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‘Global corporate cultural capital’ as a drag
on glocalization: Disneyland’s promotion of
the Halloween Festival
Sunny S.K. Lam
THE CHINESE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG

Three teenagers enter the lobby of a nostalgic American-style, castle-like haunted
hotel when its front entrance opens up for their adventure. Suddenly the two
naughty boys slip out of the hotel, lock the door and shut the girl inside alone. She
is frightened and shouts to them to open the door until she hears creepy noises from
a piano that is being played though the piano stool is empty. She is too scared to
scream and runs upstairs to the dark corridor while the two naughty boys laugh
unstoppably outside. The girl is scared again by a bed that floats in the air, swinging gently, and a flying tap that runs water by itself in front of a leaking bath.
Finally, she comes out of the hotel unscathed, but with her head turned through
180 degrees. The two naughty boys, still rejoicing over their prank, are scared by
her incredibly ghostlike appearance.

This is not simply a ghost story, but a ‘show and tell’ narrative of a television
commercial (TVC) by Hong Kong Disneyland to promote its newly invented
attraction ‘The Main Street Haunted Hotel’, and it uncovers the dilemma
faced by Disney regarding the Halloween Festival in Hong Kong. On the one
hand, this TVC, without any Disney’s renowned traditional characters like
Mickey and his friends, represents an unprecedented breakthrough that incorporates a lot of horrific and thrilling elements challenging and violating
Disneyland’s core values associated with children, family and clean wholesome fun (Sethi, 2003). On the other hand, it is still restricted to a US type of
cultural representation and utilizes the standardized storytelling communication and promotion strategy historically developed by Disney for its global
economic and cultural assets. Unarguably, this TVC is a highly exceptional
case, produced by Hong Kong Disneyland under the economic pressures in
the face of local competitors, especially the very successful Hong Kong

Media, Culture & Society © The Author(s) 2010, Reprints and permissions:
http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav, Vol. 32(4): 631–648
[ISSN: 0163-4437 DOI: 10.1177/0163443710369294]

Downloaded from mcs.sagepub.com at ESPM on August 26, 2010

632

Media, Culture & Society 32(4)

Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash, and of the cultural struggle to protect the reputation of the Disney brand by means of social as well as cultural reproduction
(Brown and Szeman, 2000; Sethi, 2003). This study aims to explore how Disney’s
‘global corporate cultural capital’, that is, its storytelling strategy, inherited
cartoon characters such as Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Buzz Lightyear and
others, and multinational corporate culture, functions as a drag on ‘glocalization’ –
a term which refers to cultural, as well as economic, actions to capture the
global–local dialectics in the process of cultural globalization (Chan and
McIntyre, 2002; Robertson, 1995; Wu and Chan, 2007).
Halloween is a Western cultural tradition that was incorporated into and
reinvented in theme parks, as well as other economic activities, as special events
to attract consumers in Hong Kong. Different strategies have been employed
by Hong Kong Disneyland and Ocean Park in their media promotions by
means of different methods of ‘glocalization’. The former puts emphasis on
localization of the event with its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and use of
local celebrities to demonstrate the new attractions, while the latter attempts
to ‘glocalize’ the event by integrating the local with the global (Robertson,
1995). By comparison, the localization of Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween
is much weaker than that of Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash. The design of
media promotions as well as Halloween activities in Disneyland is highly
constrained by the rigidity of its ‘global corporate cultural capital’. Indeed,
cultural hybridities play an important role in the success of Ocean Park’s
Halloween Bash in terms of the fluidity and dynamic nature of ‘glocalization’
working for integrative crossover of different global, as well as local, ideas,
identities and cultures. Such kinds of cultural hybridization, partly the result
of Hong Kong’s experience of being a colony for 150 years, constitute a
significant part of cultural globalization in postmodern consumer society (Yuk,
2005). The hypothesis of this article is that the universality and homogeneity
of Disneyland’s inherited ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and multinational
corporate culture undermines its flexibility in a postmodern consumer market
that favors cultural hybridities and diversities.

