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Abstract

	 Purpose: This study examines how Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants in Bangkok navigated the 

post-COVID landscape while upholding cultural identity through cuisine, language, family ownership, 

and community rituals. It conceptualizes these establishments as embedded cultural enterprises whose 

competitive advantage stems from co-producing authenticity and community belonging.

	 Study Design/Methodology/Approach: Adopting a qualitative multiple-case design, the study 

combined secondary analysis of scholarly literature, policy documents, and industry reports (2020-2025) 

with field research. Primary data came from case vignettes and semi-structured interviews (conducted in 

2022-2023) with owners and staff of 12 emblematic restaurants in Yaowarat and nearby districts. This was 

supplemented by participant observation during major festivals. Cross-case pattern analysis synthesized 

operational and cultural response patterns. 

	 Findings: Pandemic disruptions accelerated digital adoption (e.g., delivery platforms, cashless 

payments, and social-media outreach) and intensified cost pressures (ingredients, rent, and labor).  

A bifurcated outcome emerged: heritage operators with strong name recognition survived by doubling 

down on signature dishes and festival-linked practices, whereas less-differentiated venues struggled 

with shortened life cycles. Cultural preservation efforts were evident in three interrelated domains:  

(1) culinary continuity, by safeguarding intergenerational techniques and “house” recipes (for example, 

Teochew oyster omelets, Cantonese roasts, and Hainanese sauces); (2) heritage branding, through 

bilingual signage, origin narratives, and restored shophouses that foreground Thai-Chinese history; and  

(3) community support, via kin-based management, association networks, and temple/festival participation 

(e.g., Lunar New Year and the Vegetarian Festival) anchoring restaurants in community life. Government 

tourism incentives (visa waivers and heritage-themed events) aided the recovery of customer traffic, 

though macroeconomic headwinds (sluggish growth, uneven Chinese tourism rebound, and supply-chain 

volatility) continue to squeeze profit margins.
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	 Originality/Value: This paper provides a novel, empirically grounded account of post-pandemic 

adaptation in an urban diaspora foodscape. It refines theory by linking cultural heritage, family-business 

succession, and place-based competitiveness in the context of crisis recovery. We introduce a three-pillar 

resilience framework comprising cost discipline, cultural differentiation, and community linkages, and 

identify practical levers (e.g., menu engineering, bilingual heritage branding, apprenticeship pipelines, 

festival programming, and micro-grants for retrofitting) for sustaining diaspora restaurants. While centered 

on Bangkok’s Chinatown, the findings offer insights into evolving recovery dynamics. Future studies 

could incorporate longitudinal sales data or comparative analyses across Southeast Asian Chinatowns to 

test the generalizability of these resilience strategies and to quantify the effects of heritage signaling.

Keywords: Thai-Chinese Diaspora, Bangkok Chinatown, Post-COVID Recovery, Culinary Heritage, 

Family-owned Restaurants

Introduction

	 Bangkok’s Yaowarat (Chinatown) is home to one of the world’s largest and oldest overseas Chinese 

communities (Skinner, 1957; Wongsurawat, 2019). Chinese migration to Siam began in the 18th-19th 

centuries, and by the early 20th century, Thai-Chinese entrepreneurs had become deeply integrated into 

Bangkok’s economy, notably through shophouse restaurants and street food stalls that transmitted Chinese 

culinary techniques across generations. Such eateries historically provided a semi-public refuge where 

Chinese heritage could be affirmed through cuisine, even during eras of Thai nationalist assimilation 

(Wongsurawat, 2019; Kitiarsa, 2012). By the 21st century, although most Thai-Chinese are linguistically 

and socially assimilated, elements of Chinese culture remain visible in Bangkok’s food scene. From 

bilingual signage and red-gold shopfronts in Yaowarat to iconic dishes (roast duck, dim sum, oyster 

omelets, and Hainanese chicken rice) that have been adapted into Thai cuisine. These heritage restaurants 

collectively form a “living culinary heritage” of the Thai-Chinese diaspora (Mintz & Du Bois, 2002), 

blending into Thai society while preserving distinct traditions. However, understanding their post-2020 

trajectory requires first outlining the pandemic’s impact and subsequent recovery.

	 During the early stages of COVID-19 in 2020, Chinese-owned businesses experienced virus-related 

stigma and a sharp decline in patronage even before official lockdowns were imposed (Tanakasempipat, 

2022). As public concern about the virus intensified, many customers avoided Chinese-owned restaurants 

and shops in Bangkok’s Chinatown, foreshadowing worse to come. By late March 2020, Thailand’s 

lockdowns forced all dine-in services to halt. Thailand’s lockdown measures in March 2020 forced 

restaurants to suspend dine-in services, wiping out revenues almost overnight (Tanakasempipat, 2022). 

Many decades-old family eateries, which had survived wars and economic crises, found themselves 

empty for weeks. Some could pivot to takeaway/delivery, but older proprietors often lacked the skills 

or infrastructure for rapid digital adoption. One Bangkok restaurateur lamented losing 70% of income 
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during a 40-day closure, with international tourism halted-Chinese tourists accounted for more than one 

quarter of Thailand’s nearly 40 million international arrivals before the pandemic (Ministry of Tourism & 

Sports (Thailand), 2023; Reuters, 2023), Yaowarat’s streets fell quiet and several establishments-especially 

those reliant on tour groups or large banquets-shuttered permanently. Even as Thailand cautiously eased 

restrictions in mid-2020, and again amid oscillating partial re-openings in 2021, Chinatown restaurants 

survived on razor-thin margins, relying on family savings and community support.

	 By late 2021 and into 2022, conditions began to improve. Younger-generation restaurateurs helped 

their family businesses adopt food delivery platforms, online marketing, and cashless payment systems, 

expanding customer reach despite lingering dine-in restrictions (Kasikorn Research Center, 2024). 

Many eateries also implemented visible safety measures (hygiene stations, spaced seating, and mask 

requirements) to restore customer confidence. These adaptations had mixed success until widespread 

vaccinations in 2022 gradually eased public anxiety. Nevertheless, by 2022, Bangkok’s food and beverage 

sector was rebounding, and customer foot traffic in Chinatown gradually recovered as dining activities 

resumed (Kasikorn Research Center, 2023; Euromonitor International, 2024).

	 Post-2020 Challenges and Adaptations

	 In the post-COVID era (roughly 2022-2025), Thai-Chinese restaurants face a profoundly altered 

business climate. On one hand, tourism and domestic dining bounced back significantly in 2022-2023. 

On the other hand, new economic headwinds have in many cases been as challenging as the pandemic 

itself. Industry analyses in 2025 warn of a “triple crisis” of sluggish economic growth, cautious consumer 

spending, and an uneven foreign tourism recovery, which together place significant pressure on profit 

margins in the F&B sector (Kasikorn Research Center, 2025). For small family-run Chinatown eateries, 

rising costs (ingredients, energy, labor, and rent), key inputs such as pork and cooking oil nearly doubled 

in price between 2022 and 2023, further increasing operating costs for restaurants (Tanakasempipat, 2022; 

Food Industry Asia, 2024). Labor shortages also emerged as older cooks retired and younger workers 

left the hospitality sector for more stable jobs, forcing many restaurants to rely increasingly on unpaid 

family labor (LH Bank Business Research, 2023; Kasikorn Research Center, 2024). Commercial rents 

in traditional Chinatown areas spiked in anticipation of a tourism rebound, and new “New Chinatown” 

districts like Huai Khwang saw rent inflation from an influx of well-funded competitors. These pressures 

have forced some long-established restaurateurs to relinquish prime locations despite their historical 

significance.

	 Consumer preferences have also evolved. Post-pandemic diners, especially younger ones, demand 

more novelty, healthfulness, and experiential value in their dining choices. While heritage restaurants 

benefit from authenticity and famous signature dishes, some potential patrons perceive traditional no-frills 

venues as dated. Thus, a key challenge is to market classic offerings (e.g., renowned roast duck or oyster 

omelets) to a new generation of customers and convert one-time curiosity seekers into loyal regulars. 

At the same time, competition has intensified: many new restaurants launched during the recovery, 
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resulting in an oversaturated market by 2023. According to industry reports, about 60% of new restaurants 

closed within a year, even before COVID-19, and this cycle accelerated to less than eight months in the  

post-pandemic period (LH Bank Business Research, 2023), established Chinatown institutions have 

some cushion in their loyal followings, but even they have felt the impact of fickle consumer trends and 

the proliferation of alternatives.

