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Southeast Asian policymakers are increasingly focused on 
attracting “quality tourists”, as a means of enhancing their 
tourism industry. This means focusing on boosting the levels 
of spend per visitor, rather than the overall number of visitors 
that arrive. The goal is to maximise the economic gains from 
tourism, whilst minimising some of the environmental and social 
challenges that it can present.

For travellers, “quality tourism” means unique, personalised, and 
immersive experiences that allow them to engage with local 
culture, enjoy the natural environment, and feel comfortable 
in their surroundings. However, the market for travellers who 
are willing to pay more for this quality of experience is highly 
competitive, with Southeast Asia’s leading destinations vying for 
position against the world’s tourism hotspots.

To capitalise on this opportunity, Southeast Asia’s tourism 
destinations need a deep understanding of who quality tourists 
are, what they value, and what influences their choice of 
destination. Oxford Economics, in collaboration with the Asia-
Pacific International Spirits and Wines Association (APISWA) 
and a consortium of regional travel industry partners, has 
conducted a groundbreaking study.

We surveyed 1,800 potential Southeast Asian tourists from 
the region’s five major source markets: China, Korea, Australia, 
the United States, and the United Kingdom. These source 
markets accounted for 46% of all travel and tourism spending 
in Southeast Asia in 2019. Using a discrete-choice experiment 
to understand how prospective tourists value different aspects 
of their trips, we uncovered the factors that determine the 
destination choices travellers make, with a special focus on 
food and beverage (F&B) experiences, and assessed how much 
different traveller segments are willing to pay for premium 
offerings. For the purpose of this study, premium experiences 
were defined by high quality F&B products and dining options, 
a wide variety of choice, easy access to F&B venues, and 
exceptional service when you arrive.

In addition, we engaged with the key stakeholders from 
Southeast Asia’s tourism industry—including travel, retail, and 
hospitality leads—to explore the challenges and opportunities 
they face in delivering higher quality tourism experiences. This 
research provides valuable insights to guide policymakers 
in Southeast Asian tourism destinations as to how premium 
tourism experiences can be developed.  

Our analysis led us to six key insights:

INSIGHT 1: THE F&B OFFERING IS ONE OF THE BIG DRIVERS 
OF DESTINATION CHOICE

Seven out of 10 potential Southeast Asia tourists regard F&B 
experiences as “important or very important” to their destination 
choice. For high income travellers, the share rises to 75%. In fact, 
the quality of the F&B offering in a destination is more important 
to the average tourist than the historical and cultural sites the 
destination offers.

INSIGHT 2: HIGH QUALITY TOURISTS ARE ATTRACTED TO 
“PREMIUM” EXPERIENCES AROUND F&B

Southeast Asia is globally renowned for its cuisine. But the 
quality food is not sufficient in its own right to attract quality 
tourism. We found that certain “premium” features of the F&B 
experience are instrumental in driving destination choice for 
potential Southeast Asia tourists. 

Our analysis suggests a prospective tourist to Southeast Asia 
is 2.5 times more likely to choose a destination when “premium 
F&B experiences” are available, compared to another destination 
with more standard service offerings, all else being equal. 

Premium F&B experiences include:

•	 High quality F&B products: Diverse, high-quality options 
from award-winning chefs and a full range of value, standard, 
and premium alcoholic drinks. 

•	 A wide variety of options, that are convenient to access: 
Numerous venues serving a variety of beers, wines, premium 
spirits, and innovative cocktails; easy and convenient to 
access, with early opening and late closing. 

•	 Exceptional, personalised service and knowledgeable 
staff: Skilled and trained restaurant and bar staff, qualified 
mixologists, and expert sommeliers.

INSIGHT 3: TOURISTS ARE WILLING TO PAY MORE WHEN 
PREMIUM F&B EXPERIENCES ARE ON OFFER

Visitors to Southeast Asia are willing to pay US$250 more 
per person per day¹, on average, to visit destinations that 
offer premium F&B experiences. This preference is not held 
exclusively by the wealthy, niche, or luxury travellers. In fact, 
visitors from lower, middle, and higher income categories are all 
willing to pay more to upgrade the F&B experience in their travel 
destination.

1 It is important to note that the precise monetary figures expressed above are averages 

across a diverse market place, that is characterised by variable price levels. Actual spending 

by tourists may therefore diverge from these monetary values in real life, but the relative 

willingness to pay for one option over another is evidence of what tourists value the most.

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

71%
of potential Southeast 
Asian tourists regard F&B 
experiences as important 
to their destination choice.

Prospective tourists are 

2.5 X
more likely to choose a
destination when  

“premium F&B experiences” 
are available.

US$250
willingness to pay, per 

person per day for 
destinations that offer 

premium F&B experiences.
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Achieving a higher quality tourism industry does not mean 
focusing only on the luxury segment. Rather, it means incentivising 
a wide and diverse range of tourists from different travel segments 
to spend more during their trip. Diversity in the source market is 
one of the most important attributes to a resilient travel industry. 

INSIGHT 4: VALUE FOR MONEY CUTS ACROSS EVERY 
TRAVELLER SEGMENT’S PRIORITIES

Although travellers are willing to spend more for premium 
experiences, value for money was amongst the most important 
universal influences on a traveller’s choice of destination in 
Southeast Asia’s major tourism markets. It is even more important 
for high-income travellers than those travelling on a tighter budget. 
Some 78% of potential high-income tourists to Southeast Asia 
regard value for money as important or very important when 
selecting a destination. 

Ultimately, there is a limit to any traveller’s budget. Our analysis 
suggests that a US$20 increase in price (per person per day) for 
a premium F&B experience would cause 10% of travellers to trade 
down to a less-premium option.² There is a willingness to pay for 
premium, but not at any cost.

INSIGHT 5: DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF PREMIUM F&B MEAN 
MORE TO TRAVELLERS FROM DIFFERENT SOURCE MARKETS

A premium experience is multi-dimensional, with different aspects 
appealing to different travel segments. Visitors from China, for 
instance, are more than three times as likely to choose destinations 
where F&B options are conveniently accessible, and they prioritise 
F&B more heavily in their travel plans, compared to visitors from 
other markets. They also demonstrate a higher willingness to 
spend on premium F&B experiences over basic alternatives than 
visitors from other source markets in our study.

Chinese travellers were most willing to pay for F&B options that are 
easily accessible. Travellers from Korea, the US, and the UK were 
willing to spend higher amounts on exceptional service, compared 
to Chinese travellers. Meanwhile, Korean travellers were willing to 
pay a higher amount for a broader variety of F&B options than 
other traveller origins.

The availability of premium F&B experiences was valued by all 
categories of traveller in our study. But this insight highlights 
how traveller preferences across Southeast Asia’s major tourism 
markets vary, and the importance of being able to tailor premium 
tourism experiences in a destination to meet the nuanced demands 
of different travel segments. 

2 This is an average effect across all travel segments, based on the relative price 

elasticity of demand for a destination offering premium levels of F&B experience.

INSIGHT 6: THE SAFETY AND RELIABILITY OF F&B ARE KEY

For 84% of the prospective tourists to Southeast Asia that we 
surveyed, the perception of the safety and reliability of food 
and beverage options was “important or very important” to 
informing their choice of travel destination. This prioritisation 
was evident across all traveller segments, underlining the 
universal need for destinations to deliver exemplary hygiene 
standards in their F&B offerings. The safety and provenance of 
a F&B products are part of what establishes a strong tourism 
reputation overseas.

Recommendations for policymakers

Our analysis has provided a unique window into the mindset 
of Southeast Asia’s prospective tourists, and the challenges 
facing the industry. For the region’s tourism policy stakeholders 
that are aiming at achieving a higher quality tourism sector, we 
recommend the following: 

•	 Embrace premium F&B experiences, including the local and 
international supply chains they require, as a key component 
of improving the quality of the tourism experience. That 
means ensuring high quality products, restaurants, and bars 
are licensed and freely available.

•	 Facilitate variety in the development of F&B experiences, 
which are convenient for visitors to access with reasonable 
operating hours, and well-staffed with highly trained 
personnel providing excellent service.

•	 Ensure that policy frameworks do not incentivise 
behaviour that will compromise safety and reliability. The 
safety and reliability of F&B is fundamentally important to a 
destination’s profile and reputation. 

•	 Do not lose sight of the importance of price 
competitiveness. Southeast Asia is a highly fluid tourism 
market with many compelling travel options. Good value 
remains key to any destination’s offering. It is important that 
policy and regulation nurture a business environment that 
can support competitively priced products and services to 
induce incremental spend from every category of visitor. 

•	 Work with industry to understand how product and 
service levels can be improved, ensuring that public policy 
is supportive of businesses that are trying to upgrade the 
overall tourism experience.

78%
of potential high-income 
tourists consider value 
for money as important 
or highly important.

US$20
increase in price (per 
person, per day) for 
premium offerings 
would cause 10% of 
travellers to ‘trade 
down’.

84%
see the safety and 

reliability of food and 
beverage as key to their 

destination choice.
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Southeast Asian policymakers are increasingly focused on attracting ‘quality tourism’ to enhance their
tourism industries. That means boosting the level of spend per visitor, rather than the number of
visitors that arrive. 

71%
of tourists consider
F&B “important” to
destination choice
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Novel insights into tourism 
decision making

Oxford Economics surveyed 1,800 
potential Southeast Asia tourists from 
the region’s five major source markets:

Discrete-choice modelling 
techniques were used to explore 
what factors influence destination 
choice and how much money they 
are willing to pay for them.

Competing for higher 
spending tourism

Respondents were asked to consider a 
potential trip to Southeast Asia's largest 
destinations, as part of the study.

VARIETY
accessible venues

with diverse
F&B choices

China

South Korea

Australia

United States

United Kingdom

Brunei

Cambodia

Indonesia

Laos

Malaysia

Philippines

Thailand

Singapore

Vietnam
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3 Reuters. Indonesia to reform tourism on tropical island Bali, senior 

minister says. August 2024.
4 Thailand Business News. Is Thailand facing an overtourism crisis? 

June 2024.
5 Reuters. Strained by tourism, Philippines’ once idyllic Boracay checks 

in for rehab. April 2018.
6 The Edge Malaysia. Biodiversity: Halting overtourism and protecting 

marine areas. December 2023.

The Covid-19 pandemic dealt a severely 
damaging blow to Southeast Asia’s tourism 
industry, with border closures bringing 
inbound travel to a near halt. As a vital 
economic engine for the region, tourism 
contributed an estimated 12% to the region’s 
GDP in 2019. Recovery of this industry has 
thus been a priority for policymakers in the 
region since borders reopened in 2022.

However, the pre-pandemic period had exposed 
certain challenges for the tourism sector, 
such as “overtourism” and a lack of focus on 
environmental sustainability. In response, many 
policymakers are now seizing the initiative to 
rebuild the industry with a greater emphasis on 
sustainability and high-value tourism. Recent 
measures to address such issues in the region 
are summarised in Box 1.

Southeast Asian policymakers have shifted 
their focus towards prioritising “quality 
tourism” over sheer visitor numbers. For 
destinations, this means attracting higher-
spending tourists who contribute more 
economically per trip, rather than simply 
maximising arrivals. The goal is to enhance 
the economic impact of tourism without 
worsening the environmental or social impact 
on local communities. 

From the traveller’s perspective, “quality 
tourism” encompasses unique, personalised, 
immersive experiences that allow them to 
feel comfortable in their surroundings, whilst 
genuinely engaging with the local culture and 
natural environment.

As Southeast Asia remains a highly sought-
after tourism destination, governments across 
the region recognise the fierce competition for 
high value travellers. To succeed it is essential 
to understand who these high-quality tourists 
are and what they value in a destination.

BOX 1: OVERTOURISM AND SUSTAINABLE 
TOURISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

There have been a growing number of 
examples and statements about the 
impacts of overtourism in Southeast Asia 
in recent years and a desire for a more 
sustainable tourism industry. Prominent 
examples include:

•	 Indonesia. The authorities have begun 
an audit of tourism in Bali, with the 
Tourism Minister warning in August 2024 
that overtourism in South Bali must be 
taken seriously to “avoid a situation like 
Barcelona, where tourists have become 
public enemies”.³

•	 Thailand. The tourism authorities closed 
the iconic Maya Bay in response to 
severe environmental damage caused 
by visitors, and the Federation of Thai 
Tourism Associations has warned that 
Pattaya and Phuket are becoming 
overcrowded hotspots.⁴

•	 The Philippines. The island of Boracay 
was shut down for visitors in 2018 after 
being labelled as a “cesspool” by the 
then-President. A boom in visitors led to 
unsustainable practices such as illegal 
structures being built near the beach and 
sewage pipes that damaged the local 
environment.⁵

•	 Cambodia. In an interview conducted as 
part of this study, Vichit Ith, head of the 
newly-establish Cambodia Tourism Board 
(CTB), pointed out that “today’s travellers 
are increasingly concerned about climate 
change and environmental impact. Our 
growth must be sustainable.”

•	 Malaysia. Following a battle by 
conservationists, the government 
cancelled a planned new airport on 
Tioman Island that threatened to 
destroy habitats of diverse marine 
species. According to the CEO of Reef 
Check Malaysia, the airport would 
intensify tourism on the island and “the 
damage would have seriously affected 
both land and water [quality], not to 
mention the impact on the people living 
on the island”.⁶

1. THE DRIVERS OF TOURISM 
DECISION MAKING

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-reform-tourism-tropical-island-bali-senior-minister-says-2024-08-30/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-reform-tourism-tropical-island-bali-senior-minister-says-2024-08-30/
https://www.thailand-business-news.com/environment/146424-is-thailand-facing-an-overtourism-crisis
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/strained-by-tourism-philippines-once-idyllic-boracay-checks-in-for-rehab-idUSKBN1HW0T1/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/strained-by-tourism-philippines-once-idyllic-boracay-checks-in-for-rehab-idUSKBN1HW0T1/
https://theedgemalaysia.com/node/695015
https://theedgemalaysia.com/node/695015
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1.1. ABOUT THIS REPORT

Oxford Economics was engaged by the 
Asia Pacific International Spirits and Wines 
Association (APISWA) and a consortium of 
tourism-industry partners around Southeast 
Asia to explore how “quality tourists” choose 
their destination, and what aspects of their 
trip they value the most. 

We conducted a unique study of potential 
tourists to Southeast Asia, providing insights 
into how different aspects of their travel 
experiences affect where they choose to go 
and how much they are willing to spend in 
the local economy. Using a discrete-choice-
based survey and advanced econometric 
modelling, we have gathered key data and 
insights on how differences in the quality 
of experience impacts a tourist’s choice of 
destination and how much they are willing to 
spend there.

The aim of this report is to provide actionable 
insights into how destinations in Southeast Asia 
can compete effectively to attract their share of 
the quality tourism prize.
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2. A POST-PANDEMIC TOURISM 
STRATEGY: SHIFTING FROM 
QUANTITY TO QUALITY

7 Statista. Total contribution of travel and tourism to the GDP in Southeast Asia from 2015 to 2022, with forecasts for 2023 and 2033. 

September 2024.

The tourism industry accounted for an 
estimated 12% of the Southeast Asian economy 
in 2019, before travel restrictions during the 
Covid-19 pandemic brought international visitor 
arrivals to almost zero.⁷

Since then, the industry has fought hard to 
recover and international arrivals are forecast 
to finally surpass 2019 levels for the first time 
in 2024 (see Fig. 1). This is hugely important 
for the region as tourism supports hundreds 
of thousands of jobs in front-line tourism 
industries, as well as throughout their local 
supply chains. A thriving tourism industry is 
also associated with large export revenues and 
capital investment in the economy, which can 
help the economy grow.

However, total spending by tourists in the 
region is likely to remain below 2019 levels 
in real terms for some time yet. In 2024, we 
estimate that there will be a total of US$141 
billion in travel and tourism spend in Southeast 
Asia, compared to US$165 billion in 2019 (2024 
prices). This highlights the need to capture 
higher spending from tourists to the region.

The influx of tourists is promising, 

but their spending habits have 

not yet returned to pre-pandemic 

levels. The shopping and 

purchasing behaviour, especially 

that of the Chinese, has changed 

in this new normal. We need 

to incentivise tourists to spend 

more within Thailand.

Vice President of the Thai Retailers 
Association.

Source: Oxford Economics.

Fig. 1: International visitor arrivals to Southeast Asia

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1102510/southeast-asia-travel-and-tourism-gdp-contribution/
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Southeast Asian governments are keen to 
develop their tourism industries in a way that 
maximises the economic gains whilst mitigating 
the problems it can cause local communities, 
including environmental degradation and  
over-crowding. 

To achieve these aims, there is an increasing 
focus amongst policymakers on attracting 
quality tourism, as illustrated in Box 2.

The mass tourism boom just 

before the pandemic served as a 

wake-up call for the government 

and the hospitality industry to 

make tourism more sustainable 

and premium.

Hathai Techakitteranun, 
Thai Hotels Association.

There is general support for these initiatives 
within the tourism industry. Pierre-Andre 
Romano, Vice President of the European 
Chamber of Commerce’s Tourism Committee, 
stated in an interview for this report that 

“attracting high value tourism should be the 
main priority [for Cambodia]”. 

This goal aligns clearly with changes being 
experienced in tourism spending patterns 
since the Covid-19 pandemic. Increasingly, 
travellers are seeking more immersive trips 
with recreational and cultural experiences. Data 
compiled by UOB, a bank, from credit and debit 
card billings show consumers in Southeast Asia 
are spending less on material items and more 
on experiences such as holidays, entertainment, 
and gastronomic events.⁸ A study by 
Mastercard in 2023 found that spending on 
experiences was up 65% since 2019, compared 
to a 12% increase for “things”.⁹

There is an imperative amongst tourism 
stakeholders in Southeast Asia to develop 
a more sustainable, higher quality tourism 
industry—one that increasingly tailors its 
offerings to achieve higher levels of spending 
per trip. Tourism spending patterns suggest that 
the demand for premium experiences exists, 
making this a timely objective. However, for 
destinations to compete for this prize, they must 
first develop a deeper understanding of who 
high quality tourists are, what they value, and 
what factors influence their destination choice.

‘QUALITY TOURISM’ AGENDA

The ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint 2025 sets out a vision for 
ASEAN to be a “quality tourism destination offering a unique, diverse 
ASEAN experience… so as to contribute significantly to the socio-
economic well-being of ASEAN peoples”.

The ASEAN Framework on Sustainable Tourism Development in the 
Post Covid-19 Era states �that ASEAN countries should aim to “provide 
a high-quality experience to responsible and sustainable-minded 
visitors/tourists”.

Since 2013, the Singapore government has focused on quality tourism, 
attempting to attract target audiences with quality offerings “to 
prioritise growth in tourism spending over growth in tourism arrivals,” 
according to the Singapore Tourism Board (STB).

As part of the Indonesia Ministry of Tourism and Creative Economy’s 
strategic targets it aims to increase the quality of tourists and increase 
the competitiveness of destinations.

The Tourism Malaysia Marketing Plan for 2022-26 includes a focus 
on developing niche segment strategies, in order to create unique, 
premium experiences that generate high returns to help achieve 
Malaysia’s tourism objectives.

The newly established Cambodia Tourism Board is seeking to shift from 
a volume-focused approach to one that focuses on encouraging higher 
spending and longer stays.

The Vietnam Tourism Marketing Strategy to 2030 aims to promote 
Vietnam as a destination that meets the demands of high-spending 
and long-stay vacationers.

COUNTRY / 
ORGANISATION

BOX 2: REGIONAL STRATEGIES AND PLANS RELATED TO QUALITY TOURISM

8 The Business Times. In South-east Asia, more consumers seeking unique experiences rather than material items. December 2023.
9 Mastercard Economics Institute. Travel Industry Trends 2023. 2023.

2.1. THE STRATEGIC GOAL FOR TOURISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/international/asean/south-east-asia-more-consumers-seeking-unique-experiences-rather-material-items
https://www.mastercardservices.com/en/advisors/economic-consulting/insights/travel-industry-trends-2023
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3. HOW TO COMPETE FOR 
HIGH QUALITY TOURISM IN 
SOUTHEAST ASIA 

In this study, we set out to identify new 
insights into the decision making of 
Southeast Asia tourists, that will offer  
a fresh perspective on what the region’s 
destinations can do to capture more of the 
high-quality tourism market.

We designed a survey-based experiment to test 
what factors determine the travel choices of an 
international panel of 1,800 prospective tourists 
from five of Southeast Asia’s most important 
source markets—China, Korea, Australia, the 
United States and United Kingdom. Collectively, 
these source markets accounted for 46% of 
total travel and tourism spending in Southeast 
Asia in 2019. Our survey explored the 
importance of a broad sweep of travel-related 
factors, with a focus on the F&B experience.

To complement this original research, we 
interviewed a range of the region’s prominent 
tourism-focused organisations, from both 
the public and private sectors. This gave us a 
rounded perspective on the challenges and 
opportunities the industry faces in attracting 
higher quality tourism to the region.

Our analysis has led us to six key insights into 
Southeast Asia tourist decision making, which 
we step through in turn, below.

BOX 3: OUR METHODOLOGY: A NOVEL 
SURVEY-BASED EXPERIMENT IN WHAT 
DRIVES THE DECISIONS OF SOUTHEAST 
ASIA TOURISTS

Our research insights are based on an 
original survey-based experiment of 
tourism decision in Southeast Asia’s major 
tourism source markets. We used a large 
consumer survey and discrete-choice 
modelling technique, known as conjoint 
analysis, leveraging a technique that is 
often employed in research to get a richer 
understanding of consumer preferences. 
This technique enabled us to understand the 
multi-faceted decision-making processes 
of potential visitors to Southeast Asia when 
they make choices about the destinations 
they will visit. Our approach was designed 
to simulate real-world decision-making 
scenarios more accurately than traditional 
survey methods.

Conjoint analysis involves presenting 
respondents with a series of hypothetical 
vacation packages, each defined by a 
unique combination of attributes such as 
accommodation type, range, and quality 
of food and beverage available at the 
destination and the quality of service 
at venues. Rather than evaluating each 
attribute in isolation, participants are asked 
to choose their preferred package from a 
range of options. 

We quantified the trade-offs that visitors 
are willing to make between the defining 
features of each option. As an example, the 
technique enables us to explore whether 
certain visitors prioritise cost savings over 
proximity to restaurants, or vice versa. 
Consumers reveal their preferences and 
trade-offs through their choices in the 
simulation. This approach produces more 
accurate and insightful findings than a 
traditional consumer survey, which would 
be less reliable in placing a value on various 
attributes to different tourism segments, 
in determining a consumption choice, and 
which would be more likely to overstate or 
understate their willingness to pay for any 
given attribute without considering the 
wider context of their choices.
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Our survey revealed the most influential factors 
behind the choices tourists make over their 
travel destination. Chief among them were 
the natural attractions and scenery on offer, 
the quality of accommodation, how easy the 
destination is to access, and the value for 
money the trip represents.

These findings align with a large body of 
consumer insights research. For example, 
Euromonitor International’s Voice of the 
Consumer: Lifestyles Survey 2024, polled 
over 40,000 consumers to find that “nature/
outdoor activities” and “value for money” were 
among the top five destination features for 
APAC tourists.¹⁰

Our study found that the “range and quality 
of food and drink options” also featured 
prominently in the top drivers of destination 
choice. Over 70% of our survey sample 
indicated that the F&B offerings were important 
or very important to where they chose to travel. 
For higher-income travellers, the share was 
even higher, at 75% of respondents.
The range and quality of the F&B offering 
are more important than the historical and 
cultural sites on offer for the average tourist to 
Southeast Asia.

Our analysis reveals how certain aspects of 
the F&B experience in Southeast Asia are 
particularly influential in determining where 
tourists choose to go on a trip.

The prospective tourists we surveyed were 
2.5 times more likely to choose a destination 
when premium F&B experiences were available, 
compared to a destination with more standard 
service offerings, all else being equal.

We define “premium F&B experiences” 
as a collection of features. Premium F&B 
experiences include:

•	 High quality F&B products: Diverse, high-
quality options from award-winning chefs 
and a full range of value, standard, and 
premium alcoholic drinks. 

•	 A wide variety of options, that are 
convenient to access: Numerous venues 
serving a variety of beers, wines, premium 
spirits, and innovative cocktails; easy and 
convenient to access, with early opening 
and late closing. 

•	 Exceptional, personalised service 
and knowledgeable staff: Skilled and 
trained restaurant and bar staff, qualified 
mixologists, and expert sommeliers.

Our analysis suggests that prospective tourists 
considering a trip to Southeast Asia are 
30% more likely to pick a destination when 
F&B offerings are conveniently “accessible”, 
meaning that they are open when the client 
wants them and are easy to get to. 

When “high-quality” F&B products are available, 
this creates a multiplier effect, increasing the 
likelihood of a tourist choosing that destination by 
an additional 30 percentage points. Furthermore, 
our analysis revealed that the quality of service 
and the level of training and knowledge amongst 
the staff also matter. Our sample of prospective 
tourists was 29% more likely to pick a destination 
if staff were well trained and knowledgeable. 
If the quality of service they could expect rose 
to “exceptional”, this increased the likelihood of 
them selecting that destination by a further 10 
percentage points.