Global, local and corporate cultural capital
The concept of ‘cultural capital’, one of Pierre Bourdieu’s most distinctive
contributions to critical theory and cultural studies, is employed to account for
Disneyland’s cultural homogenization and Ocean Park’s cultural hybridization
during the Halloween Festival in Hong Kong. Bourdieu’s cultural capital is ‘one
particular form of capital’ that is convertible with, but not reducible to, ‘economic
capital’. Its convertibility with economic capital is useful in order to explain
cultural and economic struggles as the conservation or transformation of the
exchange rate among different kinds of capital (Brown and Szeman, 2000).
However, cultural capital is more relevant to the study and understanding of
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contemporary, postmodern consumer economies of signs and space. Cultural
capital is not only related to consumers’ cognitive reflexivity but also to their
aesthetic reflexivity in the course of their social and cultural actions as well as
consumption (Lash and Urry, 1994). The signs and spaces of Disneyland and
Ocean Park constitute their cultural capital for their audiences’ reflexive
consumption. Ironically, this study aims to challenge Bourdieu’s concept of
cultural capital as a power resource to facilitate social and cultural reproduction
by the dominating multinational conglomerates like Disney. Bourdieu’s
conservative perspectives of mechanical reproduction and rational reflexivity
fail to acknowledge the progressive possibilities of social and cultural struggle
and transformation in contemporary society. In other words, his concept of
cultural capital puts too much emphasis on its similarity to the economic category
of ‘wealth’ and fails to account for the reflexive accumulation of surplus in terms
of historicity, sociality as well as humanity, and the generation of cultural
resistance, which facilitates more diversified, progressive social and cultural
transformation (Brown and Szeman, 2000; Calhoun et al., 1993; Lardinois and
Thapan, 2006; Lash and Urry, 1994; Stampnitzky, 2006).
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital is, indeed, much more like the global
cultural power and resources at the disposal of multinational corporations.
Although his theory of cultural capital provides an important means for
exploring the role of culture in unveiling social inequalities, he insists that
cultural practices function in a way that resembles social and cultural
reproduction (Silva, 2006). I would like to rename the kind of cultural
practice that facilitates the reproduction of dominant multinational corporations
as ‘global corporate cultural capital’, in order to differentiate it from the other
global, as well as local, cultural capital adapted by Ocean Park for its
innovative culturally hybridized Halloween events and promotional activities.
(Bearing in mind that Disney’s ‘global corporate cultural capital’ is also a kind
of global cultural capital, it should be regarded as the local cultural capital in the
United States. So its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ is a typical reflection of
American cultural capital in the process of globalization.) It is argued that in the
global market economy, the control of capital by multinational corporations
gives them a profound influence on other social and business institutions by
means of their ‘internal gyroscope of society’s values and cultures’ (Sethi, 2003: ix).
Indeed, the main power of multinational corporations comes from their control
of economic capital in the neoliberalized1 global market. Certainly, such
economic resources may be employed to purchase as well as to create cultural
capital. Nonetheless, the accumulated, standardized ‘global corporate cultural
capital’ acts as a strong drag on cultural globalization in Disneyland’s struggle in
the global symbolic, as well as cultural, economy.
Needless to say, cultural capital is a kind of reflection of both inherited and
learned aspects of tastes and competences by people engaged in artistic and
cultural production and activities. Thus the Hong Kong Disneyland theme park
is divided into areas according to standardized themes such as Main Street
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USA, Adventureland, Fantasyland and Tomorrowland in accord with the
inherited theming strategy of American Disney theme parks (Bryman, 2004).
Certainly, the theme park is full of Disney’s magic icons and characters like
Mickey and his friends. All of these themes and symbols represent Disney’s
accumulated, homogeneous ‘global corporate cultural capital’. It is arguable
that Disney theme parks would lose their appeal if they did not utilize those
inherited cartoon characters that have been made popular by Disney’s animated
movies worldwide (Chan and McIntyre, 2002). In Ocean Park’s Halloween
Bash, the main attractions for audiences are not its inherited cultural capital but
those learned from other cultural resources, such as the Japanese ghost movie
The Ring and many other Western as well as local Chinese ghost stories and
customs and so forth. In other words, Ocean Park’s ability to increase its
cultural capital in order to re-engineer the cultural attitudes, taste and
understanding of audiences, as well as its flexibility in this regard is
comparatively higher than that of Disneyland (Clements, 2006).
Disneyland’s ‘global corporate cultural capital’ is composed of Disney’s brand
equity and inherited cultural symbols; it provides a more rigid structure for the
group, which hinders its contingent ability in terms of cultural globalization. In
contrast, Ocean Park’s much looser structure favors cultural hybridization by
integrating different cultural capital, representing diversified community
tastes, creativity and sense of place (Johnson, 2006) with regard to the hybrid
and frightening nature of the Halloween Festival, as well as its cultures and
atmosphere. It reveals the distinction between Disneyization, Disneyfication
and hybridization.

