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Focusing on the Chinese diaspora
in North America enabled the
researchers to “highlight the
geographical and cultural distance
between immigrant sending and
receiving nations”. The continent
is home to huge numbers of
international immigrants, and
people with Chinese ethnicity are
no exception, with populations
exceeding 4.8 million in the United
States and 1.7 million in Canada.
The respondents were fairly evenly
distributed in terms of age and
gender. About 30% were firstgeneration migrants, having been
born in mainland China, Hong
Kong or Macau and
then migrated to North America.
Second-generation migrants made
up 38% of the sample, 13%
were third-generation migrants
and 19% belonged to the fourth
generation or later. Around 80% of
the respondents had been to China
(Table 2), and most had stayed for
a maximum of 7-14 days.

Homeland or
Hometown?
A series of statistical analyses of the
survey data yielded some intriguing
insights into diaspora tourism.
The findings not only contribute to
research on migration and diaspora
tourism, but also have important
implications for destination
marketing organisations (DMOs) in
home countries, especially those
with large numbers of international
migrants living abroad, such as
China, Mexico and the Philippines.
The results suggest that overall,
Chinese diaspora tourists have
a strong sense of social and
emotional attachment to their
homeland, which powerfully
motivates them to return. To bring
tourism income to as many local
communities as possible, DMOs
in home countries should thus
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design advertising campaigns that
specifically target homecoming
tourists abroad and highlight social
and emotional bonds with their
destinations.
The next finding was more
surprising. Although transnational
ties are generally believed to
wither down the generations,
the researchers discovered that
the third- and fourth-generation
respondents were actually more
attached to their home country,
China, than members of the
second generation. Young people
whose ancestors migrated several
generations ago may thus be taking
increasing interest in their ethnic
origin, in what the researchers term
a paradigm shift “from assimilation
to transnationalism”.
Aside from their shared love for
Chinese cuisine, generations of
diaspora tourists can even be
grouped into “distinct market
segments”, argue the researchers.
As the later generations expressed
a stronger attachment to home
country than hometown, and a
greater appreciation for Chinese
culture than family heritage,
marketing for this segment should
have a national rather than a local
flavour. Native-born Chinese are
better enticed by a message that
stresses “social connection and
culture”, advise the researchers.

Looking Farther Afield
Tourism is one of the ways in
which international migrants today
maintain physical and emotional
ties with their home countries.
The researchers extend the scope
of both migration and tourism
studies by showing that migrants’
homeland attachment significantly
motivates their travel decision
making, and indicating ways in
which DMOs can most effectively
target and segment this influential
market of tourism consumers.

However, their findings are based
solely on the overseas Chinese
population in North America.
Chinese migrants today are
members of a labour and trade
diaspora shaped by China’s
economic rise, and thus have
strong ties with their homeland.
The researchers thus suggest
that further studies are needed
to determine whether the same
conclusions apply to other modern
diasporic groups, such as refugees,
for whom the prospect of returning
home at all, let alone for tourism,
is likely to be far more distant.

POINTS TO NOTE
• As migration increases, diasporic
tourism is becoming an increasingly
popular way of reconnecting with
home countries.
• Chinese-American diasporic tourists
have a strong sense of attachment to
their homeland, which predicts their
travel intention.
• Later generations of Chinese
overseas are more attached to
their home country than their
hometowns.
• Destination marketers should target
migrants by generation to attract
tourist income to home countries.
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A Globetrotting Generation
With globalisation and the rise of
digital technology, “keeping up with
the Joneses” is becoming harder
than ever before. In a recently
published study, SHTM researchers
Lauren Siegel and Dr Dan Wang
show that for the Internet-savvy
Generation Y, travel experiences
shared online have replaced
material goods as a form of social
currency. New approaches to
destination marketing are needed if
tourism is to realise its potential in
the information age.