Southeast Asia is globally renowned for the 
quality of its cuisine. In a recent study of 17,000 
global consumers by media company, U.S. 
News, Southeast Asia ranked highly for the 
quality of food. Thailand was perceived to have 
the fourth best food (out of 89 countries) while 
Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore 
were all ranked within the top 20.¹¹

F&B’s importance to Southeast Asia tourism 
was recognised by some of the region’s key 
industry stakeholders, whom we interviewed 
for this study. The President of the Singapore 
Nightlife Business Association (SNBA), Nasen 
Thiagarajan, stated that “food and beverage 
are what tourists will look out for, regardless 
of which nationality they are, or which 
country they go to”. Ith Vichit, the head of the 
Cambodia Tourism Board, told us: “Food is a 
vital part of the travel experience; it connects 
visitors with the local culture.”

Source: YouGov, Oxford Economics

Fig. 2: Importance of travel factors in choosing a destination

10 Euromonitor International. Voice of the Consumer: Key Insights 2024. April 2024.
11 U.S. News. These Countries Have the Best Food. 2024

INSIGHT 1: THE F&B EXPERIENCE IS ONE OF THE BIGGEST DRIVERS OF DESTINATION CHOICE INSIGHT 2: HIGH QUALITY TOURISTS ARE ATTRACTED TO THE “PREMIUM” EXPERIENCES

The quality of service staff is 

crucial. We have to understand 

the premium traveller—he’s 

willing to grab a burger off a 

robot at casual eateries, but he 

would not want his 25-year-old 

Scotch to be served by a robot in 

a Michelin star restaurant. 

Nasen Thiagarajan,  
President of the Singapore Nightlife Business 

Association,

https://www.euromonitor.com/article/voice-of-the-consumer-key-insights-2024
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/rankings/great-food
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This willingness to pay analysis 
demonstrates how presenting a more 
premium offering to tourists can unlock 
higher spending. However, it is important 
to note that the precise monetary figures 
expressed above are averages across a 
diverse marketplace, that is characterised 
by variable price levels. Actual spending by 
tourists may therefore diverge from these 
monetary values in real life, but the relative 
willingness to pay for one option over another 
is evidence of what tourists value the most. 

Source: YouGov, Oxford Economics

Source: YouGov, Oxford Economics

Fig. 3: Willingness to pay for premium F&B, relative to basic offering, by household income level

Fig. 4: Willingness to pay for premium F&B, relative to basic offering, by country of origin

10 Euromonitor International. Voice of the Consumer: Key Insights 2024. April 2024.
11 U.S. News. These Countries Have the Best Food. 2024

As well as making a destination more attractive 
to tourists, premium F&B experiences could 
also unlock higher spending from visitors. 
This is vital in the context of an industry in the 
region looking to increase spend per visitor.

Our analysis suggests that visitors to Southeast 
Asia are willing to pay US$250 per person per 
day more, on average, to visit destinations that 
offer premium F&B experiences. 

High quality F&B services and experiences are 
not the exclusive domain of the high-budget, 
luxury traveller. In fact, our analysis suggests that 
travellers from all income brackets are attracted 
by premium tourism offerings and are willing to 
pay between US$215 and US$327 per person per 
day more for the privilege (see Fig. 3).

This finding is important for tourism 
policymakers in Southeast Asia because 
diversity is key to resilience. The strategy 
to increase quality tourism should not be 
focused exclusively on the luxury travel 
market. Rather it must integrate the option 
of premium experiences into every travel 
segment to facilitate additional spending 
from each travel category.

We also found that Chinese travellers were 
willing to pay the most to visit destinations with 
premium F&B experiences, relative to travellers 
from other origins. Koreans had the second 
highest willingness to pay for premium F&B 
experiences (see Fig. 4).

INSIGHT 3 : TOURISTS ARE ALSO WILLING TO PAY MORE WHEN PREMIUM F&B EXPERIENCES 
ARE ON OFFER

The quality of F&B is a key 

component of providing 

a high-value experience

for tourists. 

Ms Carmela Febrio,
Tourism Promotions Board Philippines

https://www.euromonitor.com/article/voice-of-the-consumer-key-insights-2024
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/rankings/great-food
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“The key then is to be more 

competitive, not just by offering 

seasonal discounts, but also by 

providing quality and value-for-

money premium offerings.”

Hathai Techakitteranun,
Thai Hotels Association
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The unique nature of our analysis has 
demonstrated that travellers to Southeast Asia 
are generally willing to spend more on their 
trip if it comes with premium F&B experiences. 
However, the value for money of those trips 
appears to be one of the major drivers of  
their choice.

We found value for money to be amongst 
the most important factors determining the 
choice of destination amongst Southeast 
Asia’s largest tourism source markets. In fact, 
it is even more important for high-income 
travellers than those travelling on a tighter 
budget (see Fig. 5).

This suggests an important balance between 
the proposition of quality to this valuable 
tourism segment, and the sense that despite 
paying a higher price, consumers demand 
more bang for their buck.

Even in high end establishments the need 
to deliver value for money is crucial. When 
describing their own offerings Andrew Nisbet, 
General Manager of the Hilton Saigon, said: 

“Our rooftop Chinese restaurant provides a 
high-end experience at affordable prices. A 
great restaurant doesn’t need to come with a 
huge price tag.”

Competition to attract high quality tourists 
is fierce, and it’s clear that destinations 
must ensure tourists feel they are getting 
the most value for their money. “Singapore 
is overpriced,” laments Nasen Thiagarajan, 
pointing out that restaurants in neighbouring 
cities such as Kuala Lumpur offer comparable 
quality at lower costs.

We found through our survey-based 
experiment that there were limits to travellers’ 
willingness to spend, even when exceptional 
service and high levels of quality were on 
offer. A budget constraint exists for all 
travellers, above which demand falls away.

Our analysis suggests that a US$20 increase 
in price per person per day would see 10% 
of premium travellers trade down to a less-
premium option. This further emphasises 
that destinations need to ensure their 
premium offerings are delivered at the right 
price if they wish to attract quality tourists. 
There is a willingness to pay for premium but 
not at any cost.

Source: YouGov, Oxford Economics

Fig. 5: Importance of value-for-money to destination choice, by income group

10 Euromonitor International. Voice of the Consumer: Key Insights 2024. April 2024.
11 U.S. News. These Countries Have the Best Food. 2024

INSIGHT 4 : VALUE-FOR-MONEY CUTS ACROSS EVERY TRAVELLER’S PRIORITIES

https://www.euromonitor.com/article/voice-of-the-consumer-key-insights-2024
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/rankings/great-food
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Premium F&B offerings enable a destination to 
attract additional spending from a diverse range of 
visitors. But since a premium experience is multi-
faceted, it is important to understand what aspects 
of premium appeal to different traveller types.

Our analysis enables us to explore how much 
different traveller types are willing to pay for 
different aspects of the premium F&B experience. 

Travellers from China were more than three 
times as likely to choose destinations where F&B 
options were more accessible, compared to the 
average across other nationalities in our survey. 
Chinese tourists were also willing to pay three 
times more for the privilege. 

Travellers from Korea, the US, and the UK were willing 
to spend higher amounts on exceptional service, 
compared to Chinese travellers. Korean travellers 
were willing to pay a higher amount for a broader 
variety of F&B options than other traveller origins.

Our survey also found that 77% of the potential 
Chinese travellers to Southeast Asia we surveyed 
considered F&B as “important or very important” 
to their destination choice, compared to an 
average of 70% for other countries.

The additional value of having high quality F&B 
products on a trip was recognised by all traveller 
categories in our study. In fact, the value attached 
to premium F&B experiences is largely borne out 
of a tourist’s willingness to pay for the service 
experiences around food. 

Our analysis suggests travellers are willing to 
pay five times more for a trip when high quality 
F&B products are accompanied by great service, 
compared to the same products being available 
in a more basic service environment. 

Our survey suggests that perceptions of 
the safety and reliability of F&B products 
are paramount. Around 84% of our sample 
said safety and reliability were important or 
very important to their choice of destination, 
underlining the universal need for destinations 
to deliver exemplary hygiene standards in their 
F&B offerings. (See Fig. 7).

