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Travel Neutral Collective is a Vietnam DMC based in Hội An. We design bespoke 
itineraries for boutique operators, travel advisors and experience designers who want 
Vietnam built from the ground up. Not assembled from a regional template. 

Our team has been operating in-country for decades, across programs ranging from 
single FIT experiences to fully designed group products for international operators. The 
observations in this report come from that vantage point: not market research, but 
sustained ground-level attention to how Vietnam is changing and what that means for the 
programs being sold into it. 

 

— Travel Neutral Collective, Việt Nam, 2026 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Vietnam is changing. Not just economically or visually. In register. 

The version of Vietnam that many travel products were built on over the last fifteen 
years — war history, “authentic” villages, overnight cruises, checklist highlights — is 
out of step with a country that is more contemporary, more confident and more 
culturally complex than most itineraries suggest. 

At the same time, the traveler has changed. Many experienced travelers have moved 
past collecting destinations. They want texture, atmosphere, and the kind of human 
encounter that doesn’t feel arranged. For operators willing to move beyond the 
standard Southeast Asia template, there’s real opportunity. For those who aren’t 
paying attention, there’s a real problem. 
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These are observations from the ground, written for product managers, travel 
designers and operators thinking about what Vietnam travel looks like from here. 

OBSERVATION 

01  THE WORD “AUTHENTIC” HAS RUN OUT OF ROAD 

Somewhere in the last decade, “authentic” became the default adjective for every 
Vietnam experience on the market. Cooking classes are authentic. Coffee tours are 
authentic. Lantern workshops are authentic. Villages are authentic. The word got 
applied to everything until it meant nothing. 

The problem was never authenticity itself. The problem is performance — 
experiences designed primarily for tourism consumption dressed up as exchange. 
Experienced travelers can detect this. When they do, the memory evaporates. 

What they actually respond to is harder to manufacture: ordinary daily life observed 
without a script, people with real stories who aren’t performing them. Vietnam is often 
most memorable when it feels least arranged. That remains true. The word used to 
describe it no longer does any work. 

OBSERVATION 

02  THE COUNTRY HAS MOVED ON. SOME ITINERARIES HAVEN’T. 

Many Vietnam itineraries still position the country primarily through war history, 
heritage sites, rural imagery and traditional culture. These remain important. But that 
framing is out of step with what many travelers actually find compelling. 

Contemporary Vietnamese culture — art, architecture, the food evolution, 
independent cafés, creative communities, fashion, urban entrepreneurship — is what 
younger premium travelers are looking for. Vietnam is no longer only a historical 
destination. Particularly in Sài Gòn, Da Nang, Hà Nội and parts of Hội An, the energy 
is as much about what’s being built now as what was preserved. 

Experiences built around contemporary Vietnam tend to create stronger memories 
than sightseeing-heavy programmes. For operators still defaulting to the heritage 
script, that’s worth examining honestly. 

OBSERVATION 

03  TRAVELERS WANT LESS VIETNAM, EXPERIENCED MORE DEEPLY 

The classic eight-day sprint — Hà Nội, Hạ Long, Hội An, Hồ Chí Minh City — still 
sells. But many travelers who do it come home feeling they consumed Vietnam 
rather than experienced it. 
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The shift is toward longer stays, fewer destinations, more deliberate pacing. Train 
journeys. Unscheduled time. Food-led mornings. Repeat visits to the same place 
over multiple trips. The most consistent thing experienced Vietnam travelers say is 
that what they remember most vividly isn’t the major attractions. It’s a conversation, a 
café, a train window, a slow morning they hadn’t planned for. 

Pacing matters as much as logistics. An itinerary that gives people room to actually 
be somewhere, rather than just move through it, is what separates good operators 
from mediocre ones. 

OBSERVATION 

04  SOME EXPERIENCES HAVE BECOME FURNITURE 

A number of Vietnam experiences have been standardized to the point of invisibility. 
Lantern-making workshops. Generic basket boat rides. Heavily scripted cooking 
classes with identical mise en place. Hạ Long Bay cruise routes running the same 
programme for a decade. Village visits structured around photography rather than 
interaction. Staged ethnic minority performances. 

None of this is inherently wrong. The problem is when an experience stops feeling 
human. Travelers with any mileage can tell the difference between a moment and a 
production. 

Hạ Long Bay is the clearest case: the bay is extraordinary, the overcrowding and 
environmental pressure are both real, and the experience diverges dramatically 
depending on vessel and route. Many operators are still selling it as though these 
distinctions don’t exist. 

OBSERVATION 

05  INTIMACY IS THE NEW LUXURY MARKER 

Many premium travelers have quietly shifted what they mean by luxury. Thread 
counts and lobby aesthetics still matter, but they’re rarely what people describe when 
they come home. What they remember is a breakfast conversation with someone 
who actually knew the place, a café nobody told them about, a family meal that 
wasn’t on the itinerary, an artist’s studio visit that ran two hours longer than planned. 

Calm, intimacy, access, atmosphere — these are what mark a trip as extraordinary. 

Vietnam’s luxury travel market reached USD 9.5 billion in 2025 and is projected to 
nearly double by 2034. The operators winning in that space are less those with the 
best hotel contracts and more those who can deliver experiences that don’t feel 
replicable. The most successful Vietnam itineraries balance material comfort with 
depth of access. The second part is harder, and more valