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Guanxi or weak ties? Exploring Chinese diaspora tourists’ engagements in social 

capital building  

Abstract 

Most of existing studies assume that diaspora tourism can facilitate the tourists to 

reconnect socially to their ancestral home. Yet, how and why diaspora tourists engage in 

social capital building during their home return trips is still uncertain. Whether they feel 

socially connected and which groups they are more likely to build connections with are 

unknown. This study explores the ways in which diaspora tourists foster and sustain 

social capital by focusing on the case of Chinese immigrants and descendants. Based on 

39 in-depth interviews with Chinese home return travellers, four scenarios of how they 

engage in transnational social capital building are identified. The findings suggest that 

how a diaspora tourist constructs social capital is influenced by the individual’s place 

and collective identity, values and perceptions he/she holds, obligations, and personal 

interests. Migrants in each scenario devote to building different types of social capital 

with ties of varied strength and depth, suggesting that the effects of diaspora tourism in 

facilitating the construction of social capital are different. This study advances our 

understanding of the social functions of diasporic return, and provides practical 

implications for destination managers who want to better understand the motives and 

social needs of home return travellers.   

Keywords: social capital, diasporic return, Chinese migrants, “guanxi”, weak ties, 

identity 

1. Introduction 

Scattering widely in many host countries, immigrants are creating heterogeneous 

diaspora communities all over the world (Vertovec, 1997). The rapid development of 

technology and transportation allows for easier and more frequent return trips by the 

diasporic populations. As a result, immigrants have become one of the world’s major 

populations “on the move”, who construct networks across geographical borders in 

search of love, intimacy, roots, place, and identity (Tie, Holden, & Park, 2015; Bhandari, 

2016; Weaver, Kwek, & Wang, 2017). Many recent studies have noted that return travel 

provides migrants with a transformative experience by connecting them physically, 
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culturally and socially to their ancestral home (Alexander, Bryce, & Murdy, 2017; 

Weaver et al., 2017; Huang, King, & Suntikul, 2017). Although some of these studies 

have engaged with the social functions of diasporic return in one way or another 

(Marschall, 2017; Pelliccia, 2018; Li & Chan, 2017), the links between diaspora tourism 

and social capital have been insufficiently discussed despite the growing popularity of 

home return trips (Gafter & Tchetchik, 2017; Etemaddar, Duncan, & Tucker, 2016). 

Indeed, new migration waves and different interactions among their members have 

profoundly changed the structure of diasporic communities. During different 

assimilation and acculturation processes, new capital has been created and maintained in 

association with the transformation of the migrants’ personal identity, sense of place, 

social relations, and home return travel. Some members tend to return and reinforce 

their existing ties, while the others may no longer be attached to their kinship- or place-

based ties but aim to establish new social connections (Zhou & Liu, 2016).  

In this study, the author uses the lens of social capital to explore migrants’ social 

engagements when they return home. The conceptualisation of social capital provides 

the researchers with an innovative perspective to examine the depth, strength, and 

trustworthiness of the diasporas’ social connections by framing such connections as 

long-lived assets that require continued investment and maintenance and can be 

accumulated, converted and used for actors’ future benefits (Bourdieu,1986; Coleman, 

1988; Putnam, 1995; Portes, 1998). Through a comprehensive examination of how 

migrants create and maintain social capital through home return travel, we seek to 

address the following questions: (1) In what ways can diaspora tourists sustain and 

foster social capital? (2) What contributes to the (re)production of their social capital? 

(3) Can home return travel help migrants feel socially connected? To better answer 

these questions, this paper looks into three dimensions (cognitive, structural and 

relational) of social capital built by Chinese diaspora tourists, and explores the rationale, 

the patterns and practices of their social capital building. By focusing on the 

individual’s perspective, the study refers to Chinese diasporic individual’s personal 

experience of fostering social capital, and their narratives will provide important 

insights to the constructive process of institutional network building in further studies 

(Chen, Chen, & Huang, 2013).  
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This study is situated in the context of China, where “guanxi” is widely understood as 

an “informal, particularistic personal connection between two individuals who are 

bounded by an implicit psychological contract to follow the social norms such as 

maintaining a long-term relationship, mutual commitment, loyalty and obligation” 

(Chen & Chen, 2004, p.306). More recent studies have seen guanxi as the strong ties 

(Berger, Herstein, Silbiger, & Barnes, 2018; Burt et al., 2018), and emphasised it as a 

critical social resource in China’s economic, business and tourism development (Chen 

et al., 2013; Bian, 2018). The Chinese government has established multiple departments 

at different geographical levels (e.g. Overseas Chinese Affairs Office “Qiaoban” and 

“Qiaolian”) to maintain high-quality guanxi with Chinese migrant associations (Zhou & 

Liu, 2016). Under the banner of these institutions, an increasing number of Chinese 

migrants have traveled back for economic and political exchanges in the last decade 

(OCAO of the State Council, 2018). They have developed different types of social ties 

during their return: formal or informal; family or non-family; affective or instrumental; 

obligatory, reciprocal or utilitarian (Zhang & Zhang, 2006; Ho, 1998), all of which 

could play an important part in influencing their welfare and the implementation of the 

government’s overseas Chinese policy. Applying a qualitative research design, this 

study investigates the home return experiences of five generations of Chinese migrants 

residing in five different host countries. Based upon findings from site observations and 

in-depth interviews, the author argues that social capital building during home return is 

a complex process, in which factors such as identity, values, obligations and personal 

interests will combine to shape migrants’ experiences of network development. This 

paper’s discussions of diasporic individuals’ experiences of home return will enrich our 

understanding of the mechanisms of social capital in a tourism context.  

