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Abstract. This study explores how Malaysian Chinese tourists navigate cultural 

identity through both root-seeking and experiential forms of travel to China. 

Drawing on 780 surveys and 25 interviews, it develops a layered model that 

captures generational differences in travel motivations, ranging from ancestral 

reconnection to digital-cultural engagement. The findings reveal a transition 

from emotionally rooted travel to hybrid, performance-oriented experiences, 

particularly among younger generations. The study contributes to diaspora 

tourism theory by integrating motivational frameworks with empirical data and 

offers practical insights for the culturally adaptive design of diaspora tourism 

destinations. 
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1 Introduction 

Diaspora tourism has emerged as a dynamic field connecting mobility, memory, and 

identity across borders. For the Malaysian Chinese community—one of the largest 

diasporic populations in Southeast Asia—traveling to ancestral roots in China has 

historically served as a cultural bridge. However, such journeys are no longer driven 

solely by genealogical curiosity or emotional lineage; they increasingly reflect hybrid 

motivations that blend heritage exploration, lifestyle expression, and digitally 

mediated experiences. 

Amid deepening China–Malaysia cultural and economic ties, especially under the 

Belt and Road Initiative, the motivations of diaspora tourists are undergoing notable 

transformation. Younger generations, born and raised in Malaysia, may feel less 

emotionally attached to ancestral villages but still seek meaningful cultural 

engagement—often through food, festivals, creative industries, and urban experiences 

that connect them to a broader sense of Chinese identity. 

This study investigates how generational change is reshaping diaspora tourism 

motivations and how these shifts affect travel behaviors and satisfaction. Specifically, 

it addresses the following research questions: (1) What are the primary motivations 

driving Malaysian Chinese tourists to engage in heritage-oriented travel to China? (2)  
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How do generational cohorts differ in their motivations, expectations, and 
experiences? (3) How can tourism destinations adapt their products and narratives to 
meet these evolving needs? 

To address these questions, a mixed-methods approach was employed, combining 
structured surveys with in-depth interviews. The results contribute to the growing 
literature on diaspora tourism by proposing a generational model of identity-
motivated travel that links psychological needs with strategic tourism design. 

2 Related Work 

Diaspora tourism refers to travel undertaken by members of diasporic communities to 
their ancestral homelands, often motivated by emotional, cultural, or genealogical 
interests. For Malaysian Chinese tourists, such journeys are not merely leisure 
activities but acts of cultural reconstruction and identity negotiation. Recent studies 
highlight the complex and layered motivations embedded in these visits, which often 
blend nostalgia, symbolic belonging, and contemporary cultural curiosity [1,2]. 

Classical motivational theories—such as the Push–Pull framework and Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs—offer foundational insights into why people travel [3]. However, 
these models have traditionally overlooked generational variation in travel intentions, 
particularly in diaspora contexts. Younger generations may prioritize experiences that 
align with personal identity expression, lifestyle aspirations, and media visibility over 
traditional heritage-seeking behaviors. 

The rise of digital platforms such as Xiaohongshu, TikTok, and WeChat has 
further transformed the ways in which diaspora tourists engage with destinations and 
communities [4]. These technologies facilitate virtual storytelling, real-time 
documentation, and algorithm-driven discovery, reshaping root-seeking journeys into 
curated, performative experiences. Importantly, these affordances also amplify 
generational divergence: older travelers tend to rely on family narratives and 
ritualized practices, while younger tourists are drawn to the aesthetic, interactive, and 
shareable dimensions of travel [5]. 

3 Methodology 

This study adopted a mixed-methods research design to investigate the motivational 
dynamics and generational distinctions among Malaysian Chinese diaspora tourists. 
Combining quantitative and qualitative approaches allowed for methodological 
triangulation and a more comprehensive understanding of identity-driven travel 
behavior. 

A structured questionnaire was administered both online and offline between 
March and May 2024, yielding 780 valid responses. The instrument comprised 20 
items measuring three key motivational dimensions: emotional rootedness, 
experiential engagement, and digital interaction. Respondents were segmented into 
three generational cohorts: pre-1980 (older), 1980–1999 (middle), and post-2000 
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r), based on commonly recognized generational boundaries 
emographic research (see Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1. Generational distribution of survey respondents 

To supplement the survey findings and explore deeper narrative layers, 25 semi-
structured interviews were conducted with selected participants from the survey pool. 
The interview protocol focused on themes such as heritage tourism narratives, 
generational identity formation, and digital media use during travel. Interviews were 
conducted in Mandarin and English, each lasting between 40 and 90 minutes, and 
were transcribed verbatim. 

Quantitative data were analyzed using exploratory factor analysis and multiple 
regression techniques to validate the proposed motivational structure and assess 
relationships between motivations, satisfaction, and revisit intention. Qualitative data 
were coded thematically using NVivo 12, enabling the identification of generational 
patterns and meaning-making processes. A five-layer typological model was 
developed to map the interaction between generational traits, travel motivations, and 
outcome variables, serving as the conceptual foundation for the discussion section. 

