0.001) and experiential sports consumption (γ = 0.283, P < 0.001). Social orientation has a significant positive effect on experiential sports consumption (γ = 0.235, P < 0.001).

To verify the mediation effects of psychological distance and social orientation in the pathway through which sense of power influences experiential sports consumption, this study used the Bootstrap method to test the significance of the mediation effects using AMOS 24.0 software. A total of 5,000 resamples were conducted with 1,062 samples. If the 95% confidence interval does not contain 0, it indicates the presence of a mediation effect. The Bootstrap analysis for the significance test of the mediation effect is shown in Table 5.


TABLE 5 Mediating effect test of psychological distance and social orientation.

[image: Table 5]

According to Table 5, psychological distance and social orientation both play significant mediating roles between sense of power and experiential sports consumption, with the total indirect effect value being −0.312, accounting for 47.63% of the total effect. Specifically, psychological distance shows a significant mediation effect between sense of power and experiential sports consumption, as the 95% confidence interval does not contain 0, with a standardized effect value of −0.160, accounting for 24.43% of the total effect. This supports hypothesis H2. Social orientation also shows a significant mediation effect between sense of power and experiential sports consumption, as the 95% confidence interval does not contain 0, with a standardized effect value of −0.121, accounting for 18.47% of the total effect. This supports hypothesis H3. Additionally, the chain mediation effect of psychological distance and social orientation between sense of power and experiential sports consumption is significant, as the 95% confidence interval does not contain 0, with a standardized effect value of −0.031, accounting for 4.73% of the total effect. This supports hypothesis H4.




5 Discussion


5.1 The relationship between sense of power and experiential sports consumption

This study found a significant negative relationship between sports consumers' sense of power and their preference for experiential sports consumption, meaning that individuals with lower sense of power are more inclined to choose experiential sports consumption. This finding can be theoretically interpreted from the dual perspectives of Compensatory Control Theory and the agency-public orientation model. Individuals with a higher sense of power maintain control through resource dominance, and their consumption decisions follow an agency-oriented logic—preferring the certainty of utility in tangible products (such as the visibility of fitness equipment performance) to reinforce their sense of self-efficacy (Rucker et al., 2012). This consumption pattern, dominated by instrumental rationality, is essentially a response to the need to sustain a sense of control (Cutright and Samper, 2014). In contrast, individuals with a lower sense of power, due to weaker resource control, seek social connection compensation through public-oriented behaviors (e.g., group viewing or participation in sports communities; Liu and Mattila, 2017). The associated value of experiential sports consumption (such as the sense of team belonging in event tourism) can alleviate their status anxiety, symbolically compensating for the lack of power.

The present study likewise has some similarities with previous studies (Wang et al., 2023). In earlier studies on savings behavior, it was pointed out that individuals with high sense of power (compared to those with low sense of power) place more value on the instrumental value of money, seeking to accumulate wealth to maintain their existing perception of power and status (Garbinsky et al., 2014). This psychological trait manifests in consumption behavior as individuals with high sense of power focus more on their actual needs and prefer functional, high-quality physical products that emphasize practical value over hedonic value (Rucker and Galinsky, 2009; Wang et al., 2023). Cross-cultural research further indicates that this “material-first” tendency is more pronounced in individualistic cultures, as they place greater emphasis on the material symbolization of personal achievement (Kim and Markus, 1999).

From the perspective of consumption experience, tangible sports consumption (such as purchasing sports equipment or apparel) typically provides short-term happiness, and the satisfaction it brings quickly diminishes over time. To maintain their initial level of happiness, consumers need to continuously upgrade their material consumption. This limits the long-term effect of tangible sports consumption on enhancing happiness. In contrast, experiential sports consumption (such as attending live sports events or paying for fitness sessions) provides intangible emotional experiences, including the pursuit of interests, emotional release, and psychological fulfillment. These experiences not only bring more lasting happiness but also help alleviate the negative emotions caused by power deficits in individuals with lower sense of power (Howell and Hill, 2009). Especially in collectivist cultures, the group affiliation aspect of experiential consumption further enhances its psychological compensatory effect for individuals with a low sense of power (Ianole-Calin et al., 2020).

Furthermore, social comparison theory provides further explanation for this preference difference. Tangible sports products, due to their physical nature, are more likely to be objects of social comparison, potentially triggering negative emotions in low-power consumers, such as inferiority or dissatisfaction. On the other hand, high-power individuals, having a more stable self-concept, are less affected by social comparison. The intangible nature of experiential sports consumption reduces its comparability, allowing low-power consumers to find psychological comfort and avoid the negative effects of social comparison. As a result, individuals with lower sense of power are more likely to choose experiential sports consumption to fulfill their emotional needs and compensate for their lack of power.



5.2 The mediating role of psychological distance

Previous research has emphasized the internal perception individuals have regarding the presence or absence of power, or its high or low levels, reflecting the relative dependencies within social relationships (du Plessis et al., 2023). Specifically, individuals with high sense of power typically exhibit confidence, independence, and a sense of control, which leads them to maintain a greater psychological distance from others in social situations (Liu et al., 2024; Rucker et al., 2012). In contrast, individuals with low sense of power, being more dependent on others to achieve their goals, are more attuned to others' needs and tend to reduce interpersonal distance to foster cooperation and resource acquisition (van Kleef et al., 2004).

In the context of sports consumption, this study further found that sense of power in sports consumers has a significant negative relationship with psychological distance, meaning that the higher the sense of power, the greater the psychological distance from others. This result is consistent with prior research (Liu et al., 2024). On the other hand, this study also found that sports consumers with closer psychological distance to others are more likely to prefer experiential sports consumption. Past research has widely confirmed that psychological distance is a key psychological variable determining consumer behavior. Uhm et al. (2022) confirmed in the context of sports e-commerce that augmented reality (AR) experiences can reduce the psychological distance between consumers and products, thereby increasing purchase intentions (Uhm et al., 2022). In experiential sports consumption, the psychological distance between consumers and their companions is particularly important. Zeng et al. (2024) pointed out that satisfaction with experiential consumption is closely related to interpersonal relationships, and companions with closer psychological distance can facilitate more intimate communication, thereby enhancing the quality of the experience (Zeng et al., 2024).

Experiential sports consumption offers consumers diverse opportunities to interact with friends, family, and even strangers. Therefore, the psychological distance between individuals clearly plays a key role in determining their enjoyment of the experience. For example, watching a game with a group of fans supporting the same team naturally shortens the psychological distance between consumers and the group. This sense of closeness enhances consumers' satisfaction with the game and their willingness to continue attending games. In summary, the mediating role of psychological distance between sense of power and experiential sports consumption has been well supported.



5.3 The mediating role of social orientation

This study confirms that social orientation is an important psychological factor in predicting experiential sports consumption. This finding is consistent with existing literature, which emphasizes that the socialized nature of experiential consumption is a key factor in its ability to enhance happiness compared to tangible consumption. Specifically, in the field of sports viewing, social interaction motivation has been widely confirmed as a key motivator influencing sports viewing behavior (Lee et al., 2012). For example, Xun et al. (2020) pointed out in their research that spectator sports consumption, as an experiential product, helps sports consumers establish emotional connections with family and friends (Xun et al., 2020). In studies on sports tourism, it has been noted that consumers' social needs with event organizers and other tourists are prerequisites for co-creating value in activities, which can further influence their willingness to participate in sports tourism (Jiang et al., 2021). This study reaches a similar conclusion, namely that social orientation has a significant positive impact on experiential sports consumption.