 

2. Literature Review  

The literature review is structured so as to firstly review the growing significance and 

nuanced roles of diaspora tourism with the special attention to current publications on 

Chinese diaspora tourism, then discuss the main theoretical perspectives on social 

capital, two of the most popular strands of views and its different dimensions, and 
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finally relate these discussions to the context of Chinese migrants and their “guanxi” 

maintenance. 

2.1 Growing relatedness of diasporas and their home return travel  

A burgeoning body of research on home return travel by migrants documents the 

increasing level of immigration all over the world and the popularity of visiting the 

home country (Weaver et al., 2017; Alexander et al., 2017; Huang, Hung, & Chen, 

2018). Amongst, a lot of these studies that have focused on diasporic return conducted 

by the Chinese migrants and their descendants have shed lights on the role of home 

return travel in transforming Chinese migrants’ identity, place attachment and cultural 

connectedness (Tie et al., 2015; Weaver et al., 2017; Li & McKercher, 2016a; Huang et 

al., 2018). This research touches on the issue of how migrants desire to maintain social 

connections and conceptualises such home return experience as being different from 

traditionally tourism which is characterised as “the loss of community” through the 

process of tourists’ escaping from their own community to the destination community. 

By contrast, diaspora tourists usually have previous experiences and different extent of 

physical, social or spiritual connections at home (Duval, 2004). They travel back either 

to search for a secure sense of cultural foothold, to resolve personal identity conflicts, or 

simply to feel connected with their ancestors (Hollinshead, 2004; Timothy, 2008). This 

research opens up for further debates over the links between diaspora travel and social 

capital, and how a welcoming home community could provide satisfaction beyond 

hedonistic desires, pleasure, and a cult of consumerism (Glover & Filep, 2015).  

Thus, diaspora tourists were assumed to be more desirous to build genuine bonds with 

their fellow members who share a similar cultural background and identity. In some 

cases, they may seek to extend their old networks to reach the others who have different 

social identities and were not originally part of their own communities (Heimtun, 2007). 

Diasporic return was found to be an effective instrument to augment social capital by 

bringing diaspora members together into face-to-face interactions with each other (Lew 

& Wong, 2004). In other cases, home return travellers may also form temporary social 

relations among tourists or with local residents which may be consolidated or disappear 

after the holiday (Pocock & McIntosh, 2011). However, what types of social capital are 

formed and through which mechanisms this occurs are still the open questions in the 
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current tourism and social capital literature. Considering the increasing complexity of 

diaspora communities and their growing mobility, it is timely to look into their social 

capital building in the context of diasporic return.   

2.2 Theoretical perspectives of social capital and mobility 

In this study, the author uses social capital, one of the most popular concepts exported 

from sociological theory into everyday language, as the lens to exploring the degree of 

connectedness and the quality and quantity of social relations within the Chinese 

migrant population (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Portes,1998). The theoretical foundations of 

the concept were established on the influential works of Bourdieu (1986), Coleman 

(1988), and Putnam (1995), who have defined social capital as actual or potential 

resources that can be used, renewed and accumulated and have an exchange value for 

the actors’ mutual benefits. Social capital requires investment of other resources and 

long-standing maintenance to maintain its efficacy, and involves the exchange of both 

materials and feelings based on trust, reciprocity and the quality of relationships (Yang, 

2001).  

Two major views have been developed to comprehend the nuances of social capital 

(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). The bonding view emphasises the 

actors’ internal characteristics and their actions to establish relationships within their 

social structure (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993; Coleman, 1988). Members in the 

collectivity see themselves as similar in terms of social identity, and construct linkages 

within this collectivity to realise social cohesiveness and collective goals (Coleman, 

1988). Kinship and friendship are two common forms of such social ties, and how these 

ties serve as sources for other types of social capital has been widely studied. In contrast, 

bridging capital occurs when bonded groups reach out to people or groups outside their 

own community who share different socio-demographic senses and identities. Through 

bridging, social actors aim to develop external networks and focus primarily on the 

heterogeneous relationships they can foster across different communities (Okazaki, 

2008; McGehee, Lee, O’Bannon, & Perdue, 2010).  

However, the bonding and bridging views have been greatly challenged by the rising of 

mobility paradigm (Urry, 1990), whereby people travel across borders and connect with 
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the absent others more conveniently, due to globalization and the rapid development of 

technology (Larsen, Urry, & Axhausen, 2007). Locality may no longer be the most 

relevant spatial scale for the formation of social capital (Schwanen et al., 2015); instead, 

more people engage in building social capital beyond their place of residence. This is 

particularly true when we discuss the social networks developed by diasporas. Migrants 

can access, maintain and construct networks in varied locations and with different types 

of migrant communities and sub-communities (Ryan, 2011) – for instance, the migrant 

community in the host country and in other places of settlement, the home community 

in the homeland, and migrant sub-communities (based on the specific home village, 

clan name or interests) (Sommer & Gamper, 2018; Lew & Wong, 2004). As such, we 

cannot simply distinguish bonding from bridging capital by the external and internal 

views, since the unit of analysis becomes extremely complex in discussing migrants and 

their various sub-communities. The unit of community for analysing migrants’ social 

networks is not static or obsolete but can be transformed through interplay among its 

members from different migration waves (Adler & Kwon, 2002). Current accounts of 

social capital are thus insufficiently sensitive to the mobility context, and neglect the 

ways in which it can be mediated by the particularities of time and space (Onyx & 

Leonard, 2010; Bilecen, Gamper, & Lubbers, 2018). To solve this problem, some 

scholars have introduced the term “transnationalism” for understanding the process by 

which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations and how such ties 

link together their societies of origin and settlement (Faist, 2000; Levitt, 2001). They 

have accordingly called for more attention to how immigrants today build social fields 

across geographical, cultural, and political borders (Bilecen et al., 2017; Ryan & 

D’Angelo, 2018; Ryan, 2016).  

