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[bookmark: _Toc1166512525]Introduction
Malaysia is recognised as one of Southeast Asia's most diverse tourism destinations, offering a combination of cultural heritage, gastronomy, modern cities, natural landscapes and UNESCO World Heritage Sites. Despite possessing tourism assets comparable to neighbouring destinations such as Thailand and Bali, Malaysia appears to attract less attention from Generation Z travellers and international students. This raises questions regarding the effectiveness of its destination marketing strategy and ability to compete within an increasingly digital tourism marketplace.
Observations from a Taith International Experience to Malaysia highlighted a significant disparity between students' perceptions of the destination before travel and their experiences during the visit. Prior to departure, many participants perceived Malaysia as less exciting, less visible and potentially less safe than competing destinations. However, visits to Kuala Lumpur, Melaka and Penang revealed a modern, affordable and culturally rich destination with strong tourism potential. This suggests that the challenge facing Malaysia may not be the quality of its tourism product, but rather the effectiveness of its destination image and marketing communications.
Destination Image Theory suggests that tourists make travel decisions based on perceptions rather than reality (Echtner and Ritchie, 1993). Furthermore, social media marketing and electronic word-of-mouth have become increasingly influential in shaping Generation Z travel intentions (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Litvin et al., 2008). Recent research demonstrates that social media content significantly influences destination image and visit intentions amongst young travellers (Jemin and Asyraff, 2024). Therefore, this report critically evaluates Malaysia's destination marketing strategy and proposes recommendations to strengthen its appeal to Generation Z tourists and international students.
[bookmark: _Toc1286430709]Malaysia's Position within the Generation Z Tourism Market
Generation Z travellers represent an increasingly influential segment of the global tourism market due to their reliance on social media and digital content when selecting destinations. As a result, destinations with strong online visibility are more likely to attract attention and influence travel decisions.
Malaysia operates within a highly competitive Southeast Asian tourism market. In 2024, Malaysia welcomed 25 million international tourists and generated over RM102 billion in tourism receipts, demonstrating the strength of its tourism sector. However, neighbouring destinations continue to attract greater international attention. Thailand welcomed more than 35 million international visitors in 2024, making it one of the most visited countries in the region, whilst Bali alone attracted over 6.3 million international tourists during the same period.
Despite Malaysia's strong performance, destinations such as Thailand and Bali appear to dominate the Generation Z tourism market. A key factor contributing to this is digital visibility. Thailand and Bali have developed highly recognisable destination brands through influencer marketing, travel content creators and user-generated content across platforms such as TikTok, Instagram and YouTube. Content showcasing beaches, nightlife, food experiences and backpacking lifestyles is frequently viewed by younger audiences, helping to position these destinations as aspirational travel choices.
In contrast, Malaysia's marketing strategy has traditionally focused on cultural diversity, heritage and national identity through campaigns such as "Malaysia, Truly Asia". Whilst this branding has been successful internationally, it may be less effective in engaging Generation Z travellers who increasingly consume short-form digital content and rely on peer recommendations when making travel decisions.
During the Taith International Experience, many students reported limited knowledge of Malaysia before travelling and were more familiar with Thailand and Bali through social media exposure. This suggests that Malaysia's challenge is not a lack of tourism resources but rather a failure to effectively communicate its attractions to younger audiences. Therefore, improving destination visibility and strengthening Malaysia's digital presence may be essential for increasing its competitiveness within the Generation Z tourism market.
Destination image is widely recognised as one of the most important factors influencing tourist decision-making. Echtner and Ritchie (1993) define destination image as the collection of beliefs, ideas and impressions that individuals hold about a destination. These perceptions are formed through various information sources including advertising, media coverage, social media and recommendations from others.
Baloglu and McCleary (1999) argue that destination image consists of two key dimensions. The cognitive image relates to an individual's knowledge and awareness of a destination's attributes, such as attractions, infrastructure, culture and safety. In contrast, the affective image refers to the emotions and feelings associated with a destination, including excitement, relaxation and enjoyment. Together, these dimensions influence overall destination attractiveness and travel intentions.
Destination image has become increasingly important within the digital era due to the growing influence of online content. Research suggests that tourists are frequently exposed to destination images through social media platforms before making travel decisions (Zhang et al., 2023). Consequently, destinations that successfully create positive and engaging images are more likely to attract visitors and remain competitive within the tourism market.
The theory has been widely applied within tourism research to explain why certain destinations attract greater visitor numbers than others despite offering similar tourism products. Therefore, destination image provides a useful framework for understanding how perceptions influence destination competitiveness and tourist behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc2014928847]Social Media Marketing Theory
Social media marketing has become a key component of destination marketing due to its ability to influence travel decision-making. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as internet-based platforms that enable users to create and share content. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram and YouTube have transformed how destinations communicate with potential visitors by providing engaging visual content.