Disneyization, Disneyfication and Hybridization
Alan Bryman (2004) differentiates Disneyization from Disneyfication in his
interpretation of the Disneyization of society as a self-reflexive imitation process.
To ‘Disneyize’ an entity is not about the influence of Disney but about the
spread of Disneyland’s principles. To ‘Disneyfy’ something – a fairy tale, a novel
and/or a historical event – is to sanitize and standardize it. Indeed, Disneyization
by Disney itself must involve the process of Disneyfication, transforming or
translating an object or objects into the superficial, simplistic and standardized
terms that are the only ones Walt Disney and his people can understand. But
a distinction between Disneyization and Disneyfication is useful in the analysis
of Disneyland as an institution that uses systematic, rigid, standardized principles
to process its cultural production and communication strategy, and as a universal
source of cultural artefacts for mechanical reproduction respectively.
Disney’s ‘corporate culture and ethos put a premium on family values and
engender “trust” in the company’s integrity in all its activities’ (Sethi, 2003: 184).
Indeed, Disneyization and Disneyfication both to serve the purpose stated
above, to protect the Disney brand and cultural values by means of standardizing
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and sanitizing its ‘global corporate cultural capital’. Although it is argued that
Disneyization works differently from ‘McDonaldization’ to encourage variety
and differentiation, it is still to a great extent a process of homogenization and
standardization. Bryman (2004) insists that McDonaldization is related to
rationalization and its association with Fordist mode of production and
consumption, while Disneyization is concerned with a post-Fordist society of
variety and consumer choice. If so, how is it that Disneyland is relatively less
flexible with regard to cultural struggle than Ocean Park in the organization
of cultural activities and promotion during the Halloween Festival in Hong
Kong? Why would people complain about limited choices provided by Hong
Kong Disneyland? Why would Mickey and his friends be repeatedly reinvented
as cultural artefacts for different events in Disneyland?
Here Disney’s flexible consumer choice does not mean unlimited choices.
Its homogeneous and standardized ‘global corporate cultural capital’ leads to
rationalization of the processes of Disneyization and Disneyfication to ensure
predictability from one time or place to another, thus maintaining the Disney’s
brand and corporate image (Bryman, 2004). Though Hong Kong Disneyland
provides a variety of cultural services and goods as choices for its consumers
in the Dark World of Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween, all these services and
goods are constructed in accordance with its ‘global corporate cultural capital’
to ensure predictability and consistency. In contrast, Ocean Park’s Halloween
Bash is composed of hybrid cultural capital establishing unpredictability and
surprise. Its cultural hybridization, creating a postmodern pastiche of Eastern
and Western cultures, provides more choices through the processes of
‘deterritorialization’ and ‘reterritorialization’ (Adelt, 2005; Consalvo, 2006).
Disneyland functions consistently in accordance with its ‘global corporate
cultural capital’ in a ‘rational society’ where people, or at least Disney’s
managing administrators, prefer to know what to expect in all settings and at
all times, and that discipline, order, systematization, routine, consistency and
methodical operation are emphasized (Ritzer, 1993). Ocean Park, in the
economic struggle, creates unique values and a sense of cultural authenticity
by taking the risk of integrating different local and global cultural capital into
its own cultural productions and products by means of ‘glocalization’ in a ‘risk
society’. In such a risk society, cultural hybridity by means of integrated
cultural capital provides advantages to local corporations paying special
attention to localization in the process of cultural globalization, while they
remain at a disadvantage with respect to multinational corporations in terms of
economic capital (Wu and Chan, 2007).
‘Glocalization’ is a process of cultural hybridization to express the global
production of the local and the localization of the global (Chan and McIntyre,
2002; Robertson, 1995). Here flexibility is the key to success. Multinational
corporations have to adapt local contexts and conditions by localization – that
is, increasingly making use of local cultures – if they are keen to attract larger
audiences. However, it is indeed not easy for a multinational corporation like
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Disney to conduct localization by giving up its own culture or fine-tuning it
to the host culture (Bryman, 2004; Straubhaar, 2007). Local audiences prefer
narratives that incorporate familiar elements, like Ocean Park’s ‘glocalized’
Halloween Bash of both local and global ghost cultures, and its promotional
materials with strong local features like Cantonese slang and culture of
‘meaninglessness’ (wu li tou wen hua), which shares ‘cultural proximity’ with
the audience. For Disneyland, to ‘glocalize’ its Haunted Halloween, it needs
to decontextualize and recontextualize its own cultural texts and goods in
local contexts. It means increasing its ‘cultural proximity’ while decreasing its
‘cultural specificity’ in terms of its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ (Iwabuchi,
2002; Waisbord, 2004). Such long-term inherited, homogeneous ‘global corporate
cultural capital’ is not easily changeable and is a strong drag on Disneyland’s
‘glocalization’.

Communication and promotion strategy
As mentioned, multinational corporations like Disney possess specific cultural
values and elements that are defined by their ‘global corporate cultural capital’
and used to justify standardized cultural reproduction based on their own
people’s expectations to maintain their brand and equity (Sethi, 2003). It is
not easy to break the ice and begin to change a corporate culture and ethos.
Hence, Hong Kong Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween, and especially the newly
invented attraction ‘The Main Street Haunted Hotel’ and its TVC, are regarded
as an outstanding breakthrough. However, Disneyland is still highly constrained
by its universal, rigid culture of communication and promotion strategy.
Does this mean that there is no flexibility in multinational corporations like
Disney? If so, we would not see the advent of Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween in
Hong Kong. For survival, even multinational corporations need to make
adjustments to adapt to the local contexts and conditions in a more flexible manner.
It means that the multinational corporations have to loosen the rigid guidelines set
by their ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and corporate routines. For instance,
Walt Disney disliked traditional amusement parks and decided to create a Disney
theme park to provide magical experiences with Disney’s well-known stable
cartoon characters and nostalgic but unreal American culture by sanitizing noisy,
messy, seedy and tawdry cultural elements of traditional amusement parks and
American culture. He initially planned not to incorporate roller coaster rides in
Disneyland to set his theme park apart from other amusement parks. However,
such rides were finally incorporated into Disneyland because of the pressure from
younger consumers. Of course, he still insisted on Disneyland’s magical narrative
theming; thus such rides have been themed in terms of Disney’s narratives, such
as the Space Mountain space adventure (Bryman, 2004).
For a multinational corporation, any flexible contingency plans normally
need to be approved via a complicated, rigid procedure. Such contingency
plans will only be accepted when a continually widening legitimacy gap
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FIGURE 1
The legitimacy gap
Corporate performance

Legitimacy gap

Societal expectations

emerges, that causes the corporation to lose its legitimacy in its field of business
and even threatens its survival. The legitimacy gap between corporate performance
and societal expectations provides a dynamic and meaningful way to investigate
evolving actions over time as the corporation responds to a changing external
cultural environment and adjusts its behavior (Sethi, 2003). This research
studies the changing behavior of Hong Kong Disneyland during the Halloween
Festival which is arguably caused by a widening legitimacy gap. Four levels
of response can be distinguished in relation to the continually widening
legitimacy gap, which are useful in analysing the changing communication
and promotion strategy by Hong Kong Disneyland, as well as its cultural
productions. However, the extent of the evolving action at each level varies,
which helps illustrate the dilemma Disney faces, between maintaining the
Disney brand in terms of its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and choosing
to innovate and to adapt other cultures in a process of ‘glocalization’.
At the first level, the legitimacy gap between corporate performance and
societal expectations is not big and thus the multinational corporation does not
change its performance but attempts to convert public perception of its
performance via re-orientation towards the better parts of its performance. At the
second level, changes in public perception may be not possible or not good
enough. The multinational corporation changes the signs or indices used to
represent its performance in order to make it congruent with public perception
(i.e. it uses different characters for promotion, or it focuses on increases in one part
of its audience to draw attention away from disappointing overall figures).
Nonetheless, no change in the corporation’s actual performance is made. At the
third level, the legitimacy gap is increasingly large and the changes in public
perception and signs of corporate performance do not work. The multinational
corporation still strictly protects its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ but attempts
to change societal expectations of its performance via education and information
with a view to bringing down people’s expectations to the level of corporate
performance. At the fourth level, the continually widening gap is fatal to the
business of the multinational corporation, and thus brings about changes in
corporate performance as the restrictions which maintain its ‘global corporate
cultural capital’ are loosened in order to bring corporate performance more closely
into line with societal expectations (Sethi, 2003). This article investigates
Disneyland’s fourth-level response as illustrated by the 2007 Halloween Festival.
It argues that Disney’s strong ‘global corporate cultural capital’ acts as a drag on
Hong Kong Disneyland’s contingent change in its communication and promotion
strategy, even though its cultural production and promotion of Haunted Halloween
2007 is generally acknowledged to be an unprecedented breakthrough.
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From theory to method
The theoretical framework of this study is based on Bourdieu’s concept of
cultural capital. His concept of ‘fieldwork in philosophy’, which characterizes
his reflexive sociological research experience of almost four decades, was
employed in conducting this research. ‘Fieldwork in philosophy’ captures the
core of Bourdieu’s reinvigoration of contemporary sociological studies with
a special attention to the complex dynamics of social life itself. In other words,
the theoretical conceptualization and arguments of this case study are produced
by the dialectical relationship between the philosophical theory and the empirical
findings in the field in a reflexive manner (Brown and Szeman, 2000).
In order to study the impact of inherited and/or learned cultural capital on
communication and promotion strategies by Hong Kong Disneyland and
Ocean Park during the Halloween Festival in 2007, an in-depth comparative
analysis of their TVCs – the main media promotion for their Halloween
special events – was conducted. A number of in-depth interviews of professionals
in the field of advertising and public relation were carried out. They included
university lecturers, 4As (Association of Accredited Advertising Agencies of
Hong Kong) a creative director, a marketing officer and so on. An account
manager whose responsibility for the communication and promotion strategy
of Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash gave me a lot of very fruitful opinions and
information about both parks’ communication strategies during the festival.
Unfortunately, I was unable to interview officially anybody responsible
for the communication and promotion strategy of Disneyland’s Haunted
Halloween, although I received an email response with a hyperlink to Hong
Kong Disneyland’s official press release. But I obtained some interesting
information about Disneyland’s cultural production and promotion during the
festival in Hong Kong through participant observation and informal
conversational interviews with a number of Disneyland’s employees.
Ethnographic studies of both theme parks during the Halloween Festival
were used to support the analysis of their cultural productions and promotions.
Besides this, their website promotions and other printed advertisements
(in newspapers, magazines, etc.) and editorials related to the Halloween
special events in 2007 were studied to thoroughly investigate their different
strategies of ‘glocalization’. However, my major focus, which reveals the
drag, as well as the breakthrough, of Hong Kong Disneyland in terms of
cultural capital, is the comparative analysis of their TVCs.