	 Government policy has played a dual role in Chinatown’s recovery. On one side, the return of 

Chinese tourism has been actively promoted. Thailand introduced temporary visa exemptions for Chinese 

travelers in late 2023 to stimulate tourism recovery (Tourism Authority of Thailand, 2025). and heritage 

festivals (especially Chinese New Year 2025, marking 50 years of Thai-Chinese diplomatic ties) were 

heavily publicized to draw visitors back to Yaowarat. These measures led to surges in foot traffic during 

event periods and offered short-term boosts for local eateries. On the other side, reliance on tourism 

remains risky. External factors such as China’s economic slowdown in 2024 and rising geopolitical 

tensions dampened outbound travel demand, resulting in a weaker-than-expected rebound in Chinese 

tourist arrivals to Thailand by mid-2025 (Chandak, 2024). Recognizing this volatility, many diaspora 

restaurants have sought to broaden their customer base by cultivating domestic patrons. For instance, 

some shifted marketing to local social media and adjusted hours to attract weekend family crowds.  

Long-standing stalls and shops also embraced online delivery platforms and Facebook/Instagram 

promotions to reach younger Thai clientele beyond the Chinatown neighborhood. These post-2020 

adaptations illustrate how heritage restaurants have had to become more agile and tech-savvy, without 

sacrificing their core cultural identity, in order to survive.

	 Research Aim and Paper Outline

	 In light of the above context, this study sets out to investigate how Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants 

in Bangkok have balanced economic recovery and cultural preservation in the post-COVID era. Against 

this backdrop, this study contributes to the literature by offering an empirically grounded examination of 

how Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants in Bangkok have navigated post-COVID recovery while sustaining 

cultural identity. By integrating perspectives on diaspora studies, family business, and cultural heritage, 

the research provides insights into the adaptive strategies that underpin resilience in heritage-based food 

enterprises. The findings not only enrich academic understanding of diaspora entrepreneurship in times 

of crisis but also offer practical implications for policymakers and cultural organizations concerned with 

sustaining urban culinary heritage. Following this introduction, Section 2 reviews relevant literature and 

theoretical perspectives, Section 3 explains the methodology, Section 4 presents the results, Section 5 

discusses the findings in light of prior studies, Section 6 concludes the paper, noting limitations, and 

suggesting directions for future research.

Objectives

	 The primary objective of this study is to examine how Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants in 
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Bangkok have navigated the post-COVID recovery period while maintaining cultural identity and business 

sustainability. Specifically, the study seeks to: 

	 1. 	Identify the key economic and operational challenges faced by Thai-Chinese heritage restaurants 

in the post-pandemic context. 

	 2. 	Analyze the strategies through which these restaurants preserve and express Chinese cultural 

identity, particularly through cuisine, branding, language use, family ownership, and ritual practices. 

	 3. 	Explore the role of intergenerational succession and family dynamics in shaping adaptation 

strategies and long-term resilience.

	 4. 	Assess the influence of external factors, including government tourism policies, recovery 

measures, and community networks, on restaurant survival and recovery. 

	 5. 	Develop an integrated analytical framework that links cost management, cultural differentiation, 

and community embeddedness as core pillars of post-COVID resilience for diaspora restaurants.

Literature Review

	 Diaspora, Food, and Identity

	 Foundational diaspora scholarship argues that migrant communities maintain cohesion through 

symbolic cultural practices that transcend borders. Food is a particularly portable form of heritage: it 

adapts to the host country while keeping ancestral memories alive (Mintz & Du Bois, 2002). Restaurants 

thus become semi-public cultural spaces where identity is enacted and affirmed. In the Thai-Chinese 

case, historical studies show a pattern of both deep assimilation and persistent distinction. Skinner (1957) 

documented how Chinese immigrants to Thailand integrated linguistically and politically, yet retained 

key cultural practices via clan associations, temples, and especially cuisine. Even under mid-20th-century 

assimilationist pressures, Chinese rituals continued in enclaves such as Yaowarat (Wongsurawat, 2019). 

As Kitiarsa (2012) notes, Thai street food culture is inseparable from Chinese influence, demonstrating 

how diaspora cuisines became embedded in national culture.

	 Chinatowns in Comparative Perspective

	 Research on Chinatowns globally provides context for Bangkok’s experience. In North America and 

Europe, Chinatowns have been described as “contested spaces” balancing authenticity and commercialism 

(Anderson, 1987; Lin, 1998). Recent studies of the COVID-19 era report that Chinatowns worldwide 

suffered sharp downturns due to xenophobia, lockdowns, and the collapse of tourism. Bangkok’s Yaowarat 

exhibited similar vulnerabilities during 2020-2021, with business revenues plummeting and some  

century-old establishments closing. However, Bangkok’s Chinatown also differs from Western counterparts 

in its scale and integration: rather than a marginalized enclave, Yaowarat is central to a majority  

Thai-Chinese community, which may afford it different resilience dynamics.