Unlike traditional advertising, social media allows destinations to interact directly with consumers and promote authentic travel experiences. Xiang and Gretzel (2010) argue that travellers increasingly rely on online platforms as a primary source of travel information, reducing dependence on traditional marketing channels.
Recent research suggests that social media marketing significantly influences destination image and visit intentions, particularly amongst Generation Z travellers (Jemin and Asyraff, 2024). This generation relies heavily on digital content when researching destinations and is more likely to engage with visual media showcasing attractions, culture and local experiences.
Therefore, Social Media Marketing Theory provides a useful framework for understanding how destinations can use digital platforms to increase awareness, strengthen destination image and improve competitiveness within the tourism industry.
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The poster presents a proposed Instagram campaign designed to increase Malaysia's appeal to Generation Z travellers. The post highlights the country's culture, iconic attractions and food through engaging visuals and concise messaging. This style of content aims to strengthen Malaysia's destination image, encourage social media engagement and position the country as an attractive alternative to competing destinations such as Thailand and Bali.
Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM) refers to online reviews, recommendations and experiences shared through digital platforms. Litvin et al. (2008) argue that eWOM is often perceived as more trustworthy than traditional advertising, making it highly influential in tourism decision-making.
Influencer marketing has become an important form of eWOM, allowing destinations to reach large audiences through authentic and engaging content. Research by Hassan (2023) found that influencer credibility positively impacts Generation Z travel intentions.
This theory is particularly relevant to Malaysia, as many young travellers rely on social media when choosing destinations. Increasing partnerships with travel influencers and encouraging user-generated content could improve Malaysia's visibility amongst Generation Z tourists. Therefore, eWOM provides a valuable tool for strengthening destination image, increasing awareness and improving Malaysia's competitiveness within the Southeast Asian tourism market.
Malaysia could improve its appeal amongst Generation Z travellers by adopting a more targeted social media strategy. Whilst campaigns such as ‘Malaysia, Truly Asia’ successfully promote cultural diversity, they rely heavily on traditional destination branding and may not resonate with younger audiences who consume short-form digital content.
One potential solution would be to introduce a student ambassador programme in partnership with international universities including the connection with Trinity St David's and Malaysia University. When the Students are participating in educational trips they could create authentic content documenting food experiences, cultural attractions and daily life within Malaysia. This content could then be shared across TikTok, Instagram and YouTube to increase destination awareness. this would also help to advertise Taith funding with the students sharing their expernices. 
This strategy may be particularly effective because Generation Z travellers often trust peer recommendations more than official advertisements. Furthermore, user-generated content provides a relatively low-cost marketing solution compared to traditional campaigns. Educational partnerships could also increase Malaysia's visibility amongst future tourists whilst simultaneously promoting educational tourism.
Implementing this strategy may help Malaysia challenge existing misconceptions and build a stronger digital presence within the increasingly competitive Southeast Asian tourism market. This could also help Wales increased tourism where Malayisan students will see the Welsh culture on the social media accounts of the St Davids students.
Malaysia should place greater emphasis on food tourism within its marketing strategy to differentiate itself from competing destinations. Whilst Thailand and Bali are frequently associated with beaches and nightlife, Malaysia has the opportunity to establish itself as a leading gastronomic destination.
During the Taith International Experience, students were exposed to a variety of cuisines that reflected the country's multicultural identity, including Malay, Chinese and Indian influences. Locations such as Jalan Alor and Penang demonstrated how food can become an experience rather than simply a necessity for tourists.
Tourism (Truly) Malaysia could build upon this by creating dedicated food campaigns, collaborating with local businesses and encouraging visitors to document their experiences online. Interactive food trails, night market tours and cooking experiences could also be promoted to international audiences.
This strategy would allow Malaysia to create a stronger unique selling point rather than directly competing with destinations that primarily promote beach tourism. Positioning Malaysia as a food destination could therefore diversify its tourism market and attract visitors seeking authentic cultural experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc1249404280]Developing an Affordable Backpacking Brand
Malaysia could further strengthen its tourism strategy by positioning itself as a leading affordable destination within Southeast Asia. Whilst many destinations focus their marketing on luxury experiences, Malaysia has an opportunity to target backpackers and budget-conscious travellers.
Tourism Malaysia could create dedicated backpacking itineraries that showcase affordable accommodation, inexpensive public transport and low-cost food experiences. This information could be promoted through the official Tourism Malaysia website and social media channels to help visitors plan their trips more easily.
Creating multi-destination routes between Kuala Lumpur, Melaka and Penang could also encourage tourists to stay longer and explore more regions of the country. Longer visitor stays would increase spending within local businesses and contribute to economic growth.
Furthermore, promoting affordability may help Malaysia establish a clearer position within the tourism market rather than competing directly with destinations that focus heavily on luxury tourism. Developing a stronger backpacking identity could therefore attract a wider range of international visitors and diversify the country's tourism sector.
[bookmark: _Toc479856]Operational Recommendations
The following recommendations are proposed to improve Malaysia’s appeal amongst Generation Z travelers and strengthen its tourism marketing strategy.
	Recommendation
	Action Required
	Benefits