Following this call, it is opportune to answer the question of how Chinese migrants 

maintain connections to different (sub)communities through home return travel. The 

author looks into three dimensions of social capital (Ostrom, 2000; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 

1998): cognitive, structural and relational. The cognitive dimension refers to “what 

people think”; it indicates an individual’s shared values, identities, attitudes, norms and 

motives, which provide the cognitive foundation for the construction of social capital 

(Jones, 2005). For instance, our cultural and social identity may affect our decisions on 

whether to maintain connections with specific cultural or social groups (Fan & Harzing, 
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2017; Adler & Kwon, 2002). If we identify ourselves strongly with a culture that values 

obligations and reciprocity, we may maintain strong ties with the group/individual who 

has provided support for us. The structural dimension, in contrast, refers to “what 

people do” and relates to the composition, practices, scope and patterns of the networks 

that facilitate mutually beneficial action (Krishna & Shrader, 2000; Harpham, Grant, & 

Thomas, 2002). The content of social networks may influence the familiarity, intimacy, 

trust and obligations of our relationships.  

The relational dimension indicates the quality of a social relationship in terms of its 

strength, trust, goodwill and helpfulness (Flora, 2004). There is an extensive body of 

literature researching on this dimension, and its core element of trust has been 

considered as the foundation of moral behaviour and the principles of reciprocity and 

exchange (Sorenson & Bierman, 2009; Park, Lee, Choi, & Yoon, 2012; Burt et al., 

2018). The level of trust, together with the amount of time invested, emotional intensity, 

intimacy and the reciprocity in a relationship are also considered the basis to 

differentiate between a weak and strong tie (Granovetter, 1983). Weak ties with 

acquaintances are actually vital for an individual’s integration into modern society 

(Granovetter, 1983). They are important for mobility opportunities, and are most 

valuable when they bridge “substantial social distance” between groups in different 

circles (Granovetter, 1983: 209).   

2.3 The Chinese migrant community and their guanxi development  

The Chinese diaspora is one of the largest migrant groups in the world which has 

reached over 60 million people spreading outside of China in more than 150 countries 

(Zhou, 2017). The Chinese migrant community is very complex, consisting of the older 

generations who migrated in different migration streams before the Open Door Policy 

and the new migrants who migrated after 1978. These members are from different 

regions of China and they show remarkable variations in levels of acculturation, 

identities, senses of place and transnational practices. For example, the Wuyi region is 

one of the largest hometowns for Chinese immigrants, where over 6 million ethnic 

Chinese have their ancestral roots (Jiangmen Government, 2015). During the long 

migration history, Chinese migrants from Wuyi have developed different identifications 

with places, including identity with China, identity with host country, or a mixture of 
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both; they have also developed place identity with different geographical levels of home 

place, such as the national level (as ethnic Chinese), the provincial level (as Guangdong 

ren), the regional level (as Wuyi ren), and the urban level (as Jiangmen ren), etc. Thus, 

complexity in migrants’ identity result in formation of different Chinese migrant 

(sub)communities. which are under formation and transformation by responding to 

changes of emigration contexts through the process of home-host interplay, old-new 

immigrants’ interaction, and global geopolitical and economic restructuring (Ryan, 

Sales, Tilki, & Siara, 2008; Casado-Diaz, Casado-Diaz, & Casado-Díaz, 2014; Zhou, 

2017).  

The Chinese have a long history of valuing personal relationships (Chen & Chen, 2004). 

The traditional meaning of guanxi in Mandarin interprets that individuals either have or 

do not have guanxi, and their guanxi can either be good or bad, close or distant, deep or 

shallow, and in tension or in harmony (Chen & Chen, 2004). More recent studies, 

though, have seen guanxi as the strong ties with high level of trust which is relatively 

independent of the surrounding social structure (Berger et al., 2018; Burt et al., 2018). 

Different from the western context, the term of guanxi is rooted in the Chinese cultural 

norms and Confucian relationalism, where family or family-like relationships are 

specially emphasised as the essence of humaneness and familial collectivism. Chinese 

guanxi sometimes represents a commitment to the intrinsic relationship itself regardless 

of considerations of extrinsic costs or benefits (Hwang, 2009; King, 1991). Thus, 

guanxi consists of the attributes of interpersonal trust (Xinren), emotional attachment 

(Ganqing), and obligational favor (Renqing) that can be ascribed with our family and 

kinship, or achieved from voluntary associations or individuals such as colleagues, 

schoolmates, comrade in arms and fellow villagers (Laoxiang) (Chen et al., 2013; Bond 

& Hwang, 1986).  

Chinese migrants value their guanxi with migrant community members by actively 

joining different types of migrant associations and attending their activities to maintain 

social capital of such networks. For example, in the United States, the sheer number of 

the Chinese migrant organizations is striking. These migrant organizations are as 

diverse as the needs of Chinese immigrants and play a central role in their network 

building and guanxi maintenance (Zhou & Liu, 2016). They not only provide 
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information sharing on employment and entrepreneurship opportunities, but also serve 

as a platform for networking among members, alumnae, and etc. New Chinese migrants 

are no longer tied to pre-existing migrant organizations established by earlier Chinese 

immigrants or older generations of Chinese migrants. Instead, they tend to establish new 

organizations of their own and develop social capital within the new organizations. The 

profound changes in the structure of Chinese migrant communities have influenced their 

identity and home return travel motives. For instance, migrants who identify with their 

home village and adapt traditional Confucian views engage in VFR trips more often, 

and their repeated return visits strengthen their family relations (Nguyen & King, 2004). 

Likewise, members who identify with their ancestral regions may have stronger desire 

to keep connections to their ancestral roots. They are more likely to join migrant 

association activities and return to maintain close relationships with their fellow 

villagers. There will be other groups who travel for developing reciprocal relationships, 

and expanding hierarchical, cross-community networks (Hughes & Allen, 2010). 