	 Cultural Preservation in Restaurants

	 Literature suggests diaspora restaurants act as custodians of cultural heritage, especially through 



Chinese Journal of Social Science and Management Vol. 10 No. 1, 2026	 135

Indexed in the Thai-Journal Citation Index (TCI 1)

cuisine, and ritual. In Bangkok, this is evident in multiple dimensions. First, culinary continuity ensures 

the passing down of “secret” family recipes and cooking techniques, helping sustain culinary authenticity 

and lineage (ASAI Hotels, n.d.). Second, symbolic branding (signage in Chinese characters, ancestral 

decor, and red-gold color schemes) projects a distinct cultural identity within the urban landscape. Third, 

festivals and rituals such as elaborate Lunar New Year and Vegetarian Festival celebrations anchor these 

businesses in community life and reaffirm cultural traditions (Tanakasempipat, 2022). Finally, family 

ownership structures themselves are vehicles of preservation, as intergenerational succession carries 

forward not just the business but also values of filial piety and continuity (Sanguankiattichai, 2017). 

Taken together, prior studies indicate that diaspora restaurants serve as both economic enterprises and 

living cultural institutions, though how these roles have been challenged or reinforced by the pandemic 

remains an open question.

	 Family Businesses and Succession

	 The sustainability of these heritage restaurants is closely tied to family enterprise dynamics. Chinese 

diaspora businesses are often characterized by strong family networks and filial obligations (Guanxi), 

but also experience generational tensions between tradition and modernity (Benton & Gomez, 2008). In 

Bangkok’s Chinatown, succession can be a double-edged sword: some venerable restaurants have thrived 

under committed heirs, while others have closed when younger generations opt for different careers. 

Emerging research notes that many younger Thai-Chinese restaurateurs innovate with digital marketing, 

modern branding, or new fusion concepts, yet still capitalize on perceptions of cultural authenticity 

(Wongsurawat, 2019). Our study builds on this literature by examining how such generational transitions 

played out during the COVID crisis and recovery.

	 Role of Government and Policy

	 Lastly, the literature highlights external factors, especially tourism and state policies, that influence 

diaspora restaurant viability. In Thailand, Chinatown is actively promoted as a cultural tourism asset. 

The Tourism Authority of Thailand actively promotes Yaowarat’s culinary heritage through tourism 

campaigns and cultural events aimed at attracting international visitors (Tourism Authority of Thailand, 

2025). Government measures like visa waivers for Chinese tourists and small-business relief programs 

during COVID provided support to the sector. At the same time, increased regulatory scrutiny (health 

inspections, street vending regulations) has imposed new compliance costs. These studies suggest that 

the government can be both a patron and a regulator of diaspora foodspaces. Our conceptual framework 

takes into account how public policy and community networks intersect to impact restaurant resilience.

In summary, existing research establishes that diaspora restaurants operate at the nexus of economic 

adaptation and cultural preservation. However, there is a paucity of scholarship specifically examining how 

Bangkok’s Thai-Chinese restaurants negotiated this balance in the unprecedented context of the COVID-19 

pandemic. This study bridges that gap by integrating the above strands of literature. On diaspora identity, 

family business, and external support: into a framework for analyzing post-COVID resilience. Our approach 
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is informed by the notion that resilience in diaspora enterprises is multidimensional, encompassing  

cost-management strategies, cultural differentiation, and community linkages. The following sections 

will apply these concepts to the empirical case of Bangkok’s Chinatown.

Methodology

	 We employed a qualitative multiple-case study approach. Data collection focused on 12 restaurants 

in Bangkok (mainly Yaowarat Chinatown and the nearby Huai Khwang District) selected for diversity 

in age, size, and adaptation strategies. The cases ranged from century-old family eateries and street food 

stalls to contemporary “heritage revival” projects.

	 Primary data came from semi-structured interviews with owners, managers, and staff at these 

restaurants. In total, we conducted 15 interviews (at least one per restaurant, with additional interviews 

for some key cases) between mid-2022 and late 2023. The interviews probed experiences during the 

pandemic, adaptation strategies, and perspectives on cultural preservation. We also carried out participant 

observation during major community events, notably the Vegetarian Festival in October 2022 and the 

Lunar New Year in January 2023, to observe rituals, customer behavior, and the restaurants’ roles in these 

festivities. Field notes and informal conversations with patrons and suppliers further enriched the data.

	 Secondary sources (2020-2025) were used to triangulate and contextualize findings. These included 

academic studies, policy documents, industry analyses (LH Bank Business Research, 2023), and media 

coverage from news outlets (Reuters). Triangulating interviews, observations, and secondary data enhanced 

the validity of our insights by cross-verifying key patterns.

