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Abstract - Chinese tourists have been forming an increasingly major portion of tourist population worldwide. Yet, little has 
been done to investigate their needs and motivations to travel. Most previous studies drew on the Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs to conceptualize tourists’ motivations in the western context, shedding little light on the specific needs of Chinese 
travelers. To fill this gap, this study revisits the Asian model of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to examine the emerging needs 
and travel motivations of young tourists. A gradual migration of needs from the Asian model towards the original hierarchy 
of needs was proposed. Managerial implications were suggested to discuss how business opportunities from the Chinese 
Millennials could be better deployed. Future research directions were identified to develop an agenda for revamping the 

Asian model of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

International tourism has been one of the major 

pillars in the world economy. In 2018, global tourism 

generated US$8.8 trillion and provided 319 million 

jobs worldwide, constituting 10.4% of global 

economic activities (World Travel and Tourism 

Council, 2019). The growth rate of tourism (3.9%) 

has outperformed that of the world gross domestic 

product (GDP) (3.2%) for the eighth consecutive 
year. In terms of social impacts, tourism has made 

significant contributions that every one out of ten jobs 

is provided by the industry. It is one of the fastest 

growing domains in the world among others like 

manufacturing, healthcare, information technology 

and financial services (WTTC, 2019). 

Among other tourists, visitors from the mainland 

China have attracted attention from worldwide 

tourism in particular due to their dramatic growth in 

traveling abroad and their travel spending 

(Shambaugh, 2013).  For example, Chinese citizens 
visited other countries over 131 million times in 

2017, achieving close to a double digit growth from 

the year before (China Power Team, May 14, 2019). 

The spending of Chinese tourists is also remarkably 

higher than others. According to the Department of 

Commerce in the United States, the estimated 

spending of Chinese tourists is close to four times of 

that of other international visitors. Luxury products, 

like fashion from designer brands, are the most 

popular for Chinese tourist shoppers (Shambaugh, 

2013).  

The theories explaining the motivation and needs of 
tourists are well documented in the literature. One 

most frequently cited theory is the Hierarchy of 

Needs Theory developed by Maslow (1943), with 

close to 24,000 citations as of early 2018 (Yousaf et 

al., 2018). Prior researchers argued that Maslow’s 

theory would not be applicable to Chinese tourists, 

who were characterized by collectivist culture (Nevis, 

1983). An Asian model of Hierarchy of Needs was 

therefore developed to tailor to the Chinese context 

(Gambrel and Cianci, 2003).  Recent studies, 

however, detected changing motivations and needs 

from the young segment of the Chinese tourists 

(PwC, Jun 2018).Similar to individualists, young 

Chinese seemed to emphasize on needs such as self-

esteem when they travelled, which was non-existent 
according to the Asian model. McKinsey (China 

Power Team, May 14 2019) reported that there was a 

growing trend in 2018 for the Chinese Generation Y 

to attach priority to travel activities like sightseeing 

that serve to fulfill self needs rather than group ones, 

implying deviation from the traditional collectivist 

cultural behavior. Indeed, their needs may have 

evolved constantly due to their lifestyle, education, as 

well as use of technology (Heather and Yiannikas, 

2002). Segmentation of tourists based on their 

nationality may no longer be adequate and further 
segmentation is important to identify the specific 

needs and motivations of each segment (Yousaf et al., 

2018).  

 

Our study therefore aims to respond to the call by 

previous researchers for a fuller examination of the 

travel motivation of the millennials with a focus on 

the Chinese segment (Yousaf et al., 2018). In this 

conceptual paper, we propose that Chinese 

millennials are migrating to the western model of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, resulting in 

questionable applicability of the Asian model. We 
argue that Chinese young tourists should be 

distinguished from the general Chinese tourists due to 

their emerging needs towards the original model of 

Maslow. We will first discuss the profile and 

preferences of the Chinese young tourists, followed 
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by a comparison of the original and the Asian models 

of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Finally, we will 
demonstrate how the generic needs in the models 

could be translated into travel motivations of the 

Chinese millennials and discuss implications for the 

tourism industry.  

 

II. CHINESE YOUNG 

TOURISTS’MOTIVATIONS 

 

2.1. Chinese Young Tourists 

According to the definition of the UNWTO (2019), 

young tourists are those aged 16-29, who take on 

independent trips that last than not more than one 
year primarily for leisure in order to learn and 

immerse in foreign cultural 

environments.Specifically, millennial tourists, or 

Generation Y, are those born in the post 90s to the 

early 2000s. Following these definitions, the 

motivation of youth travelling for short courses, 

academic exchange and internship is not within the 

scope of the current study (Richards, 2015).  

Chinese young tourists are characterized by their 

higher education standards, their higher level of 

English proficiency as well as their greater concerns 
for social/ economic issues. Their generation is also 

typically familiar with the use of information 

technology (IT) and is highly connected with others 

via cell phones or the Internet (WYSE Travel 

Confederation, 2015; Yousaf et al., 2018). Among 

other tourist segments, young tourists are the heaviest 

users of IT (Bizirgiannia and Dionysopouloub, 2013).  

 

2.2. Significance of Chinese Young Tourists 

Chinese young tourists constitute an important 

segment that worth attention from the tourism 

operators. Its growth, both in terms of number of 
individuals and purchase power, has been one of the 

fastest, accounting for almost a quarter of the total 

international tourists’ spending (Richards, 2015; 

UNWTO, 2016). Indeed, Chinese international travel 

expenditure ranked top in the world, outperforming 

both American and German counterparts (WYSE 

Travel Confederation, 2015).  

 

2.3. Emerging Needs and Motivations of Chinese 

Young Tourists 

Having grown up with IT communication devices, 
new needs and motivation for travel emerged among 

Chinese millennials (Yousaf et al., 2018). According 

to the WYSE Travel Federation (2015), Chinese 

millennials travelled primarily to acquire knowledge 

and to relax mentally. Due to their high dependence 

on the Internet, their travel preferences were often 

subject to the information available online, such as 

bloggers’ reviews (Yousaf et al., 2018). Indeed, over 

half of them admitted they preferred the use of the 

Internet to search for information and close to half of 

them found the online travel reviews had significant 

impact on their travel decisions. Like other tourists, 

Chinese millennials also attached high importance to 

safety and cleanliness of accommodation (WYSE 
Travel Federation, 2015).  

 

III. EXPLAINING TOURISTS’ MOTIVATIONS 

– MASLOW’S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS 

 

3.1. The Asian Model of Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs 

Maslow (1943)’s Hierarchy of Needs is one of the 

most prominent theories employed to explain tourists’ 

motivations with over 24,000 times being cited as of 

2018. Gambrel and Cianci (2003) questioned the 

applicability of the theory to the Asian context, of 
which the culture, norms, values and behavior were 

remarkably distinguished from the West where the 

theory was validated. An Asian variation of the 

theory was therefore proposed (Figure 1). Table 1 

highlights the differences between the two models. 

 

 
 

 
Table1: Differences between Maslow’s Original and Asian 

Models of Hierarchy of Needs 

 

The Asian Model of the Hierarchy of needs addressed 
the collectivist characteristics underlying the Asian 

culture. Collectivists assign higher priority to group 

interests rather than their self-interests (Schwartz, 

1990). In the Chinese society, confrontations tend to 

be avoided as far as possible. Group harmony is 

considered to be important and it is not desirable to 

make others lose face (Triandis, 1996). 

Significantrespect is paid to hierarchies and group 
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cohesiveness (Li et al., 2000). Decisions tend to be 

made on a centralized basis. General behavioral 
principles are centered around group needs rather 

than individual needs. It is imperative to be a “good 

member” in the group. Taking personal credits or 

accomplishments is perceived negatively (Nevis, 

1983).  

In view of the distinctive culture of Asia, it was 

proposed that the nature and ranking of the needs 

posited by Maslow should be shuffled to reflect the 

values and behavioral characteristics. 

