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Quality of life perspectives for different social groups in a 

World Centre of Tourism and Leisure. 

 

Abstract 
While the quality of life (QoL) concept in tourism research has gained momentum, 

scholarly work has focused on host QoL and tourist-host relations, rather than exploring 

and analysing the perception, interpretation and understanding of QoL among different 

social groups in a given tourist destination. Macao is a densely populated tourism 

destination and designated World Centre of Tourism and Leisure, where local residents 

and migrants work and cohabit side by side. By broadening the scope of research through 

in-depth interviews, our research findings highlight how different social groups in Macao 

experience QoL differently. While all groups perceive positive economic impacts and 

appreciate career opportunities from tourism development, the analysis raises questions 

as to the QoL of residents and migrants, and the social sustainability of Macao. The study 

recommends that authorities embed a social sustainability focus in deliberations, policies 

and investment so as to achieve its goal of World Centre of Tourism and Leisure status, 

not only for tourists, but also for those who live and work there. 

 

1.INTRODUCTION 

Global concerns about overtourism, migrant flows, tourist-host tensions, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic are raising questions about the quality of life (QoL) of people and 

communities in tourism destinations. While tourism research has identified the impact of 

tourism development on QoL, it also identifies community support as vital to sustainable 

tourism development (Baros and David, 2007; Choi and Sirakaya, 2006; Eslami, 

Khalifah, Mardani, Streimikiene, and Han, 2019; Mathew and Sreejesh, 2017). This 

research has largely focused on ‘locals’ or QoL in the limited context of tourist-host 

relations (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010; Woo, Kim, and Uysal, 2015). QoL studies 

have also adopted a largely quantitative approach and treated residents/host communities 

as a uniform group (Nunkoo and So, 2016; Woo et al., 2015; Zhou, Zhang, Zhang and 

Ma, 2015). Research findings show that tourism activities have some positive effect on 

both tourists’ overall life satisfaction and well-being of residents (Uysal, Sirgy, Woo and 
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Kim, 2016). Research is lacking on the consequences and effects of rapid tourism 

development on different categories of people, communities and populations population 

groups living and working in tourism-dependent destinations and the effect on their QoL. 

Researchers have questioned whether the QoL construct is transferable from one 

population or social group and context to another, with calls for more research to 

corroborate individual level findings with studies capturing QoL at the family, 

community, regional and country level, while articulating pertinent life domains by social 

groups and settings (see e.g. Uysal et al., 2016).  

The current research focuses on Macao, ‘Asia’s Las Vegas’ (Loi and Kim, 2010) 

and self-labelled as a ‘World Centre of Tourism and Leisure’ (MGTO, 2017; O’ Regan, 

2019). While it is a territory of just 33 sq km and a resident population of 658,900 (June 

2018), Macao received 39.4 million tourists in 2019. Prior to COVID-19, Macao was 

expected to become the richest (highest per-capita gross domestic product) territory in the 

world by 2020 (Carvallo, 2018) due to the rapid development of the tourism industry. 

This development is primarily driven by the liberalization of the casino industry in 2002, 

which accelerated tourism and economic growth. This growth has also led to an increase 

in imported goods, house prices, traffic, the cost of living and a rapid increase in the 

migrant workforce. The opening of the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge, a new runway 

at nearby Shenzhen airport and the development of Guangzhou – Zhuhai Intercity 

Railway means the forecast of 40 million visitors by 2025 (MGTO, 2017) is 

conservative. The increased flows of capital, tourists and workers have created questions 

about the ability of the local population to cope with ever-increasing tourist numbers, 

tourism development and impacts on their QoL (Nunkoo and So, 2016; Woo et al., 2015). 

It also raises questions about governance, political decision-making and the mitigating 

measures taken by authorities and businesses (Hsu and Gu, 2010), who have, until very 

recently, prioritised tourist and economic growth over environmental and social 

sustainability (Green and Stern, 2014). 

With an unemployment rate of just 2.9 % (December, 2020), the number of 

foreign workers is expected to increase as COVID-19 subsides, as Macao fills positions 

in the dominant tourism and hospitality industry (Sheng and Gu, 2018), which accounts 

for an estimated 91.3% of GDP (Wyman, 2020), According to Macao’s Labour Affairs 

https://www.scmp.com/author/raquel-carvalho
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Bureau (2021), the number of migrant workers holding a work visa in December 2020 

was 176,000 out of the total labour force of 388,800. While non-skilled labour is on the 

rise, the proportion of imported labour that falls under the category of ‘professional’ 

(skilled employees) has declined. Without migrant workers, the (gambling) tourism 

industry would face staffing problems, higher wages and rising costs (GGRASIA, 2014). 

However, as unskilled migrants cannot look for jobs whilst under a tourist visa, many pay 

between two three months of their salaries to employment agencies as recruitment fees. 

Given the lack of comparative studies between different social groups, it is 

important to consider QoL, from perspectives that include resident workers, but also 

skilled and unskilled migrant workers (Ladkin, 2011). As there is an anticipated 

difference between these groups, this study aims to explore how local residents, and 

skilled and unskilled migrant workers in Macao experience and perceive their QoL, so as 

to contribute to a comprehensive understanding of QoL in the social sciences by 

including the perception, interpretation and understanding of QoL by different social 

groups. By meeting the above aims, this study contributes to existing research in several 

significant ways. Firstly, nascent research on QoL in tourism research currently neglects 

an investigation of concepts of QoL among different social groups in tourism 

destinations. This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore different social group 

perceptions and interpretations of QoL, including different migrant worker categories. 

Secondly, as QoL research in tourism research has largely been conducted using 

quantitative approaches (only 4 of 35 QoL studies reviewed by Uysal et al., 2016 utilised 

interviews), this study contributes to an in-depth understanding of QoL through a bottom-

up qualitative methodology and analysis of in-depth interview data. This method 

incorporates more diverse perspectives from different social categories of residents that 

make up the community, and especially those voices that are often neglected, but 

constitute a significant proportion of the community and the tourism and hospitality 

labour force. This study can aid Macao Tourism, authorities and the business sector to 

plan and implement policies and measures to help achieve sustainable tourism 

development in Macao. The findings can also aid other tourist destinations hoping to 

achieve destination sustainability. 
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2.LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Definitions and Measurements of QoL 

QoL has been used as a conceptual framework in different fields of study and disciplines 

(Verdugo, Schalock, Keith and Stancliffe, 2005). Defining QoL is challenging as 

‘quality’ is subjective to cultures, individuals’ perceptions and feelings. Given the lack of 

parameters, there are more than 100 identified definitions and constructs of QoL 

(Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010; Schalock, 1997). However, the WHO’s QoL group’s 

definition of QoL as the individuals’ “perceptions of their position in life in the context of 

the culture and value systems in which they live and in relation to their goals, 

expectations, standards and concerns” (WHOQOL Group, 1995, p. 1403) has gained 

increasing acceptance. The definition includes the concern for “physical health, 

psychological state, personal beliefs, social relationships and their relationship to salient 

features of their environment” (ibid). The definition comprises of four dimensions of 

QoL including material well-being, community well-being, emotional well-being and 

health and safety well-being (Skevington, Lotfy, and O’ Connell, 2004). 

Schalock (1997; 2000) synthesised QoL concepts into eight dimensions 

(emotional well-being; interpersonal relations; material well-being; personal 

development; physical well-being; self-determination; social inclusion; and rights). In 

each dimension, Schalock argues for measuring both objective functional assessments as 

well as subjective personal appraisals. Cummins (2005) calls for measurement of both 

objective and subjective components. There is increasing acceptance across social 

sciences that QoL is a multidimensional concept, which incorporates both objective and 

subjective components. While researchers accept that the two components should be 

measured for a comprehensive estimate of QoL (Cummins, 2005; Raphael, Renwick, 

Brown and Rootman, 1996), the means of measuring QoL remains challenging as there is 

no definitive scientific design of measuring the construct using objective and subjective 

domains (Vong, 2005). 

Cummins (2005, p. 700) argues that objective components (comprising of 

culturally-relevant measures of objective well-being) and its features can be “observed 

and measured within the public domain through such properties as physical quantities and 

frequencies”. These components include economic factors such as employment 
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opportunities, income, job security, as well as social factors such as family cohesion, 

leisure opportunities, cultural integrity, social networks and historical infrastructure. 

Environmental factors include overcrowding, noise, air or water pollution and traffic 

congestion (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010).  

Subjective components include personal feelings and perceptions, as it comprises 

of the satisfaction domain weighted by their importance to the individual (Dissart and 

Deller, 2000). It incorporates one’s “satisfaction with life and feelings of contentment or 

fulfilment with one’s experience in the world” (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010, p. 1). The 

subjective domain can exist “only within the private consciousness of each individual and 

is verified only through repeated responses provided by the person concerned” 

(Cummins, 2005, p. 700). The specific subjective dimension encompasses factors such as 

inner perceptions, experience of happiness, life satisfaction, perceptions of well-being 

and one’s standard of living (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010). They include the ability to 

manage feelings, the quality of your relationships and dealing with difficulties, stress and 

how you feel about yourself. Its impact on QoL and specifically on emotional and 

psychological well-being can manifest itself in sadness, inability to sleep, losing sex drive 

and appetite, as well as losing interest in life (Rapley, 2003).  

The subjective perspectives of how people feel about their lives have led some 

QoL researchers (e.g. Haas, 1999) to suggest that QoL research should be primarily 

subjective. However, this study incorporates both subjective and objective domains, with 

elements that are normatively relevant and culturally important. This creates a bridge 

between objective measures of social situations at a broad population level to the 

subjective evaluation of individuals, and social groups.  

 

2.2 Quality of Life and Tourism Development  

Various studies have indicated the complexity of tourism development. Tourism can 

result in benefits to residents, due to higher personal living standards through job 

opportunities. However, rapid tourism development might negatively influence local 

residents because of perceived overcrowding, traffic bottlenecks, increased cost of living, 

increased crime rates, conflict between residents and tourists, changes in natural 

environment and residents’ way of life (Nunkoo, Smith and Ramkissoon, 2013).  
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There is a growing interest towards exploring tourism development and QoL from 

residents’ perspectives in broader geographic locations and cultural contexts as QoL has 

been recognised as an important element for the development of tourism that is not only 

economically and environmentally responsible but also socially responsible (Mathew and 

Sreejesh, 2017). Researchers have recognised the importance of QoL and have found 

positive and negative economic, social, cultural and environmental impacts on residents 

(Kim, Uysal and Sirgy, 2013; Lin, Wong and Ho, 2013; Terzi, Türkoğlu, Bölen, Baran 

and Salihoğlu, 2015; Uysal, Perdue and Sirgy, 2012) and tourists (Uysal et al., 2016). For 

example, studies in the United States (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010) and in Shanghai, 

China (Guo et al., 2014) indicate that residents consider tourism development as having 

an impact on quantity and quality of outdoor recreational facilities and opportunities, 

public security, health status, family cohesion, leisure time, and living costs.  

QoL research has largely focused on economic impacts (Purdue, Long and Kang, 

1999) and economic sustainability (Duncan, Scott and Baum, 2013) such as job creation, 

which may not necessarily contribute to a positive QoL if such jobs are low paid, 

seasonal or physically demanding. Economic growth may in some cases lead to 

deterioration in the social or physical environments (Uysal et al., 2016; Wan and Chan, 

2013). More broadly, less attention has been placed on understanding the 

emotional/psychological and subjective well-being (Choe, O’Regan, and Kimbu, 2020; 

Diener, 2000; 2009) off all destination residents, and how particular social groups, such 

as migrants, are affected by tourism development (Berno and Ward, 2005; Larkin, 2011). 

As researchers move beyond economics and measurement of overall community life 

satisfaction (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010; Jordan, Vogt and Deshon, 2015), residents’ 

life satisfaction in specific life domains and perceived value of tourism development are 

receiving attention  (Kim et al., 2013). Recent studies have incorporated residents’ 

perceived value of tourism development in relation to their satisfaction and well-being 

(Woo et al., 2015) and emotional solidarity toward tourists (Lai, Pinto, and Pintassilgo, 

2018). However, studies have largely viewed residents as a monolithic, homogeneous 

group. They do not acknowledge that in many tourism destinations, there are different 

social groups, with varying work visas, residency status and other immutable 
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characteristics. There is a need to pay more attention to the ‘voices’ of various social 

groups to have a better understanding of their QoL. 

 

3.RESEARCH METHODS 

3.1 Methods 

While an overwhelming number of existing studies on QoL use a quantitative 

approach, we adopted a qualitative approach and interpretative paradigm to investigate 

the subject at an in-depth level, allowing for a more flexible and wide-angle 

multidisciplinary analysis (Souldard, McGehee and Stern, 2019; Lau and Li, 2019). 

Existing QoL constructs might not be fully applicable to Macao’s social, economic, 

cultural, and environmental stage and situation. Consequently, a qualitative research 

method, which emphasised an open-ended and bottom-up approach was utilised to get to 

“the truth of matters, to describe [the] phenomena, in a broadest sense” (Moran 2000, p. 

4). This enabled us to explore the complexities behind existing QoL constructs, and 

broader social sustainability factors, and make a methodological contribution to QoL 

research. Policy makers, community leaders and the business sector need information that 

demonstrates how a destination is doing not only from a quantitative perspective but also 

from a qualitative perspective (Morrison Institute for Public Policy, 1997).  

We conducted 50 in-depth semi-structured, open-ended anthropological 

interviews (Bernard, 2012) with local residents (N = 22), skilled migrant workers (N = 

15) and unskilled migrant workers (N = 13) between October 2014 and May 2015. The 

informants were recruited through the researchers’ personal and professional networks, 

using snowball and purposive sampling. The interviews primarily focused on their 

perceptions and experiences of their QoL in Macao. Questions included all aspects of 

QoL such as emotional well-being, interpersonal relations, material well-being, personal 

development; physical well-being, self-determination, social inclusion, and rights 

(Schalock, 1997; 2000) as well as community well-being (Skevington et al., 2004). 

By conducting qualitative interviews, we attempted to “discover the meanings 

that participants attach to their behaviour, how they interpret situations, and what their 

perspectives are on particular issues” (Woods, 2006, p. 2), as well as acquiring a better 

understanding of processes within the society, cultural group or community in which they 
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belong. As two of the authors were skilled migrant workers living in Macao during the 

data collection period interviews were combined with ethnographic observation. Their 

first-hand experience of interacting with various social groups was valuable to the 

research design, as it indicated that social groups in Macao be seen, not as different 

‘ethnic groups’; but groups based on other immutable characteristics, such as residency 

rights and visa category. These categories ensure groups are sufficiently distinct, and are 

recognized in Macao as discrete classes of persons with particular occupations, lifestyles, 

and leisure behaviour etc. Identification of these categories allowed the authors to go 

beyond description and explore emerging patterns by enabling an in-depth explication of 

the phenomenon under investigation (Matthews and Ross, 2010). While this creates a 

potential for expectancy effects, the data collection, triangulation and coding process 

ensured the quality, trustworthiness and rich rigour of the data collection, 

analysis processes and writing up (Decrop, 2004; Tracy, 2010). 

 

3.2 Data collection and analysis 

Using snowball and purposive sampling (Bernard, 2012), only informants over 18 

years old and employed in tourism, hospitality and related occupations were selected. 

Residents, identified as born and living in Macao and holding Macao residency were 

working at various casino hotel departments, as employees and in managerial roles. 

Skilled migrant workers worked primarily at managerial level, since they were employed 

under a skilled immigration contract. They must possess certain qualifications technical 

skillsets, or relevant and extensive professional experience in the field. They are 

therefore, by and large, occupied in high paying positions, as their employer has to show 

that they are not able to hire a suitably qualified person locally for the advertised position. 

Unskilled workers are hired by certain employers of good standing, who are given a 

particular quota, on the basis they also hire locals. While the local-foreign quota ratio is 

not published, unskilled workers largely work for hospitality business and casino hotels, 

who are recognised as having the ability to recruit a high proportion of unskilled workers. 

Unlike skilled migrants, who are hired directly by employers, unskilled migrants have to 

pay employment agencies as recruitment fees before gaining a visa. The unskilled 

migrant workers interviewed in this study happened to be primarily from Southeast Asia, 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/topics/social-sciences/data-analysis
https://www-sciencedirect-com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/topics/social-sciences/data-analysis
https://www-sciencedirect-com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/science/article/pii/S0160738318301403#b0085
https://www-sciencedirect-com.libezproxy.bournemouth.ac.uk/science/article/pii/S0160738318301403#b0335
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such as Indonesia and the Philippines, given the geographic proximity and employer 

preference for staff from those countries.  

The lead author hired and trained two final year tourism and hotel management 

students to conduct interviews with residents in Cantonese. The interviews were then 

translated into English, checked and confirmed via a reverse-translation. The interviews 

with skilled migrant workers were conducted in English by the authors, as they spoke 

English or were from English-speaking countries. The migrant workers were also 

interviewed by a student research assistant. The in-depth anthropological interviews 

lasted between 40-60 minutes, and were conducted in quiet places including coffee shops, 

university offices and informant houses. The combination of residents, skilled and 

unskilled resident migrant workers ensured that “a broad cross-section of views and 

opinions [were] canvassed on the topic of interest” (Kimbu and Ngoasong, 2016, p. 70). 

To gather more in-depth data, informants were encouraged to speak about their life 

stories that are related to their QoL in Macao. All interviews were digitally recorded with 

the informants’ permission.  

An in-depth thematic analysis of the interview transcripts and notes in relation to 

the research aims enabled the identification and creation of primary categories and key 

themes. The data inside the themes were meaningfully related to each other, and there 

was enough supportive data to conclude that the themes ‘work’ in relation to the data set 

(Ryan and Bernard, 2003). The authors sought out any additional data within themes that 

has been missed in earlier coding stages, so as to further refine the themes, and identify 

the ‘essence’ of what each theme is about (Creswell, 1998). They then critically selected 

important direct quotes, which were used to support the empirical analysis. 

There was general consensus among the authors that public transportation and 

overcrowding, the economy, job satisfaction and sense of community were key themes. 

The selective and interpretive nature of the interviews means that every attempt has been 

made to reveal a balanced assessment of the collected data (Ngoasong and Kimbu, 2016). 

The empirical analysis is presented in the next section with local residents coded as LR, 

skilled migrants as SM and unskilled migrants as UM. Additionally, by ensuring data 

checking, validity and reliability, our methods and findings could be applicable to other 

similar tourism destinations (Decrop, 2004; Bernard, 2012).  



10 

 

To achieve trustworthiness, all five authors discussed the data, relevant meanings 

and possible conceptualisations at length. Our interpretative analytic style involved 

immersion and crystallisation, to allow for “a more complex, in-depth, but still 

thoroughly partial, understanding of the issue” (Tracy, 2010, p. 844). As knowledge is 

situated, partial, constructed; multiple viewpoints are acknowledged (McWha, Frost and 

Laing, 2018), we rely on our grasp of the phenomenon and context to offer a deep and 

complex interpretation (Ellington, 2009). We acknowledge the methodological limitation 

that the informants might not represent all Macao residents and skilled and unskilled 

migrant workers. Because some of the anthropological interviews took place with 

informants from non - English speaking cultures, our reliance on research assistants was a 

limitation, given the assistants might be perceived by informants as having a lower status 

or skillset for conducting interviews. As this paper is based on was a snapshot study in a 

territory in continual transition and development, a longitudinal QoL research project 

could incorporate multiple perspectives and measure changes in QoL of those not in full-

time employment, or those whose not impacted by the tourism industry. Finally, from a 

phenomenological perspective, QoL is inherently individual. While accounts that 

departed from the dominant story in the analysis were not ignored during coding, more 

nuanced contrasts within social groups could be represented in a further study, with 

greater levels of specificity on each social group, given differences of experiences and 

understanding can occur within social groups.  

 

4.FINDINGS 

The four key QoL related themes that emerged from the data included both objective and 

subjective QoL indicators and result primarily from the authorities’ heavy focus on 

gaming and casino development (macro-economic sustainability) over residents and 

migrant workers’ QoL. 

 

4.1 Job satisfaction 

Local residents did not indicate feelings of job satisfaction. This was primarily related to 

their poor work-and-life balance and interrupted family life due to shift work at casinos. 

All informants considered their jobs just as a means of making money, with low 
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perceived benefits. Some felt mistreated at work and could neither report nor resolve 

issues, such as career progression. Family members living together resorted to 

communicating with each other through an app called ‘WeChat’ due to the work 

schedules and work-life challenge in a 24-7-365 ‘at any time, all year round’ casino 

based economy. Family QoL deteriorated even though all members are employed. This 

was strongly expressed in quotes:  

 

I have no feeling toward my job but just look as the money...I start working at mid-

night and finish at eight in the morning. But suddenly, I work from eight in the 

morning and finish in the evening. So my working schedule is completely unstable 

and changing all the time. It is terrible…I am always tired, and when I come home 

from my shift, I don’t want to do anything (Local Resident). 

 

My shift starts at 20:00 and when I leave home, there is no one. Then I come back 

home at 04:00 they are all asleep. Most of the communication [with family] is 

through ‘WeChat’ and less and less face to face unless we actively plan a dinner 

and get a day off on the same day and see each other… it is really difficult to 

schedule a day-off on the same day! Sometimes there is no way we see each other 

for an entire week! In the past [before the casinos], we lived like a normal family… 

(Local Resident). 

 

Skilled migrant workers on the other hand expressed satisfaction with their jobs as 

they usually get better jobs with higher salaries in Macao than in their home countries. 

They were especially satisfied with their salary levels and career progression 

opportunities.  

 

It has been a lot harder to find work in the US over the past few years. And the 

actual work, with the major companies that are here now, are of international 

standards. It is just like working in Las Vegas or Hong Kong or Singapore you can 

find equivalent level of positions here (Skilled Migrant). 
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I am totally satisfied with my job, I love the work atmosphere. I work together with 

a mix of cultures (Taiwan, Portugal, America, etc.), which makes everything really 

interesting and you can see things from different perspectives. We work along 

pretty well, and do things besides work, like going out for lunch, bowling (Skilled 

Migrant). 

 

The unskilled migrant workers, many with low incomes, were somewhat satisfied 

with their jobs. Many of them noted that they were ‘lucky’ to have a job with salary 

levels much higher than back in their home countries, to financially support their families 

overseas. They were proud that they could offer their families and children opportunities 

such as education and house purchase deposits. However, many of them believed that 

long working hours and lack of holiday entitlements were challenging.  

 

I have many jobs, but I am satisfied. Firstly, my stage job is satisfying because I get 

to meet many different people every week… I can maximize my communication 

and social skills…my retail job is where I can relax a little bit more. My singing job 

is my passion, it is not only about the money but it’s about doing something that I 

really love and something that I am really good at (Unskilled Migrant). 

 

I am not satisfied, because of long working hours; the schedule is very complicated. 

When someone goes on a vacation there is no day off just for us to cover him or 

her. The job itself is really tiring … I can handle it although I am almost giving up 

(Unskilled Migrant). 

 

Similar to skilled migrants’ experiences, unskilled migrant workers did recognise 

the positive objective QoL indicators such as job opportunities and higher salaries as 

compared to their home countries. Nevertheless, they bemoaned the lack of career 

progression opportunities. While they had largely negotiated acceptance in the 

workplace, they understood that discrimination interacted with structural constraints to 

limit progression from low-paid work. They were also unhappy with their family life due 

to work schedules and being geographically distant from their families. They looked at 
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their jobs as a means to save and remit money instead of fulfilling self-development 

opportunities.  

 

4.2 Overcrowding and Public Transportation 

The second theme identified relates to public transportation and overcrowding. 

There were serious transportation issues in Macao due to poor investment in transport 

infrastructure (Wan and Li, 2013). The findings of a 2015 government sponsored study 

by the Institute for Tourism Studies suggest that residents have grown weary of the 

effects of continuous tourism growth and perceived overcrowding is impacting QoL. 

Congestion on sidewalks, streets and vehicle traffic on roads creates restrictions and 

inconvenience. This was strongly expressed by both local residents and skilled migrant 

workers alike.  

 

This is directly what the casino development and economic boom brought to us. 

Overcrowding is a very serious problem in Macao. No matter whether weekdays or 

weekends, if you want to go to some places near tourist attractions, you will find 

that you can’t move because it is too crowded. (Local Resident) 

 

The buses are congested and go slow. There are 1000 taxis in the city... At any one 

day there are over 100,000 tourists here… the taxis are too few and the buses are 

full. Your only solution is to walk or go by car but there is nowhere to park… It is 

really bad... the government doesn’t seem to notice that all the streets are full. 

(Skilled Migrant) 

 

Some informants noted that on weekends, they would rather stay at home and not travel 

anywhere because of poor transport options. Others felt taxis were not an option as taxi 

drivers preferred to take tourists to casinos where they could get return passengers than 

take people to and from residential areas. These results are consistent with existing 

studies showing that tourism development can negatively influence local residents 

because of overcrowding and traffic bottlenecks (e.g. McCool and Martin, 1994). 

However, unskilled migrants did not express strong views about transportation issues, 
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with many mentioning Macao’s transportation as being better than their home towns and 

cities in Southeast Asia. Some informants commented that they could still visit friends 

and relatives within Macao by public transport, which was considered convenient.   

 

4.3 The economy, housing issues and affordability 

All the informants were worried about their place in a rapidly changing economy 

due to the systemic risk of over-dependence on gambling. House prices and other living 

costs were rapidly increasing due to casino developments at the same time of increasing 

housing demand by young people and non-resident workers. Salary levels were not rising 

to cover these increased living costs.  

 

Young people can never afford to buy a house since the prices are too high. This is 

the impact of Macao’s booming economy… The increase in the cost of buying a 

house is 10 times compared to 10 years ago but the salary has only doubled. 

Therefore, buying an apartment or a house is not an option anymore. (Local 

Resident). 

 

Similar to Schalkwyk, Tran and Chang (2006)’s study,  younger people in Macao 

felt unable to plan their financial future, with married couples often deciding to continue 

living with their parents because of high living costs. Residents and migrants in this study 

felt there was a little hope of resolving the housing issues and living costs due to the 

focus on gaming and casino development. Despite been lured by rapid economic growth 

and employment opportunities, skilled migrants with higher incomes expressed more 

dissatisfaction with their housing options and quality than low income unskilled migrants. 

Skilled migrants compared their housing conditions with their previous living conditions 

prior to Macao. As Macao has one of the highest population densities in the world, they 

were unhappy with smaller living spaces, noise population and limited spaces for 

relaxation and family activities.  

 

My concern is that the rent keeps going up and a huge part of my salary goes to 

housing. I wonder whether I am able to afford the rent if I remain in the current 
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situation. Presently I share my house with two and sometimes three other people… 

How do you have good quality of life after paying? (Skilled Migrant) 

 

Housing is hard…There are so many things to pay, so much deposit; sometimes it 

will get you thinking if they’re cheating us! It’s unfair, because some residents have the 

housing subsidy or a government house. (Unskilled Migrant) 

 

Interestingly, unskilled migrants were also dissatisfied with the housing situation 

due to the high rental costs, low housing allowances from employers, which often forced 

them to share rooms with other unskilled workers. However, compared to skilled 

migrants, they did not express their worry excessively about the room sizes and 

conditions. Those with a better financial foundation did not necessarily have higher life 

satisfaction than those who did less well financially.  

 

4.4 Lack of a Sense of Community: 

The fourth theme that emerged from migrants (but not locals) interviews is related to the 

sense of community. Skilled migrants believed it was difficult to make friends because 

there were no places or events to meet people. Too many migrants left Macao after a 

short time due to low QoL. They noted that it was very difficult to communicate with 

local people because of the language barriers and the cultural differences (Janta, Lugosi, 

Brown, and Ladkin, 2012).  

 

Local people do their own thing and they don’t talk much…Their social life is 

eating out, but my perception about socializing is maybe having BBQ or going to 

karaoke, drinking and chatting together…I don’t have many friends, mainly 

foreigners…when I go out, I mainly socialise with foreigners. (Skilled Migrant) 

 

…Another problem why I cannot socialize here, apart from culture [is that] we 

have different interests…It is not about language, we really look at the world from 

different perspectives. (Skilled Migrant) 
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Unskilled migrants felt more discrimination and a lack of acceptance in Macao. 

They indicated that there was no place like home, and if they had a choice, they would 

relocate back to their home countries. They were dissatisfied with their long working 

hours and limited affordable leisure facilities, spaces and options. While there was a 

broad belief amongst unskilled migrants that they couldn’t find a sense of community,  

various identity markers, such as race, exacerbated their personal experiences and 

exposed their intersectional identity. Those informants who sought to negotiate their 

intersectional identity by learning Cantonese, perceived the effort as having little impact 

on their sense of community.  

 

Community to me is better in the Philippines. People are actually concerned about 

you, they are helpful, and thoughtful unlike here they don't really care since I am a 

different race to even start with. (Unskilled Migrant) 

 

I don’t feel like there is a sense of community in Macao… people here are 

judgmental, biased and unfair, even though you have Macao ID, you were born and 

grew up here, they don’t really consider you as part of Macao community and they 

discriminate you (because of your ethnicity). (Unskilled Migrant) 

 

While skilled and unskilled migrants describe ‘sense of community’ differently, 

both emphasised that the sense of community was an important indicator for their QoL 

and emotional well-being. They were dissatisfied with a lack of a sense of community 

and communication. The sense of isolation was more profound amongst unskilled 

migrants due to living apart from their families and social discrimination. Their salaries 

were unable to support a spouse to move to Macao, as they would not be legally able to 

work. Children would not be allowed to access public services, such as public schools. 

They felt a lack of social support and voice (Paillard-Borg and Hallberg, 2018). 

Compared to locals and skilled migrants who enjoy the same leisure activities, ambience, 

and amenities that attract tourists (Williams and Hall, 2000), unskilled migrants have 

fewer opportunities to develop strong community connections (Liu et al., 2017), and their 

ethnicity/race has been identified as a constraint to forging community connections 
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(Spracklen et al., 2015). We have learned that despite being tourism dependent, and 

heavily reliant of migrant labour to service the industry, the authorities do not have a 

strategy for supporting and integrating migrants into the community. Authorities don’t 

offer enough language support, tourism-specific training programmes or inclusive 

community spaces or events to bring together social groups (De Haan et al., 2013). 

Migrant labour is seen as temporary, and quite disposable.  

 

5. DISCUSSION  

QoL has been recognised as being impacted by tourism, but is also recognised as 

an important element for the development of tourism. Whilst QoL research in tourism 

studies has gained momentum, existing research often neglects to consider broader social 

groups, and how QoL coalesces and diverges across different social groups such as 

migrant populations (Berno and Ward, 2005; Ladkin, 2011) in tourism destinations. 

Thus, this study makes a unique contribution to tourism studies by incorporating different 

social groups’ experiences and perceptions on QoL. This study also explored tourism 

development and QoL from multiple perspectives in a non-Western context (Choe et al., 

2020). This study contributes broadly to social sciences research by utilising a bottom-up 

qualitative approach to investigate QoL at an in-depth level (Bernard, 2012). This 

approach incorporated perspectives from different social categories and revealed the 

importance of researching the perceived QoL of different social groups (Babar, Ewers 

and Khattab, 2018; Buch, Hamann, Niebuhr and Rossen, 2014; Duncan et al., 2013).  

While this study identified the dominant themes that determine QoL, our findings 

highlight that the three social groups have a diversity of experience, leading to variations 

within the groups as to their perceptions of specific QoL factors. Informants in all three 

groups perceived level of satisfaction with employment opportunities differently. As 

identified in other empirical studies (e.g., Nunkoo, Smith and Ramkissoon, 2013; Yew, 

2007), local residents saw their job as a means of making money. However, they 

expressed low job satisfaction because of a lack of social welfare, and interrupted family 

life due to shift work at casinos. While skilled migrants expressed satisfaction with their 

salary levels and career development opportunities, unskilled migrants felt lucky just to 

have a job, so as to financially support their families back home. The job opportunities in 



18 

 

Macao were perceived positively as an objective QoL indicator (Cummins, 2005), with a 

low unemployment rate of 1.9% (February, 2020). However, unskilled migrants were 

unhappy with a lack of career progression opportunities, job insecurity, long working 

hours, holiday entitlements and a visa policy that does not support their families moving 

to Macao. While authorities have reduced migrant visa quotas, the “use and discard” 

(Yeoh, 2006, p. 36) strategy regulates unskilled migrants in particular. Negative 

perceptions toward career progression and work - life balance (a subjective indicator) 

were based on residents and unskilled migrants’ own experiences.  

Given the number of tourists in Macao, there are residents’ perceptions of 

overcrowding, combined with perceptions of poor public transportation and housing. 

Skilled migrants, many of whom had higher expectations of QoL expressed 

dissatisfaction with aspects of their living conditions, including the limited housing 

options/quality but also the lack of green spaces. However, unskilled migrants did not 

express strong views about these issues and perceived Macao’s transportation system as 

better than their home towns and cities. As QoL depends on individuals’ previous 

experiences, expectations, and concerns, the living conditions and environment in Macao 

were perceived differently by social groups.  

We also found that community engagement and sustainable livelihoods were 

important for informants, with all social groups striving for a balanced QoL. While this is 

similar to findings in previous research (e.g., Matthew and Sreejesh, 2017; Skevington et 

al., 2004), our study found both migrant groups felt culturally and socially excluded. 