However, it is still unknown how Chinese migrants cope with their desire, filial piety, 

adapted cultural values, and personal interests to build and maintain social capital 

during their home return travel. 

 

3. Research Methods  

The construction of social capital is subject to dynamic processes which can be very 

hard to quantify, but can be well reflected in the stories behind these processes (White, 

1992). Thus, this study adopted a qualitative research design to analyse such stories and 

to explore the rationale underlying social capital building (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Semi-structured interviews and site observations (during Overseas Chinese Carnivals) 

were conducted by the author between October 2012 and February 2014. In order to 

reach a diverse sample, the author undertook fieldwork in three destinations for Chinese 

migrants: Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Vancouver; and two trips were made to 

Jiangmen Wuyi region during its Overseas Chinese Carnivals between 2012 and 2014. 

Snowball sampling method (Atkinson & Flint, 2001) was used to approach participants 

who belong to the Chinese migrant community and have visited their home area at least 

once in the past. The author contacted four Chinese immigrant associations in the 
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United States, Canada and Jiangmen in China1, and the leaders and members of these 

associations were very kind to provide support to this research project. Through their 

personal networks, participants were recruited and their referred family and friends who 

better fit the criteria of the target population were introduced to participate into the 

study. Kuzel’s (1992) principle of data saturation was considered by discussing whether 

the data helped to achieve maximum variation and whether possible categories of 

respondents, themes and explanations emerged (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). The 

final sample includes 39 respondents from Canada, America, the UK, Japan and Brunei 

who have visited their ancestral home at least once in the past. The participants 

comprise of both genders (26 male and 13 female), and different age groups (ranging 

from 28 to 78 years old). 25 were born and raised in China, and 14 were born outside of 

China as the second to fifth generation ethnic Chinese.  

Interview questions were initially designed to collect the participants’ (or their 

ancestors’) migration history, their experiences regarding home return travel, 

negotiation of personal identity and sense of place. All forty participants naturally 

brought up their social interactions with the local and migrant communities when they 

talked about home return experience. The author continued to ask open questions about 

the social connections they have built up through their home return travel, including 

what kinds of social connections do they build/sustain; to whom do they sustain such 

connections; why do they maintain such connections; and whether and how did they 

feel connected during return travel. Interviews were conducted in Cantonese, Mandarin, 

or English according to the interviewees’ preferences. They were recorded and each 

lasts around one hour. Each interview was transcribed to texts and the names of 

interviewees were changed in transcriptions to ensure confidentiality. In the first stage 

of data analysis, inductive empirically-driven codes were created from repetitive visits 

of the participants’ narratives, in terms of the initial patterns of social capital building. 

These patterns enable systematic reduction of a rich variety of data to a few relevant 

types for our further analysis (Sommer & Gamper, 2018). In the second stage, the 

author looked into each pattern and illustrated the cognitive base, content, and quality of 

social ties in each initial pattern. It is during this stage that significant factors have 

                                            
1 Chinese Consolidate Benevolent Associations (CCBA) in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Vancouver; Overseas 
Chinese Affairs Office (OCAOs) in Jiangmen Wuyi region.    
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emerged to play roles in the formation of these patterns (Miles & Huberman, 1994; 

Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Lastly, the author went through a process of checking codes 

consistency, and unnecessary codes were reduced until the final typology was achieved 

(Boyatzis, 1998).       

One of the biggest challenges is to ensure the trustworthiness of a qualitative study by 

addressing the credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Thus, this study utilised multiple data sources, including semi-structured 

interviews, site observations, and secondary data such as reports from the government 

and Chinese migrant associations2, to achieve data triangulation. The author recruited 

members from multiple associations in both home and host countries to obtain the 

variation of data. Adequate details of the research context were also presented for other 

researchers who like to apply the method to similar contexts. Although the researcher’s 

social proximity as from the similar cultural group of the participants provided a higher 

level of understanding for the research context, self-reflection has been done throughout 

the research process which aims at a better understanding of the positions of the 

researchers themselves and the target population to ensure academic rigor (Ganga & 

Scott, 2006).  

Nonetheless, the limitations of the research design should be acknowledged. First, the 

present study is not representative and the author did not attempt to make generalisation 

from the discussions of this single case. Second, the construction of guanxi become a 

sensitive topic in China’s anti-corruption environment, and this made some of the 

participants less open about their specific behaviour of forming and maintaining social 

capital. Thus, several participants touched on the structure of their networks in China, 

but evaded informing the process through which they built their personal networks. 

Third, this study does not capture how social capital was initially built, further 

developed and changed overtime, but sees home return travel as a generic form of 

mobility and explores how this kind of mobility affects social capital building.  

 

                                            
2 Secondary documents include Document of Canadian Chinese Community and Leadership in Vancouver; 
Document of American Chinese Community and Leadership in New York and San Francisco; Introduction and 
structures of Chinese immigrant associations of Jiangmen Wuyi region (Wuyi Tongxianghui).  
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4. Building social capital through Chinese diaspora tourism 

From the personal narratives of the home return travellers, four social capital building 

scenarios were identified (as shown in Table 1). These scenarios help to justify how 

differently Chinese diaspora tourists create and/or maintain their social networks 

through diaspora tourism. They also showed why and how the Chinese diaspora 

members became involved in social capital building activities through different and 

more complex ways than previous literature has assumed. Below each of these scenarios 

is elaborated with case examples.    

Insert Table 1 About Here 

4.1 Sustain robust bonding capital within sub-community  

Six participants reported that they mainly conducted home return trips to their ancestral 

home with fellow members of their own migrant associations. These trips were 

organised by the associations with various activities centered around their members, 

such as dinner parties during Spring Festivals (春茗 Chunming), visitations to ancestral 

houses (祭祖 Jizu), celebrations of their alma mater, etc. Through their home return 

travel, these individuals primarily built and/or strengthened bonding capital with the 

members from their own migrant sub-communities. Although some mentioned that they 

would invite local officials from Qiaoban, Qiaolian, and other governmental 

departments to their gatherings and events, they only experienced superficial exchanges 

with them and developed only a limited sense of trust.  