 

3.2. Applying the Asian Model of Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs to the Chinese Context 
One notable difference of the Asian model of the 

Hierarchy of Needs is the absence of self-esteem 

needs. Since the era of the Cultural Revolution, much 

higher importance had been assigned to social goals 

in China. Under Mao’s influence, individual goals 

should be suppressed for the interests of the society. 

Hence the essential needs for Chinese are dominated 

by the welfare of the group. “Self” is defined as 

“ourselves” rather than “myself”. The needs for self-

esteem are hence eliminated in the Asian model.  

An even more remarkable difference in the Asian 
Model is the ranking of the need for belonging. Such 

need falls behind physiological and safety needs in 

the original model. The primary importance of the 

need for belonging to Chinese is derived from the 

construction of the self concept under the influence of 

Confucianism. Many studies (e.g., Sun and Wang, 

2005; Kurman, 2001) reported that social-oriented 

self is more highly regarded among Chinese than 

individual-oriented self. Social-oriented self refers to 

the tendency towards high homonymy with the 

surroundings and low personal autonomy (Yang 

1993). In other words, the overriding principles that 
govern individual behavior should seek to maintain 

interpersonal harmony. One should adapt and adjust 

his or her behavior in relation to positioning of others. 

This need for belonging is considered to be more 

fundamental than personal basic needs like physical 

and security needs (see Table 1).  

Though self-actualization needs exist in both the 

original and the Asian models of Needs, their 

conceptualization is different. Rather than 

emphasizing on personal achievements as in the 

West, Chinese self-actualize by “meeting societal 
development needs”. That is, self-actualization takes 

of the form of service to the society “for reasons 

related to superordinate goals” (Nevis, 1983, p. 261).  

 

3.3. Translating Needs in Maslow’s Model to 

Travel Motivations 

Table 2 presents the travel motivations translated 

from the original model of Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs (Yousaf et al., 2018).  

 
Table 2: Travel Motivations Translated from Maslow’s 

Original Model of Hierarchy of Needs 

Traditionally, travel motivation of Chinese tourists 
were interpreted based on the Asian Model of Needs. 

It was believed that Chinese tourists’ primary concern 

was to fulfill the need for belonging, i.e., to form 

bonding with family and friends. Group travel may be 

more favored by Chinese. Family holidays would be 

much more desirable than individual travel. The need 

for self-esteem was non-existent. There was minimal 

desire to impress others through travelling.  

However, numerous recent studies found that the 

travel preferences and motivations of Chinese 

millennials have changed. The Asian Model of 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs may no longer be fully 

applicable to this segment of tourists. 

 

IV. TRAVEL MOTIVATIONS OF CHINESE 

MILLENNIALS – MIGRATION FROM ASIAN 

TO ORIGINAL MASLOW’S HIERARCHY OF 

NEEDS 

 

According to the Asian Model of Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs, the primary needs of Chinese 

tourists should be belonging, overriding physiological 

needs. However, indulgence, physical comfort and 
relaxation has been consistently reported as the top 

factors for travel among Chinese millennials. For 

example, the World Youth Student and Educational 

(WYSE) Travel Confederation (2015a) conducted a 

survey with over 1,600 Chinese millennial travelers. 

A growing trend of preference for physical enjoyment 

was observed. As many as 19% of Chinese millennial 

tourists were willing to fly with business class, 

outperforming other Asians like Japanese or 

Southeast Asians. Most of them preferred to stay in a 

4-star hotel or above as sleeping and rest qualities 
were considered to be highly important. Indeed, 

another survey with over 500 Chinese young tourists 

also revealed that the most frequently cited primary 

travel motivation was to indulge (Asia Travel Leaders 

Summit, 2014). These findings suggested that 
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physiological needs may be emerged to be the most 

fundamental motivation for Chinese young travelers.  
Self-esteem needs, which are non-existent in the 