Glocalization of Western Halloween in Hong Kong contexts
The struggle for market share during the Halloween Festival in Hong Kong is
described as a cultural war between Hong Kong Disneyland and Ocean Park
by many journalists, marketers and agencies. Most interviewees agreed that
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Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween, especially its newly invented attraction ‘The
Main Street Haunted Hotel’ and the corresponding TVC, is an unprecedented
breakthrough (or, as someone else described it, a breakaway) challenging and
violating Disneyland’s core family values, which exclude horror and violence.
However, all interviewed specialists regarded Ocean Park’s two TVCs as
more successful in bringing out the core message for the target audience of
the Halloween event in terms of ‘glocalization’ compared with Disneyland’s
one. In other words, Disneyland’s communication and promotion strategy for
the local context and conditions, in terms of adapting local cultures to attract
larger audiences, is weaker (Bryman, 2004; Straubhaar, 2007) than Ocean Park’s
strategy of localization through use of strong local features such as Cantonese
slang and the culture of ‘meaninglessness’.
At the very beginning of this article, I gave in detail the story of Disneyland’s
first version of a 30-second TVC for its Haunted Halloween (arguably, the
second version was designed/re-edited to replace it after a number of
complaints were made, which will be discussed later). After the narrative
ghost story to ‘show and tell’ certain features of ‘The Main Street Haunted
Hotel’, there is a typical short audio tag: ‘Disney’s Dark World, mysterious
and ghostly new attractions and entertainment are waiting for you’. Two flips2
of not longer than 4 seconds follow: a gloomy ‘Sleeping Beauty Castle’ with
animated flying bats under the moon and then a graphical representation of
Disneyland’s Dark World of Haunted Halloween with the specified period of
the event. In terms of localization, I can merely draw out certain elements
such as the Cantonese cast members – the three teenagers – and the girl’s one
line of Cantonese dialogue ‘Open the door’, the Chinese wording of the event’s
information and the voiceover of the tag. Both the information and voiceover
are English when screened on English channels; nevertheless, bearing in
mind that the girl’s line of dialogue is still Cantonese even in the English
version, most likely, the main target audience of the TVC is local Chinese
teenagers. This is evidenced by the much higher number of spots for the
Cantonese version and the other major supplementary promotions, such as a
20-minute TV promotional programme on the popular Chinese channel TVB
(Television Broadcasts Limited) and many other Chinese advertisements and
editorials in local newspapers and magazines. As Zoe Cheung (Account Director,
Carrot Communications Limited) stated, the approach of the Disney TVC is
very Western, especially the feel and look of the art direction of the haunted
hotel. Indeed, the ‘Haunted Hotel’ is decorated by a Hollywood production
team (South China Morning Post, 2007) and its US cultural elements are used
for the environment of the TVC. The extent of localization in this TVC is
actually very minimal and it is questionable whether it is effective in
‘glocalizing’ the Halloween event in Hong Kong Disneyland.
‘Fundamentally speaking, this Disney TVC can be understood no matter
where you show it to the audience all over the world. It will just work as the
same’, said Carol Lam (Executive Creative Director, McCann Erickson Hong
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Kong). It is true that Disney just needs to replace the three teenagers and
change the Chinese dialogue, voiceover and information to re-launch this
TVC anywhere else. Probably, it would just re-dub the dialogue, in fact only
three words, and the voiceover, if it had wanted to save on the production
budget. Lam described the universal, global corporate culture and communication
strategy used in the TVC for Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween in terms of the
rule of consistency for the Disney brand, based on her solid experience of
working for Disney and other multinational corporations. And she explained
that ‘storytelling’ is a typical core communication approach by Disney.
Indeed, Disney, as a world-renowned international brand, holds on tightly to
the elements of its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ like its storytelling. It
believes that all its cultural products are the best in terms of storytelling.
Therefore, it should work properly and efficiently when the story happening
inside Disneyland is somehow straightforwardly presented to the audience in
the TVC. Lam further interpreted that Disney’s traditional and standard
communication and promotion strategy is ‘show and tell’. Like the TVC, it
just shows you what Disneyland owns as its story, as well as attraction, in the
theme park. Here the ‘show and tell’ approach as product demonstration aims
to highlight the ‘Haunted Hotel’ as the main item for the event. Lam also
mentioned that the TVC does not need to create ‘an idea of an idea’. This
means that Disneyland itself serves as a ‘BIG Idea’, and thus it does not need
to have another idea to sell it in the TVC. In other words, the TVC should be
a part of the ‘BIG Idea’ of Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween and this ‘BIG
Idea’ is even more tightly constrained by Disney’s ‘global corporate cultural
capital’. Indeed, apart from the ‘Haunted Hotel’, all the other Halloween
attractions like the ‘Glow in the Park Halloween Parade’, ‘Space Mountain –
Ghost Galaxy’ and ‘Characters Encounter’ are conventionally designed by the
processes of both Disneyization and Disneyfication in terms of Disney’s
theming strategy and stable cartoon characters respectively (Bryman, 2004).
This holistic ‘BIG Idea’ communication and promotion strategy, which is
important in establishing a strong brand such as Disney, relies very much on
homogeneous and standardized ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and consistent
cultural production and promotion.
Cheung acknowledged that she has seen a critical change in Hong Kong
Disneyland’s communication and promotion strategy for the Halloween Festival.
She explained that the whole theme of Disneyland’s Halloween was not
frightening at all in 2006. Even though the conventional Disney cartoon
characters like Mickey and his friends, as well as the Disney Villains, dress up
in Halloween costumes, they are not scary but simply create an atmosphere of
fun and joyfulness. In 2007, Disneyland changed tack, using a very
different approach to depict a horrific and thrilling feel for its Haunted
Halloween (like Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash). Cheung’s interpretation of this
big change was that either Disneyland was trying to make a conspicuous
breakthrough, or that it was losing out in terms of cultural and economic
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development, as Hong Kong Disneyland’s core attractions – its traditional
themed areas and inherited characters – cannot meet the expectations of
both the local and the mainland Chinese audiences.3 Lam also shared similar
thoughts, that the TVC, as well as the attraction of the ‘Haunted Hotel’, is an
exceptional case. This haunted hotel does not appear in accord with the
traditional Disneyland values and cultures that are sweet, glossy and positive at
all times. The TVC challenges Disneyland’s global communication and