They experienced poor community and social connection, and found it difficult to 

develop strong ties or networks. However, skilled and unskilled migrants described their 

experiences of ‘sense of community’ differently. Skilled migrants fared better socially 

than unskilled migrants due to their nationality (mainly from the West), financial 

security, and their subjective perceptions of social status provided by their occupation. 

The unskilled migrants who were primarily from developing Southeast Asian countries 

experienced exclusion, tinged with social discrimination (Shi, 2017), given their 

ethnicity/race was a constraint. They perceived social inequality (Lin, Zhang and 

Geertman, 2015), and felt limited social support. Discrimination and inequality suffered 

by migrants is a subjective component of their QoL (e.g., Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010; 
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Choe et al., 2020; Dissart and Deller, 2000), and specifically relates to their 

emotional/psychological and subjective well-being.  

Interestingly, our informants’ perceptions about tourism development were 

different from previous research. Guo et al. (2014) found that residents in Shanghai had 

positive perceptions of tourism impacts, and recognised tourism development’s positive 

influence on their QoL. Andereck and Nyaupane (2010) also found residents in Arizona 

perceived tourism as having a positive influence on their QoL in regard improved 

recreation amenities, feelings of community pride, preservation of natural and cultural 

resources and community well-being. While the decision to develop gambling was driven 

both by economic imperatives and political exigencies that developed under colonial rule 

(O’ Regan, 2019), poor perceptions of the tourism sector in Macao are a result of the 

dominance of casino resorts on the whole economy, the reliance on millions of mainland 

tourists and the inability of authorities to diversity the economy in any meaningful way.  

Despite economic prosperity, there are no clear regulatory mechanisms for 

residents and migrant voices to be heard (O’ Regan, 2019), with authorities largely 

focused on economic policy interventions such as income assistance, subsidies, cash 

handouts and employment quotas for residents (Woo et al., 2015). While one’s QoL in a 

tourist destination like Macao is partially a reflection of its contribution to one’s standard 

of living and socio-economic status, it is also a reflection of its contribution to one’s 

social development and environment. Whilst local people have benefited economically 

through salaries, work quotas and access to housing, less educated residents and migrant 

workers often benefit less because other economic opportunities aren’t available to them 

(Cheng and Wong, 2007). Migrant workers’ rights groups also have little voice in Macao 

(Moura, 2019), and as a consequence, are paid from 20 percent to 35 percent less than 

local workers for comparable jobs (Sim and Wee, 2009). The lack of any trade union law, 

which was rejected for the 10th time in 2020, or legal protections for migrant workers is 

damaging to their subjective perceptions regarding job security. During the COVID-19 

lockdowns, only residents, for example, were entitled to government subsidies like 

consumption vouchers. Many migrant workers from overseas countries are effectively 

prohibited from leaving, as they cannot re-enter Macao. The Labour Affairs Bureau 

(DSAL) indicates the number of non-resident workers fell 18,875. between December 
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2019 and December 2020. Given Law No. 10/2020 states that non-residents seeking 

employment in Macao need to secure a work permit before entering, unskilled migrants 

who lose their jobs or had had their permits expire, face unemployment, poverty and 

repatriation. While resident discontent is prioritised, a sense of unfairness amongst other 

groups may impact socio-political relationships and undermine any improvement in well-

being (Tong and Yuen, 2008). 

Importantly, we found that objective and subjective indicators are intertwined in 

informants QoL experiences and perceptions. While objective features can be measured 

within the public domain through physical quantities and frequencies (Cummins, 2005), 

there are difficult measurement challenges to gauge subjective perceptions of QoL, given 

individuals may understand or respond differently to very subjective facets of life such as 

stress, inner perceptions, experience of happiness, life satisfaction, and perceptions of 

well-being and one’s standard of living (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2010), as well as 

losing interest in life (Rapley, 2003). The findings also draw attention of the importance 

of selecting an appropriate assessment techniques, which incorporate the QoL of social 

groups (table 1), and their particular perceptions, irrespective of their nationality, culture, 

and even legal status. However, we conclude that subjective QoL among different social 

groups are equally important as objective indicators. We also argue that both should be 

emphasised in government measurement, in order to create pathways towards sustainable 

tourism destination development.  

 

Table 1: Informants’ Objective and Subjective QoL experiences  

 Objective Indicators 

(Andereck and Nyaupane, 

2010; Cummins, 2005; 

Raphael, Renwick, Brown 

and Rootman, 1996; Vong, 

2005) 

Subjective Indicators  

(Andereck and Nyaupane, 

2010; Cummins, 2005; 

Dissart and Deller, 2000; 

Haas, 1999; Raphael, 

Renwick, Brown and 

Rootman, 1996; Rapley, 

2003; Vong, 2005) 
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Local Residents -Increased job 

opportunities 

-Poor public transportation 

and housing issues 

-Low job satisfaction 

-Feelings of ‘broken’ 

family relationships 

 

Skilled Migrants -Increased job 

opportunities  

-Overcrowding, poor 

public transportation and 

housing issues 

-High job satisfaction  

-A lack of a sense of 

community 

-Poor living conditions  

Unskilled Migrants  -Increased job 

opportunities  

-A lack of pathways for 

them to gain secure 

employment 

-Difficult to gain any type 

of permanent residency 

arrangement for them or 

family members 

 

-A lack of community 

connection, social 

networks and connections 

-Feelings of social 

discrimination 

-Feelings of social 

inequality 

-Limited social support and 

loneliness 

-Low satisfaction with 

career progression  

 

While the tourism workforce is no longer a marginal topic in sustainable tourism 

research (Baum, 2018; Knollenberg et al., 2019; Ladkin, 2011; Robinson et al., 2018), 

existing research focuses on either the perspective of the employer (Baum et al., 2016) or 

that of expatriates and lifestyle migrants (Babar et al., 2018; Benson and O’Reilly, 2009; 

Buch et al., 2014). Though the importance of attracting and retaining migrants has been 

noted by researchers (Duncan et al., 2013), little attention has focused on unskilled 

migrants and other groups such as asylum seekers and undocumented migrant workers. 