	 Data analysis was conducted using thematic coding with the aid of NVivo software. We began 

with a deductive code structure aligned with the research objectives (focusing on economic challenges, 

cultural practices, family dynamics, policy environment, and community factors). We then refined the 

coding inductively as new themes emerged from the interviews and observations (for example, digital 

adaptation, intergenerational conflict, and heritage branding). We performed cross-case comparisons to 

identify common patterns as well as divergent strategies among the restaurants.

	 Ethical Considerations

	 All participants provided informed consent before interviews. Anonymity was offered to participants; 

in our reporting, we use pseudonyms or generic descriptors for interviewees unless they agreed to be 

identified (some owners welcomed being named for publicity, while others preferred anonymity). We also 

remained sensitive to cultural contexts, conducting interviews in Thai or Teochew Chinese with bilingual 

assistance when necessary. The qualitative and case-based scope of this research means the findings 

are interpretative and context-specific. We acknowledge the limitations of this approach, including the 

focus on a single city’s diaspora community and the evolving nature of the post-COVID situation. These 

limitations are balanced by the depth of insight obtained; however, they suggest caution in generalizing 

the results beyond similar urban contexts.
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This qualitative design is appropriate for capturing the nuanced cultural meanings and adaptive practices 

embedded in family-run diaspora restaurants.

Results

	 1. 	Economic and Operational Challenges

		  Recovery after 2020 was hampered by persistent cost and labor issues. Nearly every restaurateur 

we interviewed reported soaring ingredient prices and supply chain disruptions. For example, pork 

prices doubled from pre-pandemic levels by 2023, straining the margins of noodle and barbecue shops. 

Such accounts were corroborated by industry reports identifying food inflation and energy costs as 

major burdens on the F&B sector. Additionally, many restaurants faced staff shortages. The pandemic 

saw some veteran chefs retire, and younger workers shift to gig economy jobs (e.g., delivery services), 

leaving family businesses short-handed. Owners described relying more on unpaid family members to 

fill staffing gaps. Field observations in 2023 noted shortened operating hours and pared-down menus at 

several eateries, reflecting strategic cost-cutting and labor constraints. On the operational side, an important 

positive adaptation was the embrace of technology. Many second- or third-generation family members 

introduced online ordering systems, QR Code payments, and delivery app partnerships. Our observations 

confirmed that venues active on social media and delivery platforms recovered revenue more steadily 

than those depending solely on walk-in customers. In sum, the data indicate that post-COVID economic 

resilience in these diaspora restaurants required tight cost discipline, creative use of family labor, and 

digital adaptation of services to new market conditions.

	 2. 	Cultural Preservation and Culinary Identity

		  Despite economic struggles, all case-study restaurants emphasized preserving their Chinese 

culinary heritage as a core principle. Interviewees consistently described maintaining ancestral recipes 

as a moral duty and a source of pride. “If we change the flavor, we lose part of who we are,” explained 

one third-generation owner, underscoring how recipes function as repositories of cultural memory. Across 

Yaowarat, we witnessed heritage dishes like Cantonese roast duck, Teochew oyster omelets, and Hainanese 

chicken rice being prepared with techniques passed down over decades. Even when facing pressure to 

streamline operations, most owners resisted altering key ingredients or cooking methods, opting instead 

to cut peripheral menu items. Beyond food, restaurants also preserve culture through ambiance and ritual. 

We observed bilingual Chinese-Thai signs, ancestral altars, and traditional décor (red lanterns and gold 

calligraphy) adorning many establishments, signaling their dual identity to patrons. During the Vegetarian 

Festival and Lunar New Year, these restaurants prominently displayed festival banners and offered special 

menus, actively participating in community-wide traditions. Such practices reinforce cultural identity not 

only for proprietors but for staff and customers, creating a sense of continuity with the past. Our findings 

confirm that, even under post-pandemic pressures, culinary authenticity and ritual practices remained 

resilient pillars of Thai-Chinese identity in Bangkok’s dining scene.
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	 3. 	Family Ownership and Generational Transitions