promotion strategy based on happy family gatherings and clean wholesome fun
for young and old alike (Sethi, 2003; Sing Tao Daily, 2007). From her own
experience, Lam believed that this exceptional case must be the result of serious
economic pressure in order to have obtained approval from Disney
headquarters. This economic pressure reveals a continually widening legitimacy
gap between Disneyland’s performance and societal expectations and thus,
Disney has to trigger the fourth-level contingency plan of changing its
communication and promotion, as well as its cultural production, to bring about
changes in its business performance in order to match societal expectations more
closely (Sethi, 2003). Lam thought that the theme of this haunted hotel does not
really match the core values of Disney, so the TVC is purely tactical. No stable
characters like Mickey and his friends as part of Disneyland’s ‘global corporate
cultural capital’ appear in the TVC, and the ‘Haunted Hotel’ is presented
independently, as a compromise, in order to minimize its impact on Disney’s
corporate culture and ethos. Indeed, the ‘Haunted Hotel’ is a very separate
attraction with an unobvious, not very glossily decorated front entrance at a
corner of Main Street USA in Hong Kong Disneyland.
Most interviewees agreed that it is difficult to design an innovative
communication and promotion strategy for Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween
compared with Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash, mainly because of Disney’s
brand baggage created by its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and other
corporate cultures, especially its organizational routines. It is a dilemma –
whether to maintain Disney’s core values and cultures or to innovate in terms
of cultural production and promotion of horrific and thrilling elements that
are much closer to societal expectations of cultures and images for the Hong
Kong Halloween Festival. Patrick Lai (Lecturer, Hong Kong Shue Yan
University), who has solid work experience relevant to the organization’s
advertising and marketing strategies, mentioned that Disney needs to let go of
its brand baggage first, before it can match societal expectations regarding the
Halloween Festival in Hong Kong and utilize a crossover of Eastern and
Western ghost cultures. These local societal expectations derive from prior
Halloween events organized by pioneers like Ocean Park in Hong Kong.
Cultural hybridization, and the crossover of ideas, identities and cultures of
local, as well as global, ghost cultures, explains the success of Ocean Park’s
Halloween Bash. This is a process of ‘glocalization’ in which Ocean Park
shows its flexibility in separating old cultural forms from existing practices
and reinventing new forms and new practices, thus creating the Halloween
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Bash, with its hybrid ghost cultures, as its own cultural capital for the postmodern
consumer market in Hong Kong (Yuk, 2005).
Like the other interviewees, Carrie Wong (Account Manager), who is
responsible for the communication and promotion strategy of Ocean Park’s
Halloween Bash, agreed that the TVC of Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween
is an outstanding media production within the limits imposed by the Disney
brand baggage. Nonetheless, she is confident that the two 15-second TVCs of
Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash are much better than Disneyland’s in terms of
localization. ‘You mention localization. They [Disney’s people or its
advertising agency] have tried hard. But compare the two [theme parks’ TVCs],
I will not choose their one. Indeed, their one is still far away from me
[in terms of localization]’, said Wong. Likewise, Cheung confessed that she is
very impressed by the two Halloween Bash TVCs because of their innovative
use of local cultures. She agreed that these two TVCs would be much more
memorable than Disney’s. Of course, Disney actually adds local context to its
Halloween event in Hong Kong by making use of local celebrities, who
demonstrate what there is to do and how to play in Disneyland’s Haunted
Halloween. However, the use of celebrities as a lower level of local
contextualization, like movie subtitling and dubbing, is not involved in Disney’s
TVC as the main media promotion for the Halloween event. So, it is not used
in this comparative analysis to a great extent. The two TVCs of Ocean Park’s
Halloween Bash are much more indigenized with obviously local people,
cultures, places and language. They are strongly embedded in Ocean Park’s
reinvented Halloween cultural capital, with its integration of local and global
ghost cultures.
Wong described that there is already a strong link between the Halloween
Festival and Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash in Hong Kong. So the key
objective of the two TVCs is simply to draw audiences’ attention to the
coming of Halloween Bash that you must go to have fun. Besides, as she
mentioned, the main difference between Ocean Park and Disneyland is that
the former is a local representation, Hong Kong people’s place, and the latter
is imported from another country. In other words, Ocean Park is more local
while Disneyland is more global or Western. This may be rephrased as the
difference between the local, flexible, hybrid culture deriving from Hong
Kong’s 150-year experience as a colony (Yuk, 2005) and the global, rigid,
American homogeneous culture respectively. She, therefore, interpreted that
the communication and promotion strategy for the Halloween Bash is more
localized, ‘dei di’ in Cantonese slang. In the first TVC for the Halloween
Bash, a typical mother is blaming her son for repeating class in a home setting
that contains local cultural elements such as an ancestral tablet. The father
suddenly becomes a ghost that looks like a traditional Chinese paper doll and
complains to the mother, saying her blaming sounds like ‘the ghost orders
you to do that and that’. In the second one, a spooky schoolgirl is vomiting
something that is finally discovered to be a shocking ghostly head into
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another schoolgirl’s bag on a bus of Chinese students. In both TVCs, the cast
members speak Cantonese slang and the keywords sound like a kind of
ghost speaking. At the end of both TVCs, the same tag ‘Talking too much about
ghosts, finally you meet one; the time for Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash has
arrived’ with a flip of the pumpkin head logo of the Halloween Bash and the
information the audience will need to visit the event. Some people may argue
that these two TVCs are too local. Indeed, the communication and promotion
strategy of Ocean Park’s two TVCs is also a part of a ‘BIG Idea’ as Lam
mentioned in relation to Disneyland. However, the ‘BIG Idea’ here is more
specifically related to Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash: the sense of humor and
surprise that both the TVCs and the seven Ghost Houses4 in Ocean Park offer
as its cultural and economic values. In other words, the local cultural capital
of the two TVCs more closely matches the global/‘glocal’ atmosphere of the
whole Halloween Bash event for the postmodern market of hybrid lifestyles
(Yuk, 2005). But the TVC of Disneyland’s ‘Haunted Hotel’ is detached from
the other attractions as a result of Disney’s ‘global corporate cultural capital’,
the brand baggage that constitutes a drag on ‘glocalization’ in the postmodern
contexts of the Hong Kong Halloween Festival.

