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Abstract: This study conducts an economic analysis of the CBA’s market structure, focusing 

on supply-demand dynamics, labor markets, revenue models, and competition. It explores 

future growth strategies, emphasizing international expansion, youth development, and 

technological innovation to enhance the league’s global competitiveness. A comparative 

analysis with the NBA and other leagues forms the methodological foundation, supported by 

literature reviews of sports economics and management theories. Data derives from academic 

journals, industry reports, and case studies on broadcasting deals, sponsorship trends, and 

policy frameworks. Economic principles, such as income elasticity, human capital theory, 

and competitive balance models, guide the analysis. The CBA exhibits strong growth 

potential through digital broadcasting, sponsorship, and merchandise sales, but faces 

challenges like financial disparities among teams and competition from e-sports. Strategic 

recommendations include revenue-sharing mechanisms, talent pipeline investments, and 

immersive fan engagement technologies. Sustainable growth hinges on balancing domestic 

priorities with global aspirations, ensuring long-term viability in an evolving sports economy. 

Keywords: China Basketball Association (CBA), Economic Analysis, Revenue Models, 

Competitive Balance, Youth Development 

1. Introduction 

The China Basketball Association (CBA), established in 1995, has grown into one of the most 

prominent professional sports leagues in Asia, becoming an essential element of China's sports 

entertainment landscape. With the increasing popularity of basketball in China, driven by both 

domestic interest and the influence of the NBA, the CBA has expanded rapidly. This paper will 

provide an economic analysis of the CBA market and explore its future development directions.  

To conduct an economic analysis of the China Basketball Association (CBA) and explore its 

future development directions, a comparative analysis with other basketball leagues, particularly the 

NBA, will be conducted to understand best practices and strategies that could be applied to the CBA. 

This will involve reviewing existing literature on sports management and marketing strategies. 

This research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the economic landscape of the 

CBA, identifying not only current strengths and weaknesses but also potential future opportunities for 

growth and development in the competitive sports market. 

By focusing on factors such as supply and demand, labor market dynamics, revenue models, and 

competition, this analysis will offer insights into the current market situation and the future potential 
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of the league. Additionally, the paper will discuss challenges and opportunities that the CBA faces as 

it seeks to expand its influence both domestically and globally. 

This research is valuable for understanding the economic dynamics of the China Basketball 

Association (CBA) and its role in the broader sports market. By analyzing financial performance, 

stakeholder perspectives, and comparative strategies, the study highlights both the strengths and 

challenges faced by the CBA. The insights gained will not only inform league management and 

policy decisions but also provide a framework for potential investors and sponsors, ultimately 

contributing to the sustainable growth and global positioning of basketball in China. 

2. CBA market structure: an economic overview 

2.1. Demand for basketball in China 

The demand for basketball in China has seen exponential growth in recent decades. Basketball ranks 

as one of the most popular sports in China, with over 300 million people actively playing or following 

the sport[1]. This vast audience provides a significant market base for the CBA. The increasing 

disposable income of China’s middle class, coupled with urbanization and the country’s growing 

interest in sports, has fuelled demand for basketball-related entertainment. 

From an economic perspective, several factors, such as consumer income, preferences, and the 

availability of substitutes, influence the demand for sports entertainment, just like any other good or 

service. As China’s economy has grown, so has the disposable income of its citizens, allowing for 

more expenditure on leisure and entertainment. The income elasticity of demand captures this 

economic concept, indicating that an increase in consumer income leads to a corresponding increase 

in demand for normal goods such as sports entertainment [2]. 

Additionally, the NBA's global appeal has sparked interest in basketball throughout China. The 

success of Chinese players in the NBA, such as Yao Ming, has further contributed to the popularity of 

the sport domestically. As basketball continues to grow in popularity, the demand for CBA games, 

merchandise, and related entertainment is expected to rise. The rise of digital streaming platforms, 

which offer greater access to CBA content, has also played a role in meeting the growing demand. 