Our findings highlight a prominent 
reputational risk in Southeast Asia over food 
hygiene and safety. For example, according 
to the World Health Organization (WHO), 
the Southeast Asia region has the second 
highest burden of food-borne diseases after 
Africa.¹² News stories of alcohol poisoning 
may also contribute to this fear. In Vietnam, 
382 people suffered poisoning from unsafe 
alcohol in the 10 years to 2022, 98 of whom 
died, according to the Vietnam Food 
Administration.¹³ Tragically, in August 2024, 
six people lost their lives and 37 more were 
hospitalised after drinking illicit liquor in 
northern Bangkok.¹⁴

Source: YouGov, Oxford Economics * Quality of F&B options not statistically significant Source: YouGov, Oxford Economics

Fig. 6: Willingness to pay premium relative to basic offerings, by category, by origin

Fig. 7: Importance of F&B safety and reliability in choosing a destination, by traveller age and 
household income group

12 WHO. Burden of foodborne diseases in WHO South East Asia Region.
13 National Institute for Food Control. Methanol poisoning up in VietNam. April 2022.
14 The Nation Thailand. Death toll rises to 6 in Bangkok methanol-laced liquor poisoning. August 2024.

INSIGHT 5: DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF PREMIUM F&B MEAN MORE TO TRAVELLERS FROM 
DIFFERENT SOURCE MARKETS

INSIGHT 6: WHEN IT COMES TO FOOD AND BEVERAGE, RELIABILITY AND SAFETY 
ARE KEY

Tourists want to explore local 

flavours, but may feel less 

confident to venture into street 

side restaurants or cafes.

Andrew Nisbet,
General Manager of the Hilton Saigon

https://www.who.int/southeastasia/activities/burden-of-foodborne-diseases-in-who-south-east-asia-region
https://nifc.gov.vn/en/newsletter/methanol-poisoning-up-in-vietnam-post1529.html#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20Viet%20Nam,years%2C%2098%20of%20whom%20died.
https://www.nationthailand.com/news/general/40040974
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A 2022 paper by the OECD suggested 
that toxic substances such as methanol 
are routinely used in the production of 
illicit alcohol, contributing to morbidity and 
mortality.¹⁵ According to data from the WHO, 
unrecorded alcohol—which refers to untaxed 
alcohol sales outside the usual system of 
government control—accounted for 57% of 
all alcohol consumed in Vietnam in 2019, 43% 
in Cambodia, 39% in Malaysia and 56% in 
Indonesia.¹⁶ Given the importance of reliability 
and safety of F&B in travel decisions, the 
prevalence of such a market in Southeast Asia 
poses a risk to a destination’s attractiveness to 
the quality tourism market.

15 OECD. Illicit Trade in High-Risk Sectors. 2022.
16 Transnational Alliance to Combat Illicit Trade. Tackling Illicit 

Alcohol in Southeast Asia. 2023.

The perception of a premium 

destination is determined firstly 

by safety.

Sam Chia, CEO,
Malaysian Chinese Tourism Association

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/governance/illicit-trade-in-high-risk-sectors_1334c634-en
https://apiswa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/ASEAN-Illicit-Trade-Report_full-version_EN_20230517.pdf
https://apiswa.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/ASEAN-Illicit-Trade-Report_full-version_EN_20230517.pdf
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4. RECOMMENDATIONS This report explores the factors that drive 
tourism decisions and lead to higher 
spending in Southeast Asian tourism 
destinations. Through this unique survey-
based experiment, we found that F&B and 
the experience surrounding it can play a 
highly significant role in appealing to foreign 
tourists. Our findings can therefore be useful 
to the region’s tourism policy stakeholders 
in developing strategies to develop higher 
quality tourism industries, characterised 
by higher spending per trip and greater 
sustainability and resilience.

We recommend that Southeast Asian 
policymakers:

•	 Embrace premium F&B experiences, 
including the local and international supply 
chains they require, as a key component 
of improving the quality of the tourism 
experience. That means ensuring high 
quality products, restaurants, and bars are 
licensed and freely available.

•	 Facilitate variety in the development of 
F&B experiences, which are convenient for 
visitors to access with reasonable operating 
hours, and well-staffed with highly trained 
personnel providing excellent service.

•	 Ensure that policy frameworks do not 
incentivise behaviour that will compromise 
safety and reliability. The safety and 
reliability of F&B is fundamentally important 
to a destination’s profile and reputation. 

•	 Do not lose sight of the importance of price 
competitiveness. Southeast Asia is a highly 
fluid tourism market with many compelling 
travel options. Good value remains key to 
any destination’s offerings. It is important 
that policy and regulation nurture a 
business environment that can support 
competitively priced products and services 
so as to induce incremental spend from 
every category of visitors. 

•	 Work with industry to understand how 
product and service levels can be improved, 
ensuring that public policy is supportive 
of businesses trying to upgrade the overall 
tourism experience.



1 FITs refer to fully independent travellers. These travellers do not travel with group tours or according to any arranged schedules. They design 

their own itineraries and arrange their own travel plans.
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“The perception of a premium destination is 
determined firstly by safety, and secondly by 
value-for-money,” according to Sam Chia, CEO 
of the Malaysian Chinese Tourism Association 
(MCTA). With over 50 years of experience in the 
Malaysian airline and tourism industries, Sam 
has been with the MCTA for the past 15 years, 
championing initiatives that bolster the tourism 
landscape in Malaysia.

The MCTA serves as a crucial platform for 
Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurs in tourism, 
working closely with government bodies to 
enhance tourism offerings and increase inbound 
tourist arrivals. The outlook for Malaysia’s 
tourism industry is optimistic, with arrivals 
projected to rise from 20 million in 2023 to a 
target of 27 million in 2024.

Sam emphasises high-value tourism as a 
strategy to elevate tourism receipts but also 
stresses the importance of providing affordable 
tourism offerings. “We strive to adjust the prices 
of our tourism products in tandem with that of 
our other Asian counterparts. We don’t want 
to outprice other countries and drive visitors 
away.” This is particularly significant as he 

observes the demographic of tourists shifting 
towards younger visitors and Fully Independent 
Travellers (FITs)¹, who prioritise value-for-money 
in their travel experiences.

Food and beverage experiences play a pivotal 
role in attracting high-value tourists. “Food is 
one of the major attractions for the foreign 
tourist to come to Malaysia,” Sam explains, 
highlighting the increasing desire for local 
cuisine that is diverse, authentic, and convenient. 
Tourists are drawn to Malaysia’s rich culinary 
landscape, which offers a variety of local 
options—available 24/7.

Sam identifies three crucial initiatives to drive 
high-value tourism in Malaysia: ensuring 
innovative and quality tourism facilities, 
expanding capacity in peak tourist areas, and 
promoting conducive travel policies such as 
reducing visa restrictions. He also notes that 
Malaysia is not alone in its efforts to promote 
high-value tourism, as neighbours like Singapore, 
Thailand and Vietnam are actively seeking to 
upgrade their tourism offerings. 

That said, Sam sees Malaysia’s ambition as 
complementary rather than competitive. “Many 
tourists bundle their visits to multiple countries 
in Southeast Asia, so improving our facilities 
collectively can raise the appeal of the whole 
region as a premium travel destination,” he says. 
Sam cites the example of the High Speed Rail 
project between Singapore and Malaysia as 
a collaborative effort that will facilitate travel 
between both countries, if constructed. Regional 
efforts to enhance tourism offerings would 
thus drive mutual success for Southeast Asian 
countries and create a collective “pull” for  
high-value tourism in the region.

CASE STUDY:  
MR SAM CHIA, CEO, 
MALAYSIAN CHINESE 
TOURISM ASSOCIATION
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“Travellers today are spending more for 
comfort and quality, and they’re seeking 
brands they can trust,” says Andrew Nisbet, 
General Manager at Hilton Saigon. With over 
26 years of experience at Hilton, Andrew 
has witnessed the shifting expectations of 
tourists while managing hotels across Asia 
and Australia. Hilton Saigon, which opened 
nearly a year ago, marks the brand’s flagship 
debut in the bustling Ho Chi Minh City, 
catering to a growing demand for premium 
hospitality experiences.

Vietnam’s tourism industry has made a 
strong comeback following the Covid-19 
pandemic—Andrew believes that occupancy 
rates in 2023 have returned to over 70% 
of pre-pandemic levels. Looking ahead, he 
expects continued growth, particularly from 
markets like China, driven by the spending 
of Chinese leisure FITs.¹ As Vietnam’s 
tourism sector recovers, there’s a clear 
opportunity to capitalise on the rising trend 
of premiumisation. “People are willing to pay 
more for a premium experience, especially 
those travellers who value quality brands,” 
Andrew remarks.

Elevating the guest experience is essential to 
capturing this high-value tourism segment. 

“Having a nice hotel is not enough; it’s the 
smaller details that make the difference—the 
people, the service, the personal touches,” 
Andrew emphasises. By curating personalised 
experiences, Hilton aims to foster guest 
loyalty, ensuring that travellers return to the 
brand across various destinations.