Flexibility for cultural hybridization
Having the flexibility to match societal expectations in terms of local attitudes,
tastes and understandings constitutes one of the major factors for success in
the cultural and economic struggle over the Halloween Festival in a postmodern
risk consumer society (Clements, 2006; Sethi, 2003). Lai agreed that Disney’s
‘global corporate cultural capital’ and corporate image creates great limitations
on Disneyland’s cultural hybridization. But he believed that there are some
ways to let go of the Disney brand baggage. Then a crossover of its own
characters with other Eastern ghost characters might be possible, thus creating
a real Disneyland of Hong Kong with cultural hybridities. On the one hand,
Lai’s idea may be too optimistic and undermine the rigidity of Disney’s ‘global
corporate cultural capital’ and corporate cultures. On the other, Disneyland’s
TVC and newly invented attractions of Haunted Halloween, indeed, show an
unprecedented breakthrough and a relatively more flexible communication
and promotion strategy to reduce the legitimacy gap between its performance
and societal expectations in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, to borrow Wong’s words,
Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween is ‘far away from’ the expectations of
cultural hybridization, especially when compared with the highly ‘glocalized’
Halloween Bash in Ocean Park.
Some argue that the first version of Disneyland’s TVC was replaced by the
second one, without the teenagers, after 80 complaints were received and a
number of accusations were made by professionals in newspapers. I have
officially asked for Disney Hong Kong’s explanation for the replacement of
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the first version of the TVC but have received no reply. However, it is quite
obvious that the second version is a re-edit of the first, and the disappearance
of the three cast members from the commercial greatly weakens the original
storytelling approach that is so much a part of Disney’s official communication
tactics. So, it is highly doubtful that this second version was planned contingently
as a replacement for the first. Among the accusations, a clinical psychologist
pointed out that in the original TVC of the ‘Haunted Hotel’, the girl’s twisted
head may upset the audience and the two naughty boys tricking the girl for
fun may undermine kids’ evaluation of conduct (Oriental Daily News, 2007;
Sing Tao Daily, 2007). Most specialists interviewed for this article did not
think that 80-something complaints for such a horrific and thrilling TVC
constituted a serious problem. Lam thought that the Ocean Park TVC with the
ghostly head inside the schoolgirl’s bag is more disgusting, but Disneyland’s
TVC attracted more complaints because of stereotypical societal expectations
of its brand. Indeed, Wong mentioned that all such kind of horrific TVCs,
both Disneyland’s and Ocean Park’s, should have gone through the usual
vetting process and then should have been allowed to be screened after 9:30 pm,
after the watershed. However, the complaints and accusations really were about
Disney’s core values of children, family and clean wholesome fun. If this is
really the reason why Disneyland withdrew the first TVC of its ‘Haunted
Hotel’, it reveals a drawback in Disney’s ‘global corporate cultural
capital’ and corporate cultures with regard to its communication and
promotion strategy.
Moreover, many factors show that the flexibility with regard to cultural
hybridization is very limited in Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween. For instance,
Hong Kong Disneyland’s recruitment requirements for cast members for the
Halloween event are quite ridiculous and controversial. It requests that the
cast members playing the horrific characters during the Halloween event
should be ‘terrifiying but kind’ to the guests. Indeed, the cast members inside
the ‘Haunted Hotel’ kindly guide their guests through the hotel after suddenly
scaring them. In contrast, the cast of Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash immerse
themselves in the play of the hybrid ghost and horror characters to scare their
guests without reserve. It is stated as one of the major principles of Bryman’s
(2004) Disneyization that cast members’ emotional performance should be
friendly and helpful at all times, to create happiness for guests of all ages
everywhere. It is the stereotypical ‘global corporate cultural capital’ of
Disneyland that continues to operate in the theme park, even when it is
attempting to introduce new horrific elements to reinvent its Halloween event
during the cultural and economic struggle. Ironically, just like Hong Kong
Disneyland, but before the world-renowned Disney theme park came to Hong
Kong, Ocean Park took the risk of creating and reinventing the Halloween
Bash as a contingency plan in order to address its own widening legitimacy
gap during the economic crisis in 2000. Wong acknowledged that the success
of the Halloween Bash’s promotion, as well as its cultural events, relies very
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much on the flexibility of Ocean Park’s management. Indeed, the Halloween
Bash has created its own cultural hybrids by means of cultural hybridization.
Such cultural hybrids, composed of both local and global cultural capital, not
only reveal cultural proximity to the postmodern consumer culture in Hong
Kong, but also represent Ocean Park’s own cultural specificity. In this case,
imported Disneyland, representing homogeneous American culture, faces the
dilemma of either adapting local as well as other cultures to increase its cultural
proximity but to decrease its cultural specificity, or maintaining its ‘global
corporate cultural capital’.