Furthermore, the study further found that sense of power significantly negatively predicts social orientation in sports consumers. This conclusion is consistent with power control theory and social distance theory: individuals with low sense of power are more sensitive to threats in interpersonal interactions and are thus more likely to alleviate anxiety through social connections. Cai et al. (2023) showed in their study that individuals with high sense of power experience significantly lower loneliness than those with low sense of power, as they are more likely to receive social support; conversely, individuals with low sense of power have unmet belonging needs and exhibit stronger social desires (Cai et al., 2023). In the context of sports consumption, consumers with lower sense of power are more likely to reduce feelings of loneliness through social participation in experiential sports activities, thereby enhancing their social orientation. Compared to tangible sports consumption, experiential sports consumption, with its stronger social interaction component, is better able to meet the psychological needs of individuals with lower sense of power. Zuo (2020) manipulated participants' power status (high vs. low) to measure the impact mechanism between their social orientation and preference for experiential or tangible consumption. The results showed a partial mediation effect of social orientation, indicating that individuals with low sense of power have stronger social orientation and are more inclined toward experiential consumption with social interaction attributes (Zuo, 2020). Thus, the mediating role of social orientation between sense of power and experiential sports consumption has been well supported.



5.4 The chain mediating role of psychological distance and social orientation

This study reveals through mediation analysis that psychological distance and social orientation play a chain mediating role between sense of power and experiential sports consumption. Specifically, sports consumers with higher sense of power tend to perceive a greater psychological distance from others. This greater social distance then suppresses their social orientation, ultimately reducing their willingness to engage in experiential sports consumption. This finding provides a new perspective on how sense of power influences sports consumption behavior through psychological and social mechanisms.

Research on power and social cognition has found that individuals' experiences of power increase their level of self-construal and psychological distance from others (Magee and Smith, 2013). In helping behavior research, individuals with high sense of power are less concerned with others' feelings when making resource allocations and value judgments, showing independence and tending to distance themselves from others, which reduces cooperation and prosocial behaviors (Lammers and Stapel, 2011). In contrast, individuals with low sense of power perceive the psychological distance to those they assist as closer, which makes them more likely to exhibit empathy, social connections, and prosocial behaviors (Choi et al., 2012).

Furthermore, as socialized individuals, consumers' behaviors are greatly influenced by the closeness of their group relationships (Liberman et al., 2007a). Research has shown that good interpersonal relationships can facilitate participation in physical activity. For example, in social capital research, a strong social network helps individuals gain support and encouragement, which in turn increases their motivation and frequency of participation in physical activity (Gao et al., 2025). Social orientation is also a strong motivator for individuals to engage in sports activities. Tsai et al. (2021), based on self-determination theory, pointed out that sports applications with social interaction functions can effectively enhance users' motivation and participation in exercise (Tsai et al., 2021).

Related research has highlighted the differences between experiential and tangible sports consumption in terms of social interactions. In experiential sports consumption, many activities are completed in groups and have strong social elements. For example, extreme sports, attending live events, and sports tourism all have significant social attributes, which are more likely to be preferred by individuals with higher social orientation. In summary, sports consumers with a lack of sense of power tend to reduce the psychological distance with others. Closer relationships imply stronger social orientation, which leads them to choose experiential sports consumption behaviors that better satisfy their social needs, compared to tangible sports consumption.




6 Conclusion and future outlook


6.1 Research conclusions

This study investigates the relationships between sense of power, psychological distance, social orientation, and experiential sports consumption preferences among sports consumers using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The results show that sense of power has a significant negative effect on experiential sports consumption preferences (γ = −0.343, P < 0.001), meaning that individuals with lower sense of power are more likely to choose sports consumption that is driven by experience and emotion. Sense of power also has a significant negative effect on both psychological distance (γ = −0.567, P < 0.001) and social orientation (γ = −0.514, P < 0.001), indicating that individuals with lower sense of power tend to engage more in social interactions and maintain closer psychological proximity with others. Psychological distance (γ = 0.283, P < 0.001) and social orientation (γ = 0.235, P < 0.001) have significant positive effects on experiential sports consumption, suggesting that individuals place more value on social interaction and emotional connection when selecting sports consumption. Furthermore, sense of power indirectly affects experiential sports consumption preferences through psychological distance and social orientation, with psychological distance and social orientation acting as chain mediators between sense of power and experiential sports consumption.



6.2 Theoretical contributions

Based on the overview of the research findings, this study makes the following two theoretical contributions:

First, it extends the research on the antecedents of experiential sports consumption. Traditional research on experiential sports consumption often focuses on the attribute differences between experiential and tangible consumption and their differentiated effects on happiness. However, it has rarely explored the deeper factors driving differences in consumption preferences, particularly overlooking psychological antecedents. This study breaks through this limitation by introducing core variables such as sense of power, psychological distance, and social orientation, and systematically analyzing their impact mechanisms on experiential sports consumption. This perspective not only expands the theoretical boundaries of sports consumption behavior but also provides a new research path for revealing the psychological driving factors in consumers' choices between experiential and tangible consumption, enriching the variable system in consumer behavior research.

Second, it reveals the mediating mechanisms of psychological distance and social orientation. This study further proposes and verifies the mediating role of psychological distance and social orientation in the relationship between sense of power and experiential sports consumption, injecting new momentum into the study of psychological mechanisms in sports consumption. The empirical results show that, compared to individuals with high sense of power, low-power consumers are more likely to choose experiential sports consumption due to the closer psychological distance and stronger social orientation they perceive with others. This finding deepens our understanding of how sense of power shapes consumption decisions through social and psychological pathways and resonates with the agency-public orientation model and social distance theory. By constructing a comprehensive framework of how sense of power affects experiential sports consumption, this study not only advances the integration of related theories but also lays a solid foundation for future interdisciplinary research, making a significant theoretical contribution.



6.3 Managerial implications

The results of this study provide substantive guidance for sports business managers. First, based on consumer psychological characteristics, it is recommended that sports companies implement refined market segmentation and differentiated product strategies. For high-power consumers, companies should focus on the practical value of products, highlighting the functionality, performance advantages, and durability of sports products to meet their preference for high-quality tangible goods. For low-power consumers, companies should emphasize the emotional and social value of experiences, designing participatory sports activities such as group events or sports programs enhanced by social interaction to improve emotional satisfaction and meet social needs, thereby increasing market attractiveness and marketing efficiency.

Furthermore, it is recommended that sports companies focus service design on reducing the psychological distance between consumers and enhancing social interaction. For example, offering couple or family sports programs or creating environments that support social interaction at sports events, such as setting up exclusive areas for home and away teams or providing team-themed apparel, can promote connections and group identity among participants. These measures will not only enhance the overall experience quality for consumers but also help strengthen brand loyalty and the long-term potential for value creation through positive feedback mechanisms from social interactions.



6.4 Limitations and future outlook

This study has several limitations, which also provide directions for future research. First, the study only analyzes the main effects of sense of power differences and their mediating role through psychological distance and social orientation. However, the complexity of experiential sports consumption suggests that other influencing factors may exist, particularly the heterogeneity of the social attributes across different consumption activities, which may interfere with the conclusions. For example, team sports activities (such as sports clubs or group projects) are highly social, whereas independent activities (such as solo workouts or online sports viewing) are less social. This difference may moderate the relationship between sense of power and consumer behavior. Future research should explore the diversity effect of consumption activities to enhance the generalizability of the theory. Second, the sample in this study comes from China, and a single cultural background may influence the results, particularly the differences between collectivist and individualist cultures. Future research should consider comparative analysis across different cultural contexts to validate the impact of cultural differences on consumer behavior. Third, this study focuses on experiential sports consumption and does not fully consider the interaction between tangible and experiential consumption. For example, outdoor adventure activities involve both experiential consumption (such as guided tours) and tangible consumption (such as equipment purchase), with both factors jointly influencing consumer decisions. Future research should construct an integrative model to explore the synergistic effects of these two forms of consumption and their combined influence. Fourth, the cross-sectional design and convenience sampling used in this study may limit the robustness of the findings. Cross-sectional data are difficult to reveal dynamic causal relationships among variables, and the long-term interaction effect between sense of power and experiential sports consumption needs to be verified through longitudinal tracking studies; convenience sampling and snowball sampling may lead to group coverage bias, which can be combined with stratified random sampling and broader demographic characteristics to enhance generalizability in the future.
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