Food and beverage (F&B) are critical components 
of the premium experience. Andrew stresses the 
importance of balancing quality with value-for-
money, especially when catering to international 
tourists. “Our rooftop Chinese restaurant provides 
a high-end experience at affordable prices. A great 
restaurant doesn’t need to come with a huge  
price tag,” he explains. For families, Hilton’s 
restaurants offer promotions such as free meals 
for children to make dining more affordable. 

Andrew is also keenly aware that tourists often 
lack confidence in trying local street food. To 
bridge this gap, Hilton offers authentic regional 
dishes in a more familiar setting. “Tourists want to 
explore local flavours, but may feel less confident 
to venture into street side restaurants or cafes. 
By providing this reassurance, they can enjoy the 
local cuisine without worry,” says Andrew.

While Vietnam’s tourism potential is vast, 
Andrew acknowledges that the country faces 
challenges in attracting high-value travellers. 
More high-quality accommodation options, 
increased focus on sustainable practices and the 
removal of entry visa requirements, will support 
the tourism drive to be a more attractive 
proposition compared to its neighbours. 

Reflecting on quality tourism in the region, 
Andrew highlights Thailand’s success in 
attracting higher spending tourists as a model 
for Vietnam. “Saigon has potential, but there 
needs to be a stronger focus on attracting high-
value travellers,” Andrew concludes. “Countries 
like Thailand have done it well, and Vietnam can 
too—if the right mindset and steps are taken.”

CASE STUDY:  
ANDREW NISBET, GENERAL 
MANAGER, HILTON SAIGON

1 FITs refer to fully independent travellers. These travellers do not travel with group tours or according to any arranged schedules. They 

design their own itineraries and arrange their own travel plans.
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“Food and beverage (F&B) are what tourists 
will look out for, regardless of which 
nationality you are, or which country you 
go to,” says Nasen Thiagarajan, President of 
the Singapore Nightlife Business Association, 
a trade association representing various 
nightlife business stakeholders in Singapore. 
With over three decades of experience in 
the F&B sector, Nasen offers a seasoned 
viewpoint on the importance of quality F&B 
experiences in attracting high-value tourists. 
He is also the CEO of Harry’s International, 
the group behind Singapore’s largest 
collection of everyday bars and restaurants.

Reflecting on recent years, Nasen paints 
a candid picture of the nightlife industry’s 
challenges. “I would be quite surprised if 
anyone in the industry said that (nightlife 
establishments) are doing well in Singapore, 
today,” Nasen remarks, citing the muted 
performance of the industry through 2023 
and 2024. The shift towards more remote 
work has significantly impacted footfall in 
Singapore’s Central Business District.

Despite these hurdles, Nasen emphasises the crucial 
role of high-value tourism in revitalising Singapore’s 
nightlife scene. “Tourism is very important, even 
to an establishment which serves mainly locals, as 
it adds significant numbers,” Nasen asserts. He 
believes that tourists seek more than amenities and 
services—that they look to immerse themselves in 
the local environment, engage with local people and 
forge memorable, unique travel experiences.

Nasen identifies F&B as a key element in shaping 
Singapore’s appeal to high-value tourists. “The 
quality of food and beverage experiences is the 
number one factor in attracting high-value tourists,” 
he declares. With Singapore’s robust infrastructure 
and efficient governance, Nasen advocates for 
elevating standards across F&B offerings to surpass 
global competition. A premium F&B experience 
means offering a large variety of quality options 
to tourists. To him this means having the option to 
explore local street food for some meals, while for 
other meals being able to drink their favourite drinks 
and eat refined cuisine in higher end establishments. 
Nasen also stresses the importance of affordability 
alongside the quality and availability of F&B options, 

recognising that value-for-money resonates 
universally even among high-value tourists.

In this regard, there are challenges that hinder 
Singapore’s attractiveness to high-value tourists. 
High operational costs, exacerbated by labour 
and rental pressures, pose a significant hurdle. 

“Singapore is overpriced,” Nasen explains, pointing 
out that restaurants in neighbouring cities such as 
Kuala Lumpur offer comparable quality at lower 
costs.

“The government should examine the cost pressures 
that it has control over,” he urges. Strategic 
intervention could alleviate these burdens and 
enhance the industry’s competitive edge. “Alcohol 
tax is one aspect that needs to be considered, 
any increase in tax rates now will be passed on to 
the nightlife industry. The industry needs help to 
maintain and develop premium level standards.” 
Nasen calls for proactive measures to shield 
establishments from cost hikes that could deter 
high-value patrons. This could be a key step to 
maintaining the viability and attractiveness of 
Singapore’s nightlife industry to high-value tourists.

He also underscores the importance of investing 
in skilled service personnel, who are integral 
to delivering exceptional guest experiences 
and maintaining the premium standards of 
establishments. “Quality of service staff is 
crucial,” Nasen affirms, highlighting the need for 
tailored service solutions that cater to diverse 
F&B establishments. “We have to understand the 
premium traveller—he’s willing to grab a burger off 
a robot at casual eateries, but he would not want 
his 25-year-old Scotch to be served by a robot in a 
Michelin star restaurant.”

Looking to the future, Nasen proposes creating a 
dedicated office for the night time economy which 
would strengthen the nightlife industry. Such an 
initiative by the government would foster synergies 
with arts, culture, hospitality, and retail sectors to 
amplify Singapore’s allure as a premium tourist 
destination. “This office should oversee how the 
nightlife industry collaborates with related sectors,” 
Nasen suggests, envisioning a cohesive strategy to 
enhance tourism and bolster the nighttime economy.

CASE STUDY:
NASEN THIAGARAJAN, 
PRESIDENT, SINGAPORE NIGHTLIFE 
BUSINESS ASSOCIATION
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“Attracting high value tourism should be the 
main priority,” says Pierre-André Romano, the 
Vice President of the European Chamber of 
Commerce’s Tourism Committee. He is also the 
founder-chairman of Beyond Retail Business 
(BRB), a company that promotes Cambodian 
products by improving market access and 
promoting internationalisation. 

Pierre-André is optimistic about the future of 
Cambodia’s tourism industry despite the lasting 
legacy on tourism flows from the Covid-19 
pandemic. He sees attracting high value tourism 
as a key catalyst for Cambodia’s post-pandemic 
recovery. “High-value tourism brings in more 
money than mass tourism,” explains Pierre-
André. He believes Cambodia should seek to 
pivot its strategy from maximising tourism 
volumes towards making Cambodia a creative 
and exclusive destination that is top of every 
high value tourist’s “bucket list”. 

“Everything is possible in Cambodia,” according 
to Pierre-André, who points to the untapped 
potential of attracting high-value tourists 
with personalised services such as providing 
a bespoke private dining experience on the 
paddy fields or customised itineraries. In his 
view, attracting high value tourism involves 
creating unique and personalised experiences for 

clients; experiences which they can only find in 
Cambodia. Food and beverage can form a key 
part of that offering. “Traditional Khmer recipes 
are amazing,” explains Pierre-André. Together 
with personalised tours to less explored 
historical sites, he believes that Cambodian 
gastronomy is paramount in providing a unique 
experience for high value tourists. 

In Pierre-André’s view, the government plays a 
hugely important role in attracting high value 
tourism. He notes that the recent formation of 
the Cambodia Tourism Board (CTB) is a step 
in the right direction. However, the challenge 
of improving Cambodia’s reputation as a 
tourism destination and appealing to high value 
tourists is formidable. Pierre-André identifies 
two key obstacles as the lack of governmental 
international communication and a poor 
track record for environmental protection. 
Part of the solution can be an intensification 
of government-led marketing campaigns, 
projecting an image of Cambodia as a premium 
tourism destination. The industry also needs 
closer collaboration between the private 
sector and the government on strategic issues 
related to tourism. This would pave the way 
for a more coherent tourism strategy, focused 
on maximising the benefits of tourism for the 
country while minimising the costs.
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“Tourism is an activity that is becoming 
increasingly important for Vietnam since 
the Đổi Mới reforms of 1986—economically, 
socially, and culturally,” says Dr. Nuno Ribeiro, 
Chairman of the Tourism & Hospitality Sector 
Committee at the European Chamber of 
Commerce (EuroCham) and Vice-Chairman of 
the Tourism and Hospitality Committee at the 
American Chamber of Commerce (AmCham) in 
Vietnam. In addition to advocating for tourism 
businesses at EuroCham, Dr. Ribeiro is also 
a senior lecturer in tourism and hospitality 
management at RMIT University in Vietnam. 
With more than 25 years in the industry and 
a background in hotel management and 
international tour operations, Dr. Ribeiro brings 
a wealth of knowledge to the issue of high-
value tourism in Vietnam.