Conspicuous
Consumption
One might say that envy is at the
heart of consumer culture. For
centuries, the researchers tell us,
people of all ages and generations
have sought to “keep up” socially
by doing and buying the same
things as their peers. Of course,
their ability to do so depends on
the visibility of other people’s
lives, and the last two centuries
have seen a paradigm shift in the
way that alternative lifestyles are
marketed to us.
The researchers point out that from
printed mail order catalogues to the
beaming of television commercials
into homes across the globe, every
new iteration of mass marketing
in the 20th century redefined
consumption preferences and
further expanded the consumer
economy. People began to engage
in conspicuous consumption –
spending lavishly on luxury goods
as a public display of status and
power – and used such visible,
tangible markers to assess their
own worth in comparison with
their peers.
In recent decades, these social
trends have accelerated with the
explosion of digital marketing

and the near-ubiquity of the
Internet. Today’s digital world,
the researchers argue, offers
an “unprecedented amount of
opportunities for individuals to
quickly and frequently compare
themselves to their peers”.
Indeed, they point out that “many
millennials are never without their
mobile devices, and live in a state
of constant peer comparison”.

Tourism as a
Commodity
At the same time, however,
new kinds of consumption have
emerged. For millennials, the
researchers note, experiences have
replaced physical possessions
as markers of status, and in an
increasingly globalised world,
travelling is considered one of
the most meaningful types of
experience. Whereas a suburban
young couple of the 1950s might
have bought a swimming pool
for their neighbours to envy,
millennials today are “keeping
up with the Joneses” through a
camera lens, sharing photographs
of themselves in Phuket or Florida
on their Instagram accounts.
At this intersection of emerging
social trends, the researchers have
unearthed a fascinating yet underresearched area for exploration.
How has travel emerged as a
means of social comparison,
and how do millennials’ social
networking habits influence their
travel behaviours – and vice versa?
Social comparison has rarely
been explored using travel as an
indicator of status, and despite
abundant research on Generation Y,
we know little about how pressure
to “keep up” with their peers on
social media influences millennials’
travel decisions.

To answer these questions, and
ultimately to help travel and
tourism marketers more accurately
target this enormously influential
cohort, the researchers set out to
directly examine the “embodied
experiences” of millennials
who actively post travel-related
photographs and other content on
social networking sites (SNS).

Millennial Travellers
Surveyed
The researchers recruited 32
millennials (aged between 21
and 33) via Facebook, one of the
most widely used SNS worldwide,
and conducted three phases of
analysis to explore their activities
as tourists on social media. As the
respondents routinely reviewed
and posted content related to
their travel experiences online, the
researchers could be certain of
extracting the most pertinent and
up-to-date information available.
In the first phase of the analysis,
they asked the informants some
open-ended questions about their
travels in the last three years,
and how they felt when they saw
their friends’ posts about far-flung
“exotic” destinations. The second
phase saw the original sample split
into two sub-groups to explore
the potential correlations between
travel behaviours. Finally, the
researchers conducted 10 faceto-face interviews to delve deeper
into the respondents’ motivation to
“keep up” with their peers’ travel
experiences on social media.
The young people who took
part in the research came from
similar economic and sociological
backgrounds, because individuals
tend to compare themselves only
with peers whom they perceive
as similar. They all had enough
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disposable income to travel
frequently for fun. Most (77 per
cent) were female, as women
are typically more active on SNS
than men, and they came from
a range of countries worldwide
– predominantly the United
States, but also China, Indonesia,
Germany and others.