Platforms like Tencent and Youku provide extensive coverage of CBA games, expanding the 

league’s reach beyond traditional television and increasing its visibility among fans [3]. 

2.2. Supply of basketball entertainment in China 

On the supply side, the CBA has worked diligently to expand its operations by investing in 

infrastructure, developing talent, and attracting international players. The availability of teams, 

players, stadiums, and other key resources drives the supply of sports entertainment, enabling the 

production and delivery of basketball games to consumers. The league consists of 20 teams that play 

in modern arenas across China, which serve as important physical capital in the league’s operations. 

Investment in stadiums and training facilities has been critical to increasing the supply of basketball 

entertainment. As the league expands, teams can spread these fixed costs across a larger fan base, 

achieving economies of scale [4]. 

Another important aspect of the supply side is the availability of players. The CBA has attracted 

both domestic and international talent, with a growing number of foreign players joining the league in 

recent years. This inflow of talent has improved the quality of the competition and increased fan 

interest. However, the CBA has implemented salary caps and foreign player quotas to ensure a 

balance between local and international players, preventing the over-reliance on foreign talent and 

fostering the development of domestic athletes[5]. The league’s focus on youth development, 

including partnerships with schools and basketball academies, is also a critical element in the supply 

of future talent. A professional sports league’s financial sustainability is largely dependent on its 
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ability to generate revenue from multiple sources. The CBA has developed several key revenue 

streams, including broadcasting rights, sponsorships, ticket sales, and merchandise sales. 

2.3. Broadcasting rights 

The sale of broadcasting rights has become the most lucrative revenue stream for the CBA. With the 

increasing demand for live sports content, particularly through digital platforms, broadcasting rights 

have become a key source of income for the league. Tencent, one of China’s largest technology 

companies, signed a multi-year deal with the CBA for exclusive broadcasting rights, bringing billions 

of yuan in revenue to the league. This aligns with the broader trend in sports economics, where live 

sports content is highly valued by broadcasters due to its ability to attract large, engaged audiences[6]. 

Fans are willing to pay a premium to watch games in real-time due to the inelastic demand for live 

sports content, as they cannot replicate or consume live events at a later time like other forms of 

entertainment. This makes live sports content a valuable commodity for broadcasters, who are willing 

to pay large sums to secure exclusive rights[7]. As more Chinese consumers turn to digital platforms 

for entertainment, the value of digital broadcasting rights is expected to increase, providing the CBA 

with a significant growth opportunity. 

2.4. Sponsorships and advertising 

Sponsorships are another crucial revenue source for the CBA. Many Chinese companies, particularly 

in the technology, automotive, and consumer goods sectors, have entered into sponsorship 

agreements with the CBA and its teams. Companies like Li-Ning and Anta, two of China’s leading 

sportswear brands, have long-term sponsorship deals with the league. These agreements typically 

include naming rights for arenas, team jerseys, and other promotional materials, providing sponsors 

with significant brand visibility [8]. Companies are willing to invest in sponsorships that offer high 

levels of visibility and association with positive cultural values, such as athleticism and teamwork, as 

part of the economic rationale behind sponsorship deals. For instance, Li-Ning, a prominent 

sportswear brand in China, reaps benefits from its affiliation with the CBA, given the perception of 

basketball as a sport embodying youth, energy, and aspiration in the country [8]. Similarly, the CBA 

benefits financially from these sponsorship deals, which provide a stable and growing source of 

income. 

2.5. Merchandise sales and ticket revenues 

Merchandise sales and ticket revenues are also important revenue streams for the CBA, although they 

represent a smaller portion of total income compared to broadcasting rights and sponsorships. 

Merchandise sales, particularly jerseys and other branded apparel, have grown in importance as 

China’s consumer culture evolves. As Chinese consumers become more brand-conscious, especially 

younger generations, the demand for official CBA merchandise is expected to rise [1]. Ticket sales, 

on the other hand, have traditionally been a reliable revenue stream for the league, with large arenas 

often filled with passionate fans. However, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted this 

revenue source by imposing restrictions on large gatherings, leading to the absence of fans in many 

games. In response, the CBA has explored alternative ways to engage with fans, such as virtual game 

experiences and interactive mobile apps, which could become important revenue-generating tools in 

the future [9]. 
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3. The economic implications of player salaries and talent acquisition 

3.1. The labor market in the CBA 

The labor market in professional sports is unique, as teams compete for the best talent in a global 

marketplace. The CBA is no exception, with teams often bidding for top talent from both domestic 

and international markets. Several factors, including player performance, marketability, and 

competition from other leagues like the NBA, influence player salaries in the CBA. From an 

economic standpoint, the labor market in professional sports can be analyzed using the theory of 

wage determination. In competitive labor markets, wages are determined by the marginal product of 

labor, or the additional value that a worker (in this case, a player) contributes to the firm (the team). In 

the CBA, top players command high salaries because their performance on the court translates into 

increased ticket sales, merchandise sales, and fan engagement. Moreover, the star power of certain 

players can attract sponsors and media attention, further increasing their value to the team [7]. 

3.2. International players and competitive balance 

The CBA has attracted several high-profile international players, particularly from the United States 

and Europe. These players often come to the CBA seeking higher salaries than they might receive in 

other leagues, as well as the opportunity to play a starring role on their team. However, the influx of 

foreign players has raised concerns about competitive balance and the development of domestic talent. 

To address these concerns, the CBA has implemented salary caps and foreign player quotas. These 

policies aim to create a level playing field by preventing wealthier teams from monopolizing the best 

talent and ensuring that Chinese players have opportunities to develop and compete at a high level [5]. 

The salary cap aids in cost control and financial stability, while the foreign player quota guarantees 

the majority of roster spots for domestic players, thereby fostering the development of local talent. 

4. Future growth directions and market prospects for the CBA 

4.1. Expanding international presence 

The future growth of the CBA will depend in large part on its ability to expand its presence 

internationally. The NBA’s success in China has shown that basketball has significant global appeal, 

and the CBA is in a prime position to capitalize on this trend. The CBA has already begun 

broadcasting its games internationally, particularly in neighboring Asian countries, and has organized 

exhibition games against NBA teams to raise its international profile. From an economic perspective, 

expanding into international markets allows the CBA to tap into new revenue streams and increase its 

brand visibility. International trade theory suggests that by expanding into new markets, firms (or in 

this case, sports leagues) can exploit their comparative advantages and achieve economies of scale 

[10]. For the CBA, its comparative advantage lies in its position as the premier basketball league in 

China, a country with a vast population and a growing middle class that is increasingly interested in 

sports entertainment. 

4.2. Youth development and talent pipeline 

The long-term success of the CBA depends on the development of a robust talent pipeline. While the 

league has produced several notable domestic players, such as Yi Jianlian and Zhou Qi, the overall 

depth of talent in Chinese basketball still lags behind other countries like the United States. To 

address this issue, the CBA has invested in youth development programs, including partnerships with 

schools and universities to identify and nurture young talent. Investing in human capital, particularly 

in the development of young athletes, is critical to the future success of the league. By creating a 
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strong talent pipeline, the CBA can ensure a steady supply of skilled players, reducing its reliance on 

foreign talent and fostering a sense of national pride among Chinese fans. This aligns with the 

economic theory of human capital, which posits that investments in education and training can 

increase an individual’s productivity and future earnings [11]. 

4.3. Technological innovation and fan engagement 

In the digital age, the CBA must continue to innovate to stay competitive in the crowded sports and 

entertainment market. Technological innovations, such as virtual reality (VR), augmented reality 

(AR), and interactive fan experiences, present new opportunities for the league to engage with fans 

and generate additional revenue. For example, VR and AR technologies could allow fans to 

experience games in a more immersive way, whether by attending matches virtually or interacting 

with players and teams through augmented features [9]. The CBA’s embrace of digital platforms, 

such as live-streaming games on Tencent and other online services, has already proven to be a 

successful strategy in reaching a wider audience. As younger fans increasingly turn to digital media 

for entertainment, the CBA will need to continue adapting to these changing consumer preferences. 