The tourism sector is steadily growing, with 
Vietnam welcoming 13 million visitors by 
September 2024, nearing its pre-pandemic 
peak of 18 million arrivals in 2019. Despite this 
progress, Dr. Ribeiro raises the need to shift 
towards high-value tourism, as the current 
average receipts per arrival stand at USD 730, 
the second lowest in Southeast Asia. This low 
figure reflects a significant “leakage” of value 
to multinational companies and an overreliance 
on budget travellers, especially backpackers, 
who have a low revisit rate. Emphasising 
quality tourism over quantity could also drive 
sustainable tourism development. While 
Vietnam is not yet at risk of overtourism, Dr. 
Riberio notes that some areas like Sapa, Da 
Nang, Ha Long Bay, and Hoi An are showing 
signs of strain from high visitor volumes.

For Dr. Ribeiro, high-value tourism is not simply 
about attracting high-spending tourists. “High-
value tourism is all about quality experiences,” 
he says. He defines high value tourism by 
three key characteristics: quality experiences 
(meaning tourist expectations are met and 
ideally surpassed by their experiences), high 
tourism revisit rate, and broader spending 
patterns beyond the basics of accommodation, 

food, and transport. He highlights premium 
cultural and nature-based tourism offerings—
such as heritage tours and eco-tourism—as 
particularly appealing to high-value tourists, 
who tend to stay longer and spend more.

Vietnam’s rich culinary heritage is a key draw 
for these tourists. “Vietnamese food is the 
number one success factor in attracting 
tourists,” he states, adding that a carefully 
curated balance of authenticity and variety in 
food offerings can cater to both mass tourists 
and more adventurous travellers. However, he 
cautions that the import of more international 
food options can lead to greater economic 
leakages: “We want a medley of food and 
beverage experiences, but the bulk of the 
revenue must stay in Vietnam.”

Challenges persist in pursuing high-value 
tourism, particularly the lack of qualified human 
resources in the sector. “Vietnam has excellent 
potential—natural and cultural resources are 
abundant—but we’re producing only half of the 
qualified professionals needed annually to meet 
demand,” Dr. Ribeiro explains. This shortage 
impacts service quality and consistency, which 
are vital to high-value tourism and robust revisit 
rates. “Unless we qualify our human resources, 
we’ll keep struggling with inconsistent service 
quality and low revisitation rates,” he asserts.
Ultimately, Dr. Ribeiro remains optimistic 
about Vietnam’s ability to capture the high-
value tourism market, especially with the right 
marketing strategies and investment in training 
for hospitality human resources. Drawing 
lessons from neighbouring countries, he 
concludes, “We need to look at Japan, Korea, 
and Thailand, where tourists experience high-
quality, authentic offerings with consistent 
service—whether at a homestay or a luxury 
resort. They managed to do so because they 
invested heavily in the training, education, and 
qualification of their tourism and hospitality 
human resources. That’s the kind of approach 
that will position Vietnam as a premium 
tourism destination.”

CASE STUDY:  
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Dr. Chatrchai Tuongratanaphan, Vice President 
of the Thai Retailers Association (TRA), is 
championing critical policy reforms to bolster 
Thailand’s tourism and retail sectors. The TRA 
is an organisation that represents and supports 
retail businesses in Thailand, by actively 
advocating for key regulatory changes to 
promote the retail industry.

With tourist numbers rebounding to near pre-
pandemic levels, Dr. Chatrchai highlights a 
pressing issue: while visitor volumes are high, 
spending levels are not meeting expectations. 
“The influx of tourists is promising, but their 
spending habits have not yet returned to 
pre-pandemic levels. The shopping and 
purchasing behaviour, especially that of the 
Chinese, has changed in this new normal,” Dr. 
Chatrchai observes. “We need to incentivise 
tourists to spend more within Thailand.”

Thailand boasts a sophisticated retail 
landscape, featuring top-tier shopping 
destinations such as ICONSIAM and 
CentralWorld, along with a series of Michelin-
starred restaurants that contribute to its 
vibrant culinary scene. “Our premium service, 

delivered by the Thai people, is unmatched 
by other countries,” Dr. Chatrchai claims. 
This exceptional service, combined with a 
diverse array of high-quality retail and dining 
options, creates a compelling destination for 
high-value tourists.

However, the current regulatory environment 
poses challenges. Dr. Chatrchai is pushing 
for two critical policy changes: the removal 
of import duties on luxury goods and the 
lifting of the ban on mid-day alcohol sales. 

“We already have everything needed to 
deliver a premium tourist experience—world-
class shopping, unique Thai cuisine, and 
unparalleled service. What we need now is 
for the government to lift the alcohol sales 
ban and waive the duties on luxury goods to 
fully capitalise on the recovery in tourism.”

Currently, Thailand imposes import taxes on 
items such as bags, watches, jewellery, shoes 
and leather accessories at 30%, while other 
countries in Asia such as China have recently 
implemented customs duties reductions on 
similar items. Dr. Chatrchai argues that this 
has deterred high-spending tourists from 
making larger purchases. “Waiving these 
duties would encourage greater spending 
among tourists,” he asserts. Additionally, the 
ban on retail alcohol sales between 2pm and 
5pm limits tourists’ flexibility and detracts 
from the overall travel experience.

As tourists return in large numbers, Dr. 
Chatrchai believes that these regulatory 
adjustments are crucial to enhancing 
Thailand’s appeal and maximising economic 
benefits. With the right policy changes, 
Thailand can further solidify its position as a 
premium destination for high-value travellers.

CASE STUDY:  
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“The mass tourism boom just before the 
pandemic served as a wake-up call for the 
government and the hospitality industry to 
make tourism more sustainable and premium,” 
says Hathai Techakitteranun, a former journalist 
now working in corporate affairs at Minor 
International, a hospitality group based in 
Thailand. Speaking on behalf of the Thai Hotels 
Association (THA), of which Minor International 
is a key member, Hathai emphasised the pivotal 
role of premium experiences in promoting high-
value tourism in Thailand.

Despite the unprecedented challenges faced 
by the tourism industry during the pandemic, 
Hathai asserts that the sector has remained 
resilient. “Tourism is driving the economy in 
Thailand and fuelling its recovery,” she says. The 
THA, representing over 200 companies, has 
been at the forefront of advocating for policies 
that support this recovery, recognising the 
importance of tourism to the Thai economy.

In the wake of the pandemic, there has been an 
increased focus in Thailand, in both government 
and industry, on attracting high-value tourists. 

This shift is part of a broader initiative to make 
tourism in Thailand more sustainable and 
premium-focused. “Pre-covid, we saw a lot 
of short-term budget travellers. The natural 
environment was being increasingly damaged 
by mass tourism,” Hathai recalls. Today, there 
is a concerted effort by the public and private 
sectors to rehabilitate the country’s natural 
attractions and enhance premium offerings 
that cater to high-spending tourists. “We need 
visitors who can afford the kind of high-value 
tourism services we want to promote,” she 
adds, stressing the shift towards quality over 
quantity in tourism.

Hathai identifies a customised and immersive 
experience to be a central theme in this 
premiumisation drive. “Premiumisation also 
means customisation and personalisation,” 
Hathai notes, with hotels increasingly tailoring 
their services to meet the unique needs of 
their guests—from spa services and wellness 
retreats to organised tours that connect 
tourists with local culture and communities. 
This also includes promoting the Thai cuisine 
as a key element of the premium experience. 

“Food plays a huge part in premium hospitality 
in Thailand. You can’t beat the authenticity 
of food here, and that’s a premium offering 
compared to Thai food in restaurants 
elsewhere,” she asserts, highlighting how hotels 
are integrating culinary experiences to enhance 
the premium experience for tourists.

The target audience for these premium offerings 
includes high-spending MICE¹ travellers, 

“bleisure” tourists (those who blend business 
and leisure trips), and families. “The government 
has been trying to market the industry towards 
being more family- and business traveller-
friendly,” Hathai explains, adding that Thailand 
is also a top destination for digital nomads. 
The challenge, however, lies in maintaining 
this momentum amidst global economic 
uncertainties. While the luxury tourism segment 
may be less impacted by an economic downturn, 
there will likely be a slowdown in mass tourism. 
Hathai thus underscores the important role 
of high-value tourism: “The key then is to be 
more competitive, not just by offering seasonal 
discounts, but also by providing quality and 
value-for-money premium offerings.”