For example, Li joined four migrant associations in San Francisco. These associations 

arrange home return trips to Jiangmen and gatherings in Wuyi area and Hong Kong 

every year. His frequent return trips help to strengthen his ties with association 

members and fellow villagers. He said:   

“It [to travel back with associations] has become the major part of my life…I 

am a member of our associations and Wuyi ren, we make our contributions to 

hometown together. It is our obligations to do so… We donate money to local 

schools and organize dinner parties which local officials… However, we don’t 

really have much to discuss with the local officials. Most of [the]time we just 
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talk about topics of no importance [with them], have a lunch or dinner, and then 

leave…” (male, 60, 1st generation, San Francisco). 

This scenario is partly a result of the members’ strong localised identity (e.g.“Wuyi 

Ren”, “Jiangmen Ren”) as a member from Wuyi migrant community, which has been 

deeply embedded in their personal identity. Most expressed that they had been 

discriminated against as an ethnic minority during the early days of settlement in their 

host country. Low acculturation to the host culture restrict their lives to Chinatowns of 

the host countries. As such, they are keen to maintain close relationships with their 

village fellows from migrant associations who provide various kinds of support to their 

work and lives. Thus, it is noticed that most of these individuals joined more than one 

association which represent their ancestral area or clan names. They usually follow their 

association’s lead and return at least once or twice per year in order to fulfil their desire 

to keep connected to their place of origin.  

The case of Kwan has well justified the connection between his personal identity and 

social network building in China. He migrated from Jiangmen to San Francisco in 

1960s and started to travel back with his association in 2000s. He said: 

“I am more Chinese than Western. If anyone ask me, I will say I am Jiangmen 

ren. I cannot change my skin color, culture, and where I come from… I am 

Tongshi3 in my association, so I work and live in Chinatown. I believe here 

[America] is not our place, although we talk about freedom and equity. But 

there is no such thing as 100% freedom or equity… Because of political reason, 

I did not go back to China until 2000s, when my association arranged trips back 

and tried our best to bond our members together. So most of the time, I follow 

my association’s schedule and activities.” (Male, 68, 1st generation, San 

Francisco)  

This group of individuals may not have diverse home-visiting activities, but they intend 

to maintain social cohesion among their fellow members. They have low expectations 

for expanding social networks during their return; and instead, they intend to achieve a 

solid sense of belonging within their current sub-community by fostering a robust 
                                            
3 Tongshi is a job title in some Chinese migrant associations in America in charge of organizational 
affairs.    
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bonding connections. In this sense, they value their own reputation as an active 

association member more and feel obligated to attend return activities for their 

associations and the whole community’s benefit.  

 

4.2 Intensify clan-related social capital 

Ten of the respondents reported that they returned and sought to strengthen their 

bonding ties with their clan members. Some were first-generation migrants who 

returned and visited their family members residing in China, and the others were second 

or other distant generation migrants who returned with their family to seek ancestral 

roots. Their seeking for clan-related ties was observed in this pattern, manifesting how 

important their clan names mean to them. This is partly because of their strong 

Chineseness. All of these individuals identified themselves as Chinese or mostly 

Chinese. Although several showed that they assimilated well to the host culture, their 

adaptations of Chinese traditional values were evident. For instance, they valued their 

clan name, their family history that how and where their family started in China, the 

development of their clan family, etc. Hence, they stuck to a commitment to maintain 

intrinsic relationship with their clan, by spending time and effort to return and maintain 

intimacy with people who share their clan names. Thus, these individuals saw their 

return travel as an important family event, sometimes sacred, through which they can 

strengthen their bonding ties and better understand who they are. For some cases, 

strengthening bonding ties lead to more frequent return, and in turn increase the 

trustworthiness of such family relations.  

Grace’s case represents those migrants who value their clan name and ties, and return 

for maintaining such ties. She saw herself as second or third generation Chinese 

diaspora in America. Although she has assimilated into the American society, and she 

can fluently speak English, she still liked to identify herself as a “Kwok”4. She 

commented: 

“My family was from Zhongshan. I think Zhongshan is where my roots are. I 

still have my cousin in Zhongshan, and we are very close. He is getting older. 
                                            
4 Here Kwok is a pseudonym for Grace’s clan name to protect her privacy 
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My father only has me, one girl. So I keep going back to visit my cousin because 

the Chinese traditional thinking is, we need to remain closer to each other when 

there are fewer people left in our clan. So my cousin is like a son to my father. I 

go back as often as I can. Each time we have family gatherings. I even brought 

his daughter here. She finished college and got married in San Francisco.” 

(female, 60, 3rd generation, Los Angeles)   

 

4.3 Develop flourishing networks across communities 

Fourteen participants reported that they travelled back very frequently and developed 

flourishing ties that include both bonding and bridging social capital. Members from 

this group represented the elites Chinese migrants who migrated in the last two to three 

decades and have better language and professional skills. They worked hard to 

assimilate to the mainstream of the host society, and most were confident in both 

cultures. They identified themselves either as mainly Chinese or Chinese 

American/Canadian, who were able to behave properly in both cultural contexts.  

These individuals did not show strong intentions to seek for a cultural foothold, but 

return more independently with clear personal goals to develop business, advance 

economic or political exchanges, and expand social networks in China. Through their 

personal trips, they strengthened their existing ties and renewed some bonding ties with 

friends and relatives in China. Nonetheless, they appeared to have the primary need to 

augment bridging capital across different communities with members apart from their 

own community.  