		  Generational change emerged as a pivotal theme affecting both business adaptation and cultural 

continuity. In our interviews, elder proprietors and their heirs often described the restaurant as “part of 

the family lineage,” highlighting a shared belief that continuing the business honors one’s ancestors. This 

strong sense of filial responsibility helped sustain several enterprises through the crisis. For instance, in 

one case a son returned from a different career to help run the 80-year-old family restaurant during the 

pandemic downturn. However, tensions between old and new approaches were common. Younger family 

members tend to push for modernization (digital marketing, updated décor, and health-oriented menu 

items) whereas the older generation insists on preserving time-tested recipes and techniques. We observed 

that the most successful family firms found compromises: elders remained guardians of the kitchen and 

quality control, while the younger generation handled innovations like social media outreach, online 

delivery coordination, and introducing new product lines (e.g., ready-to-eat sauces and merchandise). In 

contrast, in families where no younger heir was willing to take over, the businesses either closed or were 

sold off, sometimes being reinvented by non-family entrepreneurs. Overall, our case studies illustrate 

that managed intergenerational adaptation, with open communication and division of roles. Can ensure 

both business survival and the preservation of heritage. This aligns with the notion that these restaurants 

evolve through negotiated change rather than abrupt rupture.

	 4. 	Community Networks and Policy Supports

		  The wider community and policy environment played a significant role in the recovery trajectory. 

On the community side, we found evidence of robust mutual aid networks within Bangkok’s Chinese 

diaspora. Several interviewees recounted how, at the height of the pandemic, nearby restaurant owners 

and local association members shared resources and labor. For example, in one instance when a shop 

was short on staff, neighboring vendors volunteered help in the kitchen, an anecdote that exemplifies 

the long-standing cooperative ethos (often along dialect lines) in Yaowarat. Such grassroots support, 

also noted in local media, functioned as informal insurance during the crisis. The community’s temple 

organizations and business associations additionally coordinated charity meals and bulk purchasing of 

ingredients, which helped smaller eateries stay afloat. On the government side, policy measures provided 

important but limited relief. All owners welcomed the Thai government’s stimulus programs and the later 

visa-free entry scheme for Chinese tourists (launched in late 2023), which brought an uptick in customers. 

The Tourism Authority’s promotion of Chinatown cultural events (like the 2025 New Year festival) also 

gave businesses a short-term boost in visibility and sales. However, these benefits were tempered by 

challenges such as stricter health regulations introduced post-COVID (which increased compliance costs) 

and crackdowns on street stalls lacking permits. In summary, state, and community supports together 

helped buttress the Chinatown restaurant ecosystem: government initiatives jump-started tourist patronage 

and offered financial aid, while community solidarity and networks provided day-to-day resilience, and 

reinforced trust within the diaspora.
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	 5. 	Integrated Resilience Framework

		  Drawing together the above findings, we identify three interconnected pillars that have 

underpinned the resilience of Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants in Bangkok’s post-COVID recovery: 

cost discipline, cultural differentiation, and community linkages. Cost discipline refers to strategies that 

tighten operational efficiency and financial management, for example, simplifying menus to focus on 

profitable signature dishes, leveraging unpaid family labor, and selectively adopting digital technologies 

to expand sales channels. We observed that restaurants that rigorously controlled costs and modernized 

operations (e.g., joining delivery apps) tended to achieve greater stability in the aftermath of the pandemic. 

Cultural differentiation involves leveraging unique cultural assets, proprietary recipes, historic ambiance, 

and bilingual branding to stand out in a crowded market. Our cases demonstrate that an emphasis on 

authenticity and heritage can attract customers seeking an “authentic” dining experience, thereby creating 

a loyal niche following even when trends shift. Finally, community linkages encompass the social capital 

and support derived from being embedded in local networks (family networks, neighborhood associations, 

temple communities, and partnerships with local authorities). These linkages provided crucial lifelines 

during the crisis and continue to offer advantages like shared resources and collective marketing during 

recovery. The three pillars reinforce one another: for instance, community support helps reduce costs 

(through shared resources), and cultural distinctiveness can be a marketing advantage that improves 

revenues. Together, they form a framework for understanding how diaspora restaurants can be resilient, 

balancing the need to adapt economically with the imperative to preserve cultural identity. This integrated 

framework, distilled from our Bangkok case studies, offers a potential model for diaspora restaurant 

recovery in other urban contexts as well.

		  To further illustrate these themes, we compiled short vignettes (based on composites of our 

cases and interview data) showing how different Thai-Chinese heritage restaurants adapted and thrived 

post-COVID:

		  - Case A: A 50-year-old noodle shop was taken over by the founder’s son during the pandemic. 

He introduced online ordering and social media promotions in both Chinese and Thai, dramatically 

widening the customer base, while his father continued to supervise the broth and noodle preparation to 

ensure the traditional taste remained unchanged. This collaboration allowed the business to modernize 

without “diluting” its culinary heritage.