The Thai government has played a proactive 
and supportive role, partnering with the 
private sector to enhance the travel experience. 
Initiatives such as facilitating digital payment 
options for transport and streamlining 
immigration processes have improved the 
tourist experience in Thailand. However, Hathai 
notes that some areas still need attention, 
particularly in reforming alcohol regulations. 

“The Thai Hotels Association has been active 
in engaging with the government to lift 
regulations such as the alcohol curfew and 
restrictions on when alcohol can be sold, as 
this is seen as a challenge to attracting more 
tourism spending,” she says.

As Thailand navigates the post-pandemic 
landscape, the emphasis on premium 
experiences in the hospitality industry will 
play a crucial role in shaping the future of its 
tourism sector. By focusing on sustainability, 
customisation, and high-quality offerings, 
Thailand is well-positioned to attract a new 
wave of premium travellers, ensuring that its 
tourism industry not only recovers but thrives.

CASE STUDY:  
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“High-value tourism isn’t just about increasing 
visitor numbers—it’s about creating 
exceptional premium experiences that deeply 
engage your senses and emotions,” says Ith 
Vichit, CEO of the Cambodia Tourism Board 
(CTB). Since its inception on 10 July 2024, 
CTB has been on a mission to rejuvenate the 
country’s tourism industry, which has struggled 
with limited direct flights, limited visa free policy, 
and underwhelming marketing efforts.
Vichit, who brings extensive experience from 
both the government and private sectors, 
believes Cambodia’s tourism industry has 
significant growth potential. “The tourism 
sector is currently operating at just 15-20% 
of its potential. With the right strategies and 
successful implementation, we can elevate this 
to 50%,” he asserts. CTB seeks to focus more 
on high-value tourism, shifting from a volume-
driven approach to one that also develops 
premium experiences to encourage higher 
spending and longer stays while trying to find 
ways to flatten the seasonality curve.

With Cambodia’s reputation as a low-cost 
destination and its limited high-end offerings, 
there is plenty of work to do if it is to take the 
opportunity for growth in premium tourism. 

“We need to enhance our product and service 
offerings to attract luxury travellers and develop 
high-value tourism,” Vichit explains. “Only by 
building better attractions can we draw more 
high-end hotel brands to Cambodia.”

To capture the high-value tourism market, 
Cambodia must diversify its offerings beyond 
the iconic Angkor Wat. “We can’t rely solely 
on Angkor Wat,” Vichit notes. “We must also 
promote our islands, beaches, agri-tourism, and 
our cuisine.” Gastronomy plays a crucial role 
in this vision. “Food is a vital part of the travel 
experience; it connects visitors with the local 
culture. Khmer cuisine, with its rich flavours, is 
central to the offering, but we also need to offer 
a variety of food options to cater to diverse 
tastes,” he adds. This approach not only appeals 
to adventurous eaters but also accommodates 
those seeking familiar international flavours.

Promoting authentic cultural experiences is 
also a top priority. Vichit envisions a cultural 
renaissance that showcases Cambodia’s unique 
identity and hospitality. “We aim to enhance our 
city centers and tourist spots while preserving 
and celebrating Cambodia’s cultural heritage,” he 
says. “We want tourists to feel truly immersed in 
an environment that is distinctly Cambodian.”

Sustainability and marketing are the other 
fundamental aspects of the tourism strategy. 

“Today’s travellers are increasingly concerned 
about climate change and environmental 
impact. Our growth must be sustainable,” Vichit 
emphasises. He views tourism as a development, a 
preservation, and a creativity challenge. “Managing 
the impact of tourism is important, and we must 
be creative to stand out. If we don’t innovate, 
we won’t get noticed,” he explains. For Vichit,  
effective promotion through influencers and 
compelling storytelling will be essential—“we need 
to generate excitement about Cambodia through 
targeted marketing and engaging content.”

As Cambodia embarks on this transformative 
journey, its rich cultural heritage and emerging 
high-value experiences could redefine its 
position on the Southeast Asian travel map. 
CTB is leading this charge, working closely 
with stakeholders across the tourism sector to 
advocate for supportive policies and create an 
environment where tourism businesses can thrive.

CASE STUDY:  
ITH VICHIT, CEO, CAMBODIA 
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Ramon identifies “zero-based travel packages”  
that grew popular in recent years as an important 
driver of overtourism. These low-margin, mass 
market package offerings can not only risk 
environmental damage to destinations, but also 
undermine the authenticity of tourist experiences. 

“Zero-based travel packages are sold at cost,” 
Ramon notes. “This incentivises tour operators 
to prioritise retail activities that give them 
commissions over genuine local experiences, thus 
compromising the quality of travel.”

The TPB’s focus is now on offering premium 
experiences that resonate with visitor 
preferences. “A premium experience includes 
the complete package, from having the best 
properties and premium resorts to providing 
top-notch services at those properties,”  
Ramon says. Food and beverage (F&B) offerings 
are integral to this premium package. “The 
quality of F&B is a key component of providing 
a high-value experience for tourists. It should 
include authentic and high-quality culinary 
delights, coupled with exceptional service,” 
Carmela highlights.

International cuisines are incorporated in the 
F&B offering to attract visitors while gradually 
integrating authentic Filipino flavours. Notable 
examples include San Miguel Beer, a beloved 
local lager, and Ube Cream Liqueur, crafted 
from the native ube root, both of which offer 
a unique Filipino twist on familiar beverage 
options. “Culinary experiences serve as an 
introduction to the country’s culture and 
heritage, even before a consumer has travelled 
to a destination,” Carmela adds.

The Philippines is poised to capitalise on the 
premiumisation trend, leveraging its rich culture, 
exquisite cuisine, and natural attractions to 
appeal to high value overseas tourists. The TPB’s 
objective is clear – they not only intend to attract 
visitors, but to enrich their experiences, ensuring 
that they leave with lasting memories and an 
appreciation for what the Philippines has to offer.

CASE STUDY: MS CARMELA 
FEBRIO AND MR RAMON JULIAN 
DE VEYRA, TOURISM 
PROMOTIONS BOARD PHILIPPINES

“High-value tourism is not just about staying in a 
luxury resort or eating at a fine dining restaurant, 
it’s also about authenticity and providing tourists 
an experience they cannot find anywhere 
else,” according to Carmela Febrio, Acting 
Head of the Americas Division at the Philippines 
Tourism Promotion Board (TPB). Alongside her 
colleague, Ramon De Veyra, Acting Head of the 
Europe, Africa, Middle East, and India Division, 
Carmela drives the TPB’s mission to position the 
Philippines as a premier tourism destination.

The Philippines’ tourism sector is steadily 
recovering, with arrivals from January to August 
2024 reaching 65% of pre-pandemic levels. 
However, aside from tourist arrivals, the TPB is 
also placing an equal importance on enhancing 
tourism receipts, looking at luxury or high-
end travellers seeking premium and authentic 
experiences. “We also want to ensure that tourists 
get what they have paid for, and that is all about 
the quality of service, premium accommodations, 
and high-value experiences,” Carmela states.

Even before the pandemic hit, the Philippine 
authorities were reminded of the importance 
of sustainable tourism, as they were forced to 
close the island of Boracay to all visitors in 2018. 

“Overtourism was a key reason that Boracay 
was closed down for six months, to clean up 
the island,” Ramon explains. This experience 
underscored the need for the TPB to promote a 
different kind of higher value tourism.
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Oxford Economics was founded in 1981 as a 
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business college to provide economic 
forecasting and modelling to UK companies 
and financial institutions expanding abroad. 
Since then, we have become one of the world’s 
foremost independent global advisory firms, 
providing reports, forecasts and analytical 
tools on more than 200 countries, 100 
industries, and 8,000 cities and regions.  
Our best-in-class global economic and 
industry models and analytical tools give us an 
unparalleled ability to forecast external market 
trends and assess their economic, social and 
business impact.

Headquartered in Oxford, England, with 
regional centres in New York, London, 
Frankfurt, and Singapore, Oxford Economics 
has offices across the globe in Belfast, Boston, 
Cape Town, Chicago, Dubai, Dublin, Hong 
Kong, Los Angeles, Mexico City, Milan, Paris, 
Philadelphia, Stockholm, Sydney, Tokyo, and 
Toronto. We employ 450 staff, including more 
than 300 professional economists, industry 
experts, and business editors—one of the 
largest teams of macroeconomists  
and thought leadership specialists. Our  
global team is highly skilled in a full range of 
research techniques and thought leadership 
capabilities from econometric modelling, 
scenario framing, and economic impact 
analysis to market surveys, case studies,  
expert panels, and web analytics.
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