Our study makes a meaningful contribution to the tourism study by bringing in often 

marginalised voices, and emphasises that social perspectives deserve more attention in 

QoL research. Indeed, tourism development should not be about “providing low-level 
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jobs to a disempowered labour force” (Scheyvens, 2011, p. 162). The importance of well-

being, liveability, equity and community engagement remain largely unaddressed in 

tourism studies, and are important issues to address. The QoL of all individuals and 

communities may help achieve socially sustainable tourism development (Aspinall, 

Cukier and Doberstein, 2011). 

 

5.1 Quality of Life and Social Sustainability  

While sustainable tourism development consists of economic, social and 

environmental components (Dangi and Jamal, 2016), we argue that social dimensions 

needs more attention in QoL research (Scheyvens, 2011; Zhang et al, 2017), given 

economic and environmentally sustainable development too often remain the core focus 

(Zhng, Fan, Tse and King., 2017). The QoL concept is increasingly recognised as a key 

component of social sustainability and the collective functioning of society, not only in 

terms of individual QoL, but also delivery of cleaner, safer, healthier, successful, and 

well connected communities and societies. The concept offers a framework to deliver a 

better QoL for all those in a destination in the longer term (Perlaviciute and Steg, 2018) 

and can be defined as “development (and/or growth) that is compatible with harmonious 

evolution of civil society, fostering an environment conducive to the compatible 

cohabitation of culturally and socially diverse groups while at the same time encouraging 

social integration, with improvements in the QoL for all segments of the population” 

(Polese and Stren, 2000, p. 15-16). Social sustainability seeks to enhance the protection 

of all people regardless of colour, origin, culture, or socio-economic status by fostering 

the adaptation of just and equitable social, economic, and environmental policies that 

promote a sense of community, integration, safety, health, and place attachment 

(Eizenberg and Jabareen, 2017). As the principles of equity, health and justice are central 

components of social sustainability, key indicators of social sustainability include 

education, local democracy, labour standards, social inclusion and order; social capital, 

safety, fair distribution of income, tolerant attitudes, community cohesion, health, 

workplace health and safety (Dempsey, Bramley, Power and Brown, 2011; Fainstein, 

2010). It also includes decent housing conditions, sustainable transport, sustainable urban 

design, greening, and accessibility (c.f. Jabareen, 2006; Dempsey et al, 2011; Eizenberg 
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and Jabareen, 2017). In the workplace, it involves promoting equal opportunities for all 

genders, maintaining fair levels of pay, embracing diversity, and placing close attention 

to the impact of the businesses operations on all social groups. Social sustainability, 

therefore, aims to improve the QoL at all levels. 

Whilst Jabareen (2006) stresses diversity as the constitutive process of ensuring 

social sustainability, Dempsey et al. (2011) note that the sense of place attachment, 

community stability and social belonging are key to ensuring social sustainability. The 

lack of social infrastructure, support for community development, and respect for 

equality and social justice means QoL, if interpreted differently by different social 

groups, can cause tensions between social groups.  

 

5.2 Conclusion 

Destinations cannot be seen as a successful without understanding the voices of 

different social groups, and their perceived QoL. An enhanced QoL can attract and retain 

migrants and local residents in tourism-dependent communities as well as improve the 

sustainability of the tourism industry, given residents and migrants are critical to tourism 

destination development and directly affect the tourist experience. Government should 

focus on creating liveable communities for both local residents and migrant workers, as 

both are crucial for sustainable tourism development (Devine et al., 2007; Joppe, 2012; 

McDowell et al., 2009). Governments and businesses need to approach QoL through a 

broader social sustainability perspective that involves listening to social groups, about the 

importance of particular sustainability indicators, if they hope to achieve destination 

sustainability. 

Sustainable tourism development should incorporate social sustainability 

(Saarinen and Rogerson, 2014) as a framework to bring together and measure a wide 

range of factors that influence QoL and identify how individual and collective 

enhancement can be achieved. Authorities should acknowledge that migrants contribute 

to cultural diversity and allow informal groups or associations that represent different 

social groups to make their views heard. Social sustainability can be achieved by forming 

new inclusive networks such as community advisory boards or planning forums with 

representation from all community groups, so as to specifically focus on mitigating 
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potential tourism development impacts on communities (Aspinall et al., 2011). At a time 

when the importance of social sustainability in cities and tourist destinations (Dun, 2014; 

Stephenson and Ali-Knight, 2010), authorities (as well as investors and business) that 

invest in social sustainability, through the development of processes and structures that 

protect and enhance, the interests, well-being and QoL of all people and communities at 

all levels may gain a competitive advantage. 

Further research should be conducted with larger and broader informant circles 

and include focus groups to provide richer data. Further analysis could then be conducted 

to explore whether perceptions regarding perceived value of tourism development might 

be different depending on the social group, personality, demographic character, and 

occupation, and any variances with a same social group. It would be fruitful to conduct 

longitudinal studies where data could be generated at different points in time. This would 

help us understand the impact of disruption events like COVID-19 on QoL and whether 

economic indicators take precedence in both the short-to-long term. A combination of 

quantitative and qualitative data to enhance the richness of data may enrich our 

understanding of QoL and social sustainability and thereby improve the applicability of 

findings to other destinations. Further research on the relationship between QoL and 

social sustainability in other rapidly growing tourism destinations can contribute to the 

growing literature on sustainable tourism development. Tourism research in general 

needs to address the voices of minority groups, who are often differentially influenced by 

tourism development within a community (Andereck, Valentine, Vogt and Knopf, 2007).  
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