For example, Tony is an entrepreneur who was born and raised in Guangzhou and 

migrated to Canada in 1990s. He travelled to China 6-8 times per year, and devoted his 

time to attending overseas Chinese events and business meetings. He said: 

“I don’t have strong geographical sense of place, [for] we are living in a global 

village now. It is not like you belong to only one place… Chinese like to talk 

about ancestral hometown, but I don’t quite do that. I behave more like a 

Chinese when I am in China; likewise, a Canadian in Canada. I was born in 
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Guangzhou, but I travel to Jiangmen more. I usually return to the place where I 

have important business to do… China provides huge amount of opportunities, 

especially in terms of making money. [During return] I attend local events and 

develop some new contacts, like this year I met someone in Hangzhou and 

Jiangmen [from Zhongqinghui], who may provide support for our new energy 

project… I spend time meeting with my friends in Qiaoban, Qiaolian, and the 

Ministry of Commerce. We have built some good and trustworthy ties here.” 

(male, 40, 1st generation, Toronto) 

 

4.4 Foster temporary and weak ties 

Nine individuals reported having developed some temporary ties with the local Chinese 

community through their multiple-purpose visits to China. These individuals were 

second- to fifth-generation ethnic Chinese, born and raised in the host countries, whose 

families/ancestors left ancestral hometown one or several generations ago. Their trips to 

China were driven by a combination of different purposes such as roots-seeking, leisure, 

and business. Some of them received assistance from local residents, officials, or their 

distant relatives during their trips. Some new ties were developed through their 

interactions with the local community.  

For instance, Seth is a third-generation Chinese American living in Los Angeles. He 

visited his ancestral hometown Kaiping with his cousin in 2009 and fostered some 

temporary ties with his distant relatives in the village. These ties, however, felt “distant” 

and “superficial”, lacking mutual understanding or trust due to language barriers and 

cultural differences:   

“We met some distant relatives there, and had a chance to visit the ancestral 

house taken care by one of our distant relatives… It feels good to be physically 

reconnected to my roots, but I did not feel emotional close to my relatives… 

maybe because of the language barrier. I cannot speak or understand Chinese. 

Although we got a translator, it was hard to communicate deeply… It is good to 

meet some of the people I am related to. I am fascinated about how my distant 
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relatives think of me when I was there. They might think of us as outsiders…” 

(male, 42, 3rd generation, Los Angeles)   

This feeling of being “outsiders” may be resulted from their deep roots in host countries 

and evidently cultural distance between them and their ancestral home. Instead of 

feeling belonged to the Chinese community, most of these people see themselves as 

Westerners. A few had a mixed identity with variable levels of Chinese attachment 

depending on how much cultural exposure they had during their formative years. Thus, 

they expressed that their social networks were mostly established and maintained in 

their current home and it was difficult to develop strong ties during their short stay in 

China. Nonetheless, a few tourists strengthened their new ties through repeated visits, 

while the others saw their ties grow weaker with time. 

 

5. Discussions and conclusion  

This research has explored the links between diaspora tourism and social capital 

building through a case study of Chinese home return travellers. The four scenarios for 

the construction of their transnational social networks address the questions of how 

diaspora tourists foster and maintain social capital, what contributes to the 

(re)production of their social capital, and can home return travel help them feel 

connected. The findings suggest that how migrants develop and maintain social capital 

in their homeland is associated with different patterns of return travel, in terms of travel 

frequency, length of stay, and activities. Moreover, the types, strength and depth of the 

social capital they build are very different in these scenarios, as I will now discuss in 

detail.     

5.1 The significant roles of place and collective identity   

In the four scenarios, the paper has highlighted the significant role of identity in the 

social capital building of Chinese diaspora tourists. The role of identity in the (re) 

production of social networks has rarely been discussed in previous studies, except for a 

few that touch on the links between social identity, values and personal interests when 

tourists receive the hospitality of friends and kin who live elsewhere, as part of social 
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obligations (Larsen et al., 2007; Mura & Tavakoli, 2014; Li & McKercher, 2016b). It is 

found that the group of tourists who identified strongly with their ancestral region or 

migrant association(s) (Scenario 1) return more frequently to their ancestral hometown, 

and prefer to centre their social capital building in their hometown and/or within 

migrant associations. Such cases reveal the strong geographical character of migrants’ 

social capital, as where migrants return to and how they maintain their social networks 

are deeply affected by their identification with place.   

Diasporic individuals’ collective identity as Chinese or as a member of the Chinese 

migrant community is another critical factor in their decision to return and how they 

maintain social networks. Migrants with a strong sense of Chineseness (Scenario 1 and 

2) returned more frequently than other groups, and their social networks building was 

based on Chinese traditional values, especially the Confucian emphasis on kinship and 

family (Ho, 1998) and the importance of maintaining harmony and intimacy among clan 

members (Chen et al., 2013). Thus, through VFR travel (Ashtar, Shani, & Uriely, 2017; 

Griffin, 2014), diasporic individuals foster intensive bonding capital among family and 

association members, developing obligations and commitments to sustain the sense of 

kinship and friendship (Chen et al., 2013; Hwang, 2009). Their home return travel leads 

naturally to intensification of these strong ties, and in turn such guanxi involves a higher 

level of interpersonal trust, care and concern for the social and psychological welfare of 

the self and family.  

5.2 Connecting via home return travel?  

The findings also open up further debate over the social role of diaspora tourism, by 

answering the question of whether diaspora tourists feel socially connected via return. 

The current literature generally discusses the role of diaspora tourism in facilitating 

migrant’s reunion with their home community by strengthening their physical, 

emotional and social connections (Huang et al., 2018; Weaver et al., 2017). This 

research extends this discussion to whether tourists can truly feel socially connected 

during their home return travel. The evidence shows that some migrants develop a 

higher level of trust and loyalty in connection with their fellow migrants, families and 

local community when they return frequently and maintain ties in a relatively close 

social structure (Scenario 1 and 2). This finding is in line with previous research that 
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has shown trust increases within a relationship as network closure increases (Burt et al., 

2018). In the case of Chinese migrants, the migrant associations provide a strong 

cultural foothold, shared place and collective identity, which increase mutual trust when 

they maintain their networks.    