4.4. Competition from other sports and entertainment 

While the CBA has grown significantly in recent years, it faces increasing competition from other 

forms of entertainment, both within the sports industry and beyond. E-sports, for example, has rapidly 

gained popularity among younger Chinese consumers, posing a potential threat to traditional sports 

leagues like the CBA. In addition, other sports, such as soccer and table tennis, remain popular in 

China, providing alternative entertainment options for consumers. The economic theory of substitutes 

suggests that when consumers have more choices, the demand for any single good or service may 

decrease. To maintain its market share, the CBA will need to differentiate itself from other forms of 

entertainment by offering unique fan experiences and continuing to develop its brand. By focusing on 

fan engagement, both in-person and online, the CBA can ensure that it remains competitive in an 

increasingly crowded market [4]. 

4.5. Financial sustainability and competitive balance 

The future growth of the CBA will depend on its ability to maintain financial sustainability and 

competitive balance among its teams. While teams in major cities like Beijing and Shanghai are 

financially stable due to larger fan bases and higher sponsorship revenues, teams in smaller markets 

often struggle to generate the same level of income. This disparity creates challenges in maintaining 

competitive balance, as wealthier teams have greater resources to attract top talent. To address this 

issue, the CBA could consider implementing revenue-sharing models similar to those used by the 

NBA, where wealthier teams share a portion of their revenue with smaller-market teams to ensure a 

more level playing field [12]. This would not only help smaller-market teams remain financially 

viable but also contribute to the overall competitiveness of the league, which is essential for 

maintaining fan interest and engagement. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, while the CBA has established a strong foothold in the sports landscape, its future will 

depend on how effectively it navigates both the opportunities and challenges ahead. By focusing on 

international expansion, youth development, and technological innovation, the CBA can continue to 

evolve and maintain its position as a leading force in global basketball. Economic principles provide 

valuable insights into the CBA’s market structure and future growth potential. As the league 
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continues to expand, its ability to adapt to changing market conditions and consumer preferences will 

determine its long-term success. By leveraging its unique position in the Chinese sports landscape 

and capitalizing on new opportunities, the CBA can remain a dominant force in the global basketball 

industry.  

However, the CBA is not without its challenges. Increased competition from both domestic and 

international leagues poses a significant threat. As more players consider options in other leagues, the 

CBA must offer competitive salaries and enhanced working conditions to retain top talent. Financial 

disparities among teams also present a challenge, as wealthier teams may dominate the league, 

leading to imbalanced competition. To address this, the CBA might consider implementing salary 

caps or revenue-sharing models to ensure a more equitable distribution of resources. 

Additionally, maintaining fan engagement in an era where attention spans are dwindling is crucial. 

The league must continuously innovate in how it markets its games and engages with fans, ensuring 

that they feel valued and connected to the teams. This could involve enhanced fan experiences during 

games, increased accessibility to players, and personalized content that resonates with diverse fan 

segments. Despite the promising avenues for growth, this research acknowledges certain limitations. 

The dynamic nature of sports economics means that many factors influencing the CBA's future may 

change rapidly, and this analysis may not capture all relevant developments. Moreover, the focus on 

economic principles may overlook sociocultural factors that also impact the league's growth and fan 

engagement. 

Future research could expand on this study by exploring the sociocultural dynamics that influence 

basketball's popularity in China, examining how local traditions and values interact with the sport. 

Additionally, longitudinal studies could provide deeper insights into the long-term effects of current 

strategies on the league's growth. Comparative analyses with other emerging basketball leagues in 

Asia or globally could also yield valuable lessons for the CBA. 
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