		  - Case B: A young entrepreneur revitalized his grandparents’ teahouse by merging traditional 

Chinese tea service with a modern café concept. During lockdowns, he pivoted to selling packaged 

teas and hosting virtual tea workshops. After reopening, the teahouse became a curated cultural space 

featuring tea ceremonies and tie-ups with traditional pastry vendors, successfully attracting Gen Z and 

young professionals interested in heritage culture.

		  - Case C: Two sisters reopened their family’s famed Cantonese restaurant (closed in 2020) as 

a heritage pop-up. They carefully documented old recipes and revived vintage branding elements in the 
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decor and menu storytelling. By positioning the restaurant as a mid-range “retro” dining experience, they 

managed to draw back loyal older customers and intrigue new diners. The revival’s success underscored 

the draw of nostalgia combined with savvy marketing.

		  - Case D: A third-generation dim sum shop gained unexpected popularity after being featured 

on a Thai food blog. The family capitalized on the media exposure by adding afternoon tea-style dim 

sum sets and offering occasional hands-on dumpling workshops. They printed bilingual menus and 

renovated slightly for comfort, but crucially kept their classic recipes (har gow and siu mai) unchanged. 

The result was an influx of younger patrons curious to experience “authentic” dim sum, demonstrating 

that modernization can go hand-in-hand with authenticity.

	 Across these vignettes, common threads include youth involvement, digital and media engagement, 

and careful product innovation that does not compromise core recipes or traditions. These examples 

reinforce our finding that Thai-Chinese restaurant heritage can endure and even flourish when adaptation 

strategies amplify rather than replace the authenticity that makes these businesses culturally unique.

Discussion

	 Our findings paint a picture of resilience through balance. Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants in 

Bangkok have shown that survival in a crisis does not mean abandoning one’s roots; rather, it involves 

creatively adapting business practices while reinforcing cultural foundations. In line with diaspora theory 

(Safran, 1991; Cohen, 2008), these restaurants exemplified how migrant communities leverage culture as 

a resource for cohesion and endurance. For instance, maintaining “authentic” recipes and participating in 

Chinese festivals provided not just a marketing edge but also a morale boost for the community, validating 

what Safran described as a diasporic commitment to cultural continuity. Our results also echo Mintz and 

Du Bois (2002) argument that food is a vital conduit of identity: even amid economic strain, proprietors 

upheld culinary traditions, thereby offering familiar comfort to their patrons and preserving a sense of 

normalcy and identity during turbulent times.

	 Importantly, this study builds on prior work on family-run Chinatown restaurants by revealing 

how deeply family and culture intertwine as twin pillars of resilience. We observed scenarios very much 

like those described by Gersick et al. (1997), where generational succession can rejuvenate a business 

if handled well. In our cases, when younger family members were willing to continue the enterprise, 

they often introduced innovations, but crucially, they did so with respect for elder wisdom. This synergy 

between generations allowed some restaurants to modernize operations (web presence and new products) 

without eroding the traditional character that older generations cultivated. Conversely, our findings 

confirm concerns from Sanguankiattichai (2017) and Tan (2012) that if the next generation opts out, 

even legendary establishments may vanish. Thus, the presence of a committed heir has been a decisive 

factor in post-COVID recovery, underscoring theoretical models of family business continuity in diaspora 

contexts.
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	 Comparing Bangkok’s Chinatown to global cases highlights both common patterns and unique 

circumstances. Consistent with observations from New York, London, and Sydney Chinatowns, we 

found that xenophobic stigma and tourism collapse initially dealt severe blows to diaspora businesses. 

However, Bangkok’s Chinese community, being a large and well-integrated majority-minority, could rally 

substantial local support. This somewhat parallels the situation in other Asian Chinatowns (less studied 

in Western literature), where the diaspora is not marginalized but forms an influential part of society. The 

intense mutual aid we documented supports the idea that strong social networks (Guanxi) in diaspora 

communities can buffer external shocks. Bangkok’s case exemplifies how these networks, coupled with 

targeted government interventions, created a safety net that many Western Chinatowns lacked. In essence, 

the hybrid identity of Bangkok’s Chinatown, simultaneously a tourist destination and a living community 

may have conferred a resilience advantage not present in more isolated enclaves.