Asian Model of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, have 

also become increasing important motivations for 

Chinese millennials. More and more of them tended 

to share their trips online to boast about their 

exposure and experience (Asia Travel Leaders 

Summit, 2014). There was a strong concern to take 

good pictures for purposes of posting on social media 

such as Facebook and Instagram (WYSE, 2015a). It 

was not hard to notice that many Chinese millennials 

tended to take numerous shots of snaps at the same 

spot just to get a picture that would be eye-catching 
on social media. The number of “likes” generated 

from the online posts established a kind of status for 

the posters. Some tourist attractions were even 

promoted as “Instagrammable” in order to be 

appealing to this segment of young tourists.  The 

choice of travel destinations was also less bound by 

group or family preferences, but rather by the degree 

of prestige of the place. Big names like the United 

States, Japan and Hong Kong have been gaining 

increasing interests from Chinese millennials (Asia 

Travel Leaders Summit, 2014). These behavioral 
patterns collectively suggest that self-esteem needs, 

which might not be substantial in the Chinese culture, 

may become one of the important travel drivers for 

Chinese millennials. 

Another need that exhibits convergence with the 

original Maslow’s Hierarchy is self-actualization. 

Instead of fulfilling developmental goals of the 

society, Chinese millennials tended to seek for 

acquisition of knowledge and exposure to authenticity 

and unique destinations. They showed greater 

concern with pursuing their self-interests rather than 

meeting expectations from others (WYSE, 2015a; 
2015b). In forming decisions for travel, Chinese 

young tourists also attached more weight to factors 

concerning their personal developmental goals. A 

survey with over 1,200 Chinese millennials in 2018 

reported that the respondents showed greater 

preferences for travel products/ services that were in 

line with their personal values, such as sustainability 

(PwC, 2018).  

In summary, the recent travel patterns of Chinese 

millennials suggested a gradual migration of needs 

from the Asian to the original model of Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs. As illustrated, the physiological 

needs were perceived to be more fundamental. Self-

esteem needs emerged and resumed its ranking in the 

hierarchy. The interpretation of self-actualization had 

also been in greater alignment with the original 

definition of the notion whereby “self” is not replaced 

by “group” as in the Asian model. Table 3 

summarizes the examples of travel motivations of 

Chinese millennials emerged from the original model.  

 

 
Table 3: Travel Motivations/ Preferences of Chinese 

Millennials 

 

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

Chinese millennial travelers have been growing 

rapidly, making significant contribution to worldwide 

revenues generated from tourism. In the past, the 

understanding of tourist motivations of this segment 

was framed within Chinese culture. One prominent 

theory employed to explain the motivation notion was 

the Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Owing to the 

special characteristics underlying Asian culture, a 

varied model of the Hierarchy was proposed to tailor 

to the Asian context like that of China.  
In recent years, much evidence suggested that 

Chinese millennials emerged with ranking of needs 

that deviated from the Asian model. Emphasis was 

resumed for self-esteem needs that were traditionally 

non-existent among Chinese. Interpretation of “self” 

for actualization needs had also re-aligned with that 

of the original model of Maslow, no longer being 

defined through the Asian lens of “group”. 

Fundamental importance was also assigned to 

physiological needs, which were superseded by 

belonging needs in the Asian model.  

The gradual migration of Chinese millennials’ travel 
motivations from the Asian model to the original 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs presents important 

managerial implications. First, demographic 

segmentation for Chinese tourists should be re-

defined, differentiating the millennials as a distinct 

segment in order to more accurately and fully reflect 

the changing rational and emotive motivations of the 

Chinese youth (PwC, 2018).  While the Asian model 

of needs may be used in understanding motivations of 

general Chinese tourists, tourist operators should 

revert to the original model of Maslow to gain proper 
understanding of the young travelers in China. 

Applying the Asian model to this growing segment of 
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Chinese tourists may lead to mismatch of travel 

motivations and tourist offerings.  
In the future, researchers may revisit the Asian model 

of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to empirically 

investigate its applicability to the Chinese millennials 

vis-à-vis Chinse tourists from other age groups. 

Cross-cultural comparisons could also be conducted 

among millennials from different countries in Asia. 

Young tourists from Japan, Hong Kong or South 

Korea are likely to be experiencing similar migration 

of needs as these places are widely exposed to the 

western culture. Differences in ranking and nature of 

needs of Chinese millennials could also be examined 

and benchmarked against other Asians.  
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