Striking Similarities
At first sight, the millennials’
responses to the survey seemed
rather different. Although many
“loved” reading about others’
holidays online, others felt jealous
and some were even annoyed
by the profusion of travel-related
posts. Whereas some hoped
simply to “promote” and “share the
beauty” of the places they visited,
others admitted that they shared
photographs of their travels online
to show off and “make everyone
jealous”.
When the researchers took a closer
look, however, they discovered
overwhelming similarities within
the peer groups. All of the
millennials were familiar with
the travel history of their SNS
connections, and all preferred to
spend their money on experiences
than on material possessions,
reflecting their shared sense
of the “visibility of travel as a
commodity”. Unsurprisingly,
therefore, the photo- and videobased SNS Instagram was
far ahead of Twitter and even
Facebook as the preferred tool for
sharing travel experiences.
To stay ahead of the curve in
enticing this “acutely visual
generation”, the researchers
suggest, destination marketers
– from governments to tourism
companies – must provide
ample opportunities for online
image sharing as a tool for peer
visibility. At the very least, online
photographic advertising must
be of a sufficiently high quality to
cater to the sophisticated millennial
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“palate” for picture editing, filters
and lighting. “We’re bombarded
with way more images than our
parents were, for sure,” said one
informant.
The more visible a destination,
the more likely it is to elicit envy.
Indeed, the second and third
phases of the analysis revealed that
the millennials felt a subconscious
need to “keep up” by visiting
the same destinations as their
peers. Although “deals and time
constraints certainly drive decision
making”, note the researchers,
“social influence and peer
comparison are also major driving
forces”.
As travel experiences seem to
be a marker of status for many
millennials, the researchers
recommend that travel companies
and destination marketers also
focus on socialisation strategies
to meet the needs of this hugely
powerful new cohort of travellers.
“No longer willing to be passive
consumers, this generation wants
to actively participate, co-create,
and most importantly, be included
as partners in the brands they
choose”.
As a thought-provoking concluding
remark, the researchers speculate
that with a better understanding
of their motivations for travel,
millennial travellers themselves
may wish to “re-evaluate their
intentions and choose more
sustainable, mindful and purposeful
travel behaviors”. Indeed, the
findings may help travellers of
any age and generation to better
manage their travel expectations,
knowing that many people post
merely “a façade of their journeys,
which may not represent their true
experience”.

Future of Tourism
Overall, the researchers provide
important clues to the social
motivations of millennial travellers

and recommendations for
tailoring marketing to the travel
habits of future generations. This
will be particularly important
for developing regions that
have recently seen a boom in
international tourism, such as
China.

Nurturing
Industry
Leaders

However, the researchers do
offer a warning. “While social
comparison remains constant, the
social networking idiosyncrasies
of Generation Y will inevitably
undergo a metamorphosis due
to the ever-changing nature of
technology and social networking”,
they remark. Ongoing study will be
needed to ensure that the evolving
needs of this and future cohorts
continue to be met.

For four decades, the SHTM has refined
a unique vision of hospitality and tourism
education not only locally, but also by forging
and strengthening links with the mainland.
Central to these efforts are the world-class
postgraduate degrees it offers in partnership
with Zhejiang University, along with numerous
other activities on the mainland that nurture
leaders with the expertise and drive to take
China’s hospitality and tourism industry to
new heights. This March was an especially
packed month, with a series of information
seminars cum mini-forums on ways of
fostering global and domestic knowhow for
the benefit of the industry.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Ubiquitous digital communication
has led to new forms of social
comparison.
• For millennials, travel experiences
have replaced possessions as
markers of status.
• Online social influence and peer
comparison shape millennials’ travel
decisions.
• Tourism marketing campaigns
should focus on visibility and
socialisation to target this segment.
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The prestigious Waldorf Astoria
Ballroom in Chengdu, Sichuan
province was the perfect setting for
the first mainland activity hosted by
the SHTM this year, an information
seminar cum mini-forum on tourism
learning held on 9 March. The event
introduced the SHTM’s graduate
programmes and offered insights
from such prestigious speakers as
the School’s own Dr Henry Tsai,
Associate Professor and Postgraduate
Programme Director. A highlight
was a talk on “honeymoon tourism”,
a crucial area of tourism and travel
research due to its economic
significance to host destinations.
On 16 March, at a seminar
hosted by the SHTM in China’s first
5-star Spanish-themed hotel, the

InterContinental Madrid in Shenzhen,
attention turned to the renowned
Master of Science in Hotel and
Tourism Management run jointly by
the SHTM and Zhejiang University.
After a programme introduction, an
extensive alumni sharing session cast
light on topics such as the booming
development of townships and
whether experience matters more
than education.

the SHTM’s programmes and explore
how best to meet the particular needs
of China’s hospitality and tourism
industry through education.
A final seminar for the first half of the
year was held in Xiamen on 11 May.
The School is proud to have hosted
such fruitful activities in collaboration
with its mainland partners, and looks
forward to future events. H

M o re i n s i g h t s i n t o t o u r i s m
leadership and innovation were
gained at an SHTM information
seminar cum mini-forum held in
Shanghai on 27 March. Educators,
researchers and leading tourism
practitioners, such as SHTM Associate
Dean Dr Catherine Cheung, came
together to introduce attendees to
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