However, the increasing number of Chinese migrant associations and the complex 

structure of the current Chinese migrant community challenge migrants’ social 

relationships building when they return. Such complexity results in different motives for 

return and different extents of emotional interaction and trust achieved by diaspora 

tourists (Zhou, 2017; Zhou & Liu, 2016; Li & Chan, 2018). The younger generation has 

become the backbone of the Chinese migrant community and actively engages in 

building extensive social networks through their home return travel (Scenario 3), while 

the older generations who migrated from the 1940s to the 1970s are facing 

transformation of migrant communities (Zhou & Liu, 2016). Their reputations and sense 

of trust in their migrant associations are greatly affected by their social status and the 

transformation, which further affects their social capital maintenance when they return.  

5.3 Connecting through weak ties?  

The study also identified two types of tourists who travel back and build weak ties 

within or across communities. These tourists, however, use weak ties for different 

purposes. Some are considered the elite in the Chinese migrant community; they 

conduct frequent return visits driven by personal interests, visions and aspirations, and 

expand their social networks to different communities (Scenario 3). Through this 

expansion, they foster weak ties across different Chinese communities and strengthen 

some ties so that they can be used in the future. These weak ties are seen as valuable 

resources (Granovetter, 1983) for Chinese elite migrants who seek mobility and 

business opportunities and make special efforts to maintain useful ties to other 

communities for potential cooperation. Their cases represent the ego-pragmatic 

perspective of guanxi, which involves the exchange of favours for the focal actors’ 

benefit (Bian, 1997; Xiao & Tsui, 2007).   

The other group is characterized as roots tourists, who return to their ancestral 

hometown in search of their roots and forge temporary ties with local villagers and 
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officials (Scenario 4). However, as Granovetter (1983) emphasised, not all weak ties are 

equally valuable. The weak ties fostered by some roots-seeking tourists may lack trust. 

Some participants stated that they felt like “outsiders” in their ancestral home, and 

failed to connect deeply with distant relatives and villagers. Due to the long migration 

histories and generational distance they experienced, the connections they build through 

returning home may be shallow and temporary. These ties may grow or disappear with 

time, as social capital is vulnerable and requires investment of other resources to 

maintain its effectiveness (Adler & Kwon, 2002).     

5.4 Implications, conclusion remarks and future research avenues 

This study has a number of implications. First, the findings unveil the close links 

between diaspora tourism and social capital through the paralleled view from previous 

studies on the nurturing role of tourism in enhancing social relationships (Mura & 

Tavakoli, 2014; Zahra & McGehee, 2013). Empirical evidence shows how diaspora 

tourism offers diverse experience of social capital building among migrants with 

different identities, values and purposes. To some migrants, home return travel and 

social capital building are relatively private so that they prefer to keep to their own 

(sub)community or family; while others are keen to extend their social networks to 

other communities and develop ties to resources that they can use for future benefits. 

The strength of their social capital is different as well. Some can only foster temporary, 

weak ties with the local community, while others intensify their ties to develop a strong 

and reliable network.  

The discussions also raise further concerns over the differentiation between bonding and 

bridging social capital when discussing the links between migrants’ return mobility and 

social capital they have maintained. Recent studies of transnational social networks 

have mainly focused on the differences between bonding and bridging capital 

augmented by migrants or migrant entrepreneurs, and argued that migrants can use their 

advantages of  language skills, knowledge of different markets, and ability to flexibly 

operate between different cultural systems to obtain trust, reciprocity and cooperation 

(Casado-Díaz et al., 2014; Soulard, Knollenberg, Boley, perdue, & McGehee, 2018; 

Zhao, Ritchie, & Echtner, 2011; Ngoason & Kimbu, 2016; Sommer & Gamper, 2018). 

However, the findings suggest that we cannot simply differentiate migrants’ bonding 
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ties from their bridging ties, due to the complex structure of migrant communities, 

constant interplay among migrants, and blurred boundaries between various sub-

communities (Zhou & Liu, 2016). We need a more dynamic view to understanding 

diaspora community and their social capital building (Ryan & D’Angelo, 2018). The 

different scenarios identified here provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

social capital building by the migrant community.    

Further, the findings contribute to exploring the mechanism underlying migrants’ social 

capital building scenarios. By noting that migrants’ personal identity, values, and 

personal interests play significant roles in determining their return motives and 

engagements in social capital building activities, the study has uncovered the cognitive 

basis of migrants’ social capital maintenance. Individuals who maintain a strong 

regional identity and have lower levels of acculturation are more likely to confine their 

social network building to their ancestral region and the sub-communities to which they 

belong (Scenario 1 and 2). Some cases (Scenario 2) reflect the strong influence of 

Confucian views of developing family-like guanxi, whereas in other cases (Scenario 4), 

generational distance and cultural differences make it difficult to develop deep 

interpersonal relationships. The latter group’s bridging capital is thus built in a 

superficial manner, and some of these ties may not withstand the passage of time if the 

tourists no longer return or invest other resources in the relationship. 