	 The integrated resilience framework we propose (cost discipline, cultural differentiation, and 

community linkages) offers a lens to interpret our case findings and situate them in broader theoretical 

discussions. Cost discipline resonates with classic business recovery strategies, yet in this context, it was 

often achieved through culturally specific means (like family labor or community pooling of resources) 

rather than impersonal layoffs or outsourcing. Cultural differentiation aligns with theories of ethnic 

entrepreneurship, which posit that leveraging one’s cultural niche can be a competitive strength; our study 

provides concrete evidence of this in action, showing that authenticity and storytelling became valuable 

“commodities” in re-attracting customers post-pandemic. Community linkages highlight social capital 

theory in practice, the idea that relationships and networks carry tangible economic value (confirmed by 

instances of shared labor and cooperative promotions we saw). Together, these pillars integrate economic 

and cultural perspectives, suggesting that any comprehensive theory of diaspora business resilience must 

account for both dimensions. The framework also complements recent academic discussions on heritage 

resilience, extending them by providing empirical detail on how exactly cultural assets (recipes, language, 

and rituals) can be strategically mobilized to weather crises.

	 In comparison with previous studies of Bangkok’s Chinatown, which documented the cultural role of 

family restaurants pre-pandemic, our research captures the dynamic changes and innovations that occurred 

because of the pandemic. It shows that while many fundamentals remain the same, family ownership, 

cultural menus, and community centrality, the post-COVID era demanded accelerated innovation. For 

example, our documentation of the swift adoption of delivery technology and online engagement by even 

very traditional restaurants adds to the literature a case of rapid modernization under duress. This adds 

nuance to the narrative of Chinatown preservation: it is not a static preservation but an adaptive one, 

where continuity is achieved through selective change. The fact that these adaptations largely succeeded 

without diluting cultural authenticity is a noteworthy insight, suggesting that “innovation anchored in 

tradition” can be a viable strategy for diaspora businesses.
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	 Our findings also have practical implications for policymakers and cultural organizations. They 

underscore the effectiveness of measures like tourism promotion and SME support in revitalizing heritage 

districts. The rebound of Bangkok’s Chinatown once travel resumed (boosted by visa exemptions and 

cultural festivals) mirrors patterns observed in other tourism-reliant heritage sites. However, our study 

cautions that such recovery is fragile: lingering economic uncertainties and shifts in consumer behavior 

mean that continuous adaptability is required. In particular, sustaining heritage restaurants will likely 

depend on nurturing the next generation of entrepreneurs who are both culturally knowledgeable and 

business-savvy. Initiatives like heritage cooking apprenticeships, grants for digitization of traditional 

businesses, or even including Chinatown cuisine in urban cultural heritage programs could address 

some of the challenges identified (such as generational succession and marketing to new audiences). 

These suggestions align with broader calls in the literature for supporting “cultural SMEs” as carriers of 

intangible heritage.

	 In conclusion, Bangkok’s Thai-Chinese restaurants in the post-COVID period exemplify a form of 

resilience that is multidimensional, weaving together economic agility, cultural tenacity, and community 

solidarity. They have proven that preserving tradition can go hand in hand with embracing change. While 

our study is context-specific, the themes likely resonate in diaspora communities elsewhere: the balancing 

act of staying true to one’s roots while navigating new realities is a common story. By documenting this 

balance in detail, we contribute to a deeper theoretical understanding of diaspora enterprise resilience 

and provide a reference point for future comparative studies.

Conclusions

	 In summary, the post-COVID period has been a severe test of the endurance and adaptability of 

Bangkok’s Thai-Chinese diaspora restaurants. Our study shows that, on the whole, they passed this test: 

despite unprecedented economic shocks, these establishments affirmed that a strong cultural identity 

embodied in cherished recipes, rituals, and family traditions can be a source of resilience. These restaurants 

are more than businesses; they function as living museums of diaspora heritage and as bridges between 

the past and present. Enjoying a bowl of old-style noodles on a Yaowarat sidewalk or a mooncake from 

a century-old recipe is not only a culinary experience but also a direct engagement with history and 

community. The fact that such experiences persist and even flourish in Bangkok signals the successful 

integration of the Chinese diaspora without a loss of cultural distinctiveness.

	 Going forward, significant challenges remain. Economic pressures (rising costs, labor shortages, 

and shifting consumer habits) and uncertainties in global tourism will continue to demand agility from 

these family-run restaurants. Moreover, the succession question looms large: the continuity of many 

establishments hinges on younger generations’ willingness to take up the mantle. There is also the constant 

need to balance authenticity with innovation to stay relevant to evolving customer expectations. These are 

inherent limitations of the present study as well our qualitative, case-based focus on one city means the 
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findings must be generalized with caution. The situation in Bangkok’s Chinatown may not fully represent 

other diaspora communities or future conditions as the recovery continues to evolve.
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