Conclusion
It is obvious that Ocean Park, as a local corporation in postmodern Hong
Kong, possesses a higher level of flexibility with regard to cultural
hybridization than the multinational Disney, which is both blessed and burdened
by its ‘global corporate cultural capital’ and corporate cultures. This heavy
brand baggage is a drag on Hong Kong Disneyland’s ‘glocalization’ project
during the Halloween Festival. In 2007, Disneyland’s contingency plan aimed
to break the ice, creating ‘The Main Street Haunted Hotel’ and breakaway
from its long-established corporate strategy. These moves challenged the
traditional Disney core values and cultures, and inevitably encountered many
constraints stemming from Disney’s ‘global corporate cultural capital’. The
‘Haunted Hotel’ and its TVC are detached from other attractions of
Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween. The TVC has to follow the storytelling
approach of Disney’s standard communication and promotion strategy,
though its narrative eventually collapses in the re-edited second version, after
over 80 complaints and some professional accusations alleging that the first
TVC is at odds with the Disney core values. Some interviewees thought that
the ghostly cast members of Disneyland’s haunted hotel are by no means
horrible compared with the hybrid characters which blend different local
and global cultures in the Ghost Houses of Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash.
However, they may not understand the difficulties encountered by every
Disneyland cast member – to strike a balance between scaring the guests and
treating them kindly in a ‘Disneyized’ manner.
In a nutshell, cultural hybridization that relies very much on ‘glocalization’
is an indispensable factor to the success of a Halloween Festival attraction in
a postmodern consumer society like Hong Kong. Indeed, Ocean Park has hit
the ‘jackpot’ and won the major market share during the Halloween Festival
in recent years. It created the successful Halloween Bash as an annual event
of strong cultural hybridities by ‘glocalizing’ local and global cultural capital
of disparate ghost stories, as well as characters, from the East and the West.
Its TVCs have vividly employed local cultures embedded in the hybrid cultural
capital of the established Halloween Bash, to attract attention and make itself
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memorable among its target audiences. Similarly, Hong Kong Disneyland has
attempted to create a horrific and thrilling Haunted Halloween, with an
emphasis on its newly invented attraction ‘The Main Street Haunted Hotel’,
which is shown in an independent TVC screened in many spots and also
highlighted in all editorials, to compete with the Halloween Bash. But the
level of cultural hybridization of Disneyland’s Haunted Halloween is
much lower than that of Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash in terms of the
communication and promotion strategy as well as the cultural production
during the festival. Disney’s ‘global corporate cultural capital’ serves as a drag
on ‘glocalization’, which restricts Disneyland’s development in a postmodern
consumer society. This study conveys an obvious implication that, generally
speaking, ‘global corporate cultural capital’ of a multinational corporation
constitutes a negative factor with regard to the organization’s creativity in
cultural production as well as its communication and promotion strategy. It is
a result of the multinational corporation’s having less flexibility in contingency
planning in circumstances where there is a gap between societal expectations
and the corporation’s performance. This is probably a generalizable finding, and
further empirical studies concerning such negative effects of ‘global corporate
cultural capital’, from the perspectives of either multinational corporations or
the corresponding consumers, should be conducted to discern the complexity
of culture-economic competitions in a global–local nexus. It is evident that in
global cultural and economic struggle, multinational corporations like
Disney are not sure to win, and smaller local corporations like Ocean Park
with higher flexibility are not sure to lose.5
Notes
1. Here I would use the term ‘neoliberalized’ to resonate with Harvey’s (2005) concept
of neoliberalization of late modernity that is not exactly the same as the theory of
neoliberalism.
2. A ‘flip’ is a flip card, i.e. a still graphic that displays information.
3. Since the opening of Hong Kong Disneyland, it has never achieved the expected
number of guests. In the first year, it had 5.2 million guests, almost 7 percent lower
than the expected 5.6 million. And the second year’s numbers are probably even
lower. In certain off-season periods the daily number of guests is only some thousands
(Wong, 2007).
4. In 2007, there were seven Ghost Houses of different ghost and monstrosity
themes in Ocean Park’s Halloween Bash. Wong thought that, compared with just the
one haunted hotel in Disneyland, the seven Ghost Houses provided more diversified
choices of different ghosts from the East and the West and thus should be more attractive to audiences.
5. Allan Zeman, who has been Chair of Ocean Park since 2004, has successfully
increased visitor numbers and the park was named one of the ‘10 Most Popular
Amusement Parks in the World’ by Forbes.com in 2006, while Hong Kong Disneyland
is still struggling to achieve the expected numbers. So Zeman is named ‘Hong Kong’s
Mouse Killer’ in a 2007 Forbes article (according to the ‘Allan Zeman’ entry in
Wikipedia).
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