4 Results and Discussion 

The factor analysis revealed three key motivational dimensions among Malaysian 
Chinese diaspora tourists: emotional rootedness, experiential engagement, and 
digitally mediated interaction (see Fig. 2). Emotional rootedness was most strongly 
expressed among older respondents (born before 1980), who prioritized visits to 
ancestral villages, family temples, and other sites imbued with symbolic significance. 
By contrast, younger generations (born after 2000) were more motivated by the 
aesthetic, immersive, and performative elements of contemporary Chinese urban 
culture—particularly museum architecture, culinary presentation, and social media– 
driven storytelling and sharing [6]. This contrast underscores a generational shift in 
the meaning-making process of heritage travel, where traditional notions of cultural 
return are increasingly supplemented—or even replaced—by curated, visually 
expressive experiences mediated through digital platforms. 
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Fig. 2. Motivation dimension scores across generational cohorts 

Building upon the integrated findings from both the survey and interview data, this 
study proposes a five-layer typological model that classifies Malaysian Chinese 
diaspora tourists based on their dominant motivational drivers and generational 
identities (see Fig. 3). The five categories are as follows: 

 Heritage Seekers – primarily driven by ancestral lineage and a deep sense of 
emotional belonging. 

 

 Ritual Participants – engage in symbolic practices such as tomb-sweeping and 
ancestral worship to reinforce cultural continuity. 

 

 Cultural Explorers – attracted to local food, arts, festivals, and other immersive 
cultural experiences that facilitate learning and participation. 

 Digital Storytellers – utilize social media platforms like Xiaohongshu and TikTok 
to document, curate, and share their travel narratives in real time. 

 

 Hybrid Tourists – blend heritage-oriented motives with lifestyle preferences and 
performative engagement, often seeking both authenticity and personalization. 

 

This typology illustrates a generational continuum in identity expression, ranging 
from lineage-based affiliation to digitally mediated self-performance. It offers a 
nuanced analytical lens through which to interpret the evolving dynamics of diaspora 
tourism behavior, particularly in the context of cultural hybridity and 
intergenerational transformation. 

 

Fig. 3. A five-layer typology of Malaysian Chinese tourists based on generational motivation 
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Interview narratives indicate that visitor satisfaction is closely tied to the capacity 
to engage with both authentic ancestral heritage and curated urban experiences (see 
Fig. 4). Older participants tended to derive fulfillment from symbolic acts of return 
and familial reconnection, underscoring the emotional significance of ancestral sites 
and rituals. In contrast, younger tourists reported higher satisfaction when their travel 
experiences involved personalization, cultural discovery, and visibility through digital 
platf d the 
stron  that 
seam with 
expe

 

orms. Notably, individuals identified as Hybrid Tourists (Layer 5) expresse 
gest revisit intention, highlighting a growing demand for tourism offerings 
lessly integrate tradition with innovation, and emotional resonance 
riential novelty [8]. 

Fig. 4. Correlation between motivation dimensions and satisfaction 

5 Conclusion and Future Work 

This study offers a generationally grounded perspective on diaspora tourism by 
examining how Malaysian Chinese travelers engage with heritage, identity, and 
experience through both traditional and contemporary modalities. Drawing on a 
mixed-methods approach, we identified three core motivational dimensions— 
emotional rootedness, experiential engagement, and digital interaction—and revealed 
how these dimensions vary significantly across generational cohorts. 

The findings demonstrate a clear transition from emotionally anchored, lineage-
based travel behaviors toward hybrid forms of identity performance—especially 
among younger tourists [7]. While older participants emphasized symbolic return and 
ancestral connection, younger cohorts derived satisfaction from personalized, 
discovery-oriented, and digitally shareable experiences. The five-layer typology 
model developed in this study captures these shifts and provides a practical 
framework for segmenting diaspora tourists according to generational identity and 
motivation. 

From a theoretical perspective, the research expands traditional tourism motivation 
models by incorporating the role of digital affordances and generational mediation 
[9]. It challenges binary frameworks that separate “heritage tourism” from “new 
experience tourism,” instead proposing a fluid continuum shaped by intergenerational 
values and platform-driven expressions of identity. The significant interaction effects 
found between motivation types and age further emphasize the need to consider
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generation not just as a demographic variable, but as a culturally and technologically 
shaped orientation toward travel. 

Practically, the results inform tourism planners, cultural institutions, and 
destination managers about the importance of designing multi-layered tourism 
products that appeal to different generational needs [10]. Modular approaches—such 
as combining clan-based homestays with creative city routes, or ancestral rituals with 
mobile storytelling apps—can increase relevance and satisfaction across the tourist 
spectrum. 

Future research may expand this framework to include other diaspora groups in 
Southeast Asia, exploring whether similar generational patterns emerge in Thai 
Chinese, Indonesian Chinese, or Vietnamese Chinese communities. Additionally, 
longitudinal studies could examine how these motivations evolve over time, 
especially as technologies like AI genealogy, virtual reality heritage tours, and 
algorithmic trip planning become more integrated into tourism infrastructures. 
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