This study also has management implications by providing a comprehensive 

understanding of overseas Chinese tourists in terms of building and maintaining social 

networks to different geographical levels of (national, regional and local) OCAOs and 

other governmental departments in China. Policy formulation which aims to facilitate 

more satisfactory experience of return and attract more tourists to return and fulfil their 

quests and ambitions will be facilitated. Future research could use mixed-method 

approach that combines qualitative inquiry and quantitative studies to provide deeper 

insights into the mechanism, contents and structures of social network built by migrants 

and tourists. The findings also reveal a need for future research on the locally and 

culturally specific aspects of social capital building in modern China and how such 

aspects can be linked to the development of its tourism industry.       
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Table 1. Social capital building via Chinese diaspora tourism 

Scenarios of social 
capital building  

Cognitive dimension  Structural dimension  Relational dimension  

Sustain robust 
bonding capital 
within sub-
community  

-Identities: Shared 
strong regional identity 
(e.g. Wuyi ren) and 
migrant association 
leader/membership 
identity 
-Values: Importance of 
“face” and reputation to 
keep the belonged 
migrant association’s 
cohesion  
-Personal interests: to 
perform obligations as 
the migrant association 
member 

-High bonding capital 
within migrant 
association members,  
-Some bonding capital 
with family members 
and friends 
-Low bridging capital 
with local communities 

Trust-increasing ties within 
belonged migrant 
associations 
 
Limited exchanges with 
local communities  

Intensify clan-related 
social capital    

-Identities: Chinese & 
strong ancestral 
hometown identity (e.g. 
Jiangmen ren); mixed 
home and host identity 
-Values: Shared 
Confucian value of 
harmony with family 
- Personal interests: 
Seeking family 
commonality, reunion 
and connections 

-Strong family bonding 
capital within family 
members in home and 
host places 
-Some bridging capital 
with local officials 

Strong and trust-increasing 
ties 
 
 

Develop flourishing 
ties across 
communities 

-Identities: Chinese or 
mixed identity 
-Values: Flexibly adjust 

- Strengthen existing 
social ties with 
community members, 

Strong ties with mutual 
trust and potential for 
cooperation 
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values and behaviours 
according to the place 
they visit  
-Personal interests: 
Aspirations for personal 
and business 
development 

friends and relatives 
-Extend ties across 
communities to local 
officials, entrepreneurs, 
and local residents 

 
Weak ties with members of 
different communities 

Foster temporary 
and weak ties 

- Identities: Identify 
with the host place  
- Values: Mixed values 
of home and host; value 
the importance of 
understanding one’s 
personal past 
- Personal interests: 
Shared aspirations of 
seeking and confirming 
personal roots 

-Weak and temporary 
bridging capital with 
local community 
- Weak familial bonding 
capital in home area 
 

Feel like “outsider”  
 
Limited exchanges or 
reciprocity 

 

 

Appendix	1.	Profile	of	participants	

Social	capital	
building	patterns	

Pseudonym	 Age	 Gender	 Generation		 Current	place	
of	residence	

Employment	

Robust	bonding	
capital	within	sub-
communities	

Li	 60	 Male	 1	 San	Francisco	 Headmaster	of	
primary	school		

Chan	 55	 Male	 1	 Los	Angeles	 Self-employed	
Jordan	 43	 Male	 1	 Vancouver	 Entrepreneur	
Kwan	 68	 Male	 1	 San	Francisco	 Retired	
Gwan		 65	 Male	 1	 Brunei	 Retired	
Fong	 56	 Male	 1	 Los	Angeles	 Entrepreneur	

No.	of	participants	 6	
Intensive	clan-
related	social	
capital	

Peter	 28	 Male	 1	(1.5)	 Los	Angeles	 Policeman	
Clive	 70	 Male	 5	 San	Francisco	 Doctor	
Ellen	 62	 Female	 3	 Los	Angeles	 Curator	
Liz	 44	 Female	 1	 San	Francisco	 Unemployed	
Wendy	 48	 Female		 1	 San	Francisco	 Unemployed	
King	 70	 Male	 1	 Vancouver	 Retired	
Grace	 60	 Female	 3	 Los	Angeles	 Professor	
Yannie	 51	 Female	 2	 Vancouver	 Travel	agent	
Joyce	 30	 Female		 2	 San	Francisco	 Museum	
Lee	 78	 Male	 1	 San	Francisco	 Retired	

No.	of	participants	 10	 	 	 	 	 	
Flourishing	
networks	across	
communities		

Louise	 60	 Male	 1	 Los	Angeles	 Entrepreneur	
Kathy	 60	 Female	 1	 San	Francisco	 Professor	
Andy	 57	 Male	 1	 Vancouver	 Entrepreneur	
Tony	 40	 Male	 1	 Toronto	 Entrepreneur	
Sabrina	 39	 Female	 1	 Los	Angeles	 Entrepreneur	
Harold	 40	 Male	 1	 Tokyo	 Entrepreneur	
Will	 46	 Male	 1	 Manchester	 Lawyer	
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Huang	 52	 Male	 1	 Manchester	 Entrepreneur	
Zack	 65	 Male	 1	 Vancouver	 Public	service	
Miu	 70	 Male	 1	 Vancouver	 Retired	
Mable	 70	 Female	 1	 Vancouver	 Retired	
Frankie	 53	 Male	 1	 Los	Angeles	 Self-employed	
Billy	 60	 Male	 1	 Vancouver	 Judge	
Lam	 36	 Female	 1	 Toronto	 Real	estate	

agent	
No.	of	participants	 14	 	 	 	 	 	
Temporary	and	
weak	ties	

Seth	 42	 Male	 3	 Los	Angeles	 Museum		
Aaron	 51	 Male	 3	 Vancouver	 Doctor	
Bob	 54	 Male	 3	 Vancouver	 Travel	agent	
Waldo	 50	 Male	 3	 Vancouver	 Unemployed	
Martin	 43	 Male	 5	 San	Francisco	 Manager	
Mary	 60	 Female	 4	 Vancouver	 Professor	
Kaley	 50	 Female	 4	 Vancouver	 Professor	
Edward	 55	 Male	 2	 San	Francisco	 Entrepreneur	
Daisy	 60	 Female	 3	 Vancouver	 Entrepreneur	

No.	of	participants	 9	 	 	 	 	 	
 