	Student Ambassador Programme
	Develop partnerships between Tourism Malaysia and international universities, allowing students to create content during educational visits.
	Increases destination awareness and creates authentic marketing material.

	Food Tourism Campaign
	Promote night markets, food trails and cooking experiences through dedicated campaigns.
	Strengthens Malaysia’s unique selling point and increases cultural tourism.

	Backpacking Itineraries
	Develop affordable travel routes between Kuala Lumpur, Melaka and Penang.
	Encourages longer stays and increases tourist spending.

	Safety Awareness Campaign
	Showcase real experiences through student testimonials and visitor stories.
	Challenges misconceptions and builds trust amongst potential visitors.

	Social Media Content Strategy
	Increase short-form content across TikTok, Instagram and YouTube.
	Improves digital engagement and visibility amongst younger audiences.



These recommendations should be implemented over a 12 to 24-month period and regularly monitored using key performance indicators (KPIs). Measures of success could include increased social media engagement, higher levels of user-generated content, increased student participation in educational programmes and growth in international visitor arrivals. Implementing these strategies would allow Malaysia to strengthen its position within the Southeast Asian tourism market whilst appealing to a younger international audience.
Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that Malaysia's challenge is not a lack of tourism attractions, but rather the effectiveness of its destination marketing strategy amongst younger international travellers. Although Malaysia possesses many strengths, including cultural diversity, affordability, world-class food experiences and established tourism infrastructure, these assets are not being communicated as effectively as competing destinations within Southeast Asia.
The findings suggest that digital platforms increasingly influence tourist decision-making, with social media, destination image and electronic word-of-mouth playing significant roles in shaping travel intentions. Consequently, destinations that fail to adapt their marketing strategies risk losing visibility within an increasingly competitive tourism market.
A series of operational recommendations have therefore been proposed, including the implementation of student ambassador programmes, the development of food tourism campaigns and the promotion of affordable backpacking routes. These strategies would allow Malaysia to establish a clearer identity and strengthen its position amongst younger travellers.
Ultimately, by adopting a more targeted and contemporary marketing approach, Malaysia has the opportunity to increase international awareness, challenge existing misconceptions and position itself as a leading destination for future generations of travellers.
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-Paris
-Malaysia 
-Book Launch
-London Trip
-WTM (World Travel Market)
-Passion for Hospitality
-Leading Beyond Borders
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Here's a video I've created to showcase the placement hours I've completed throughout my second year at university. It's been an incredible opportunity to develop my skills, gain valuable industry experience, and put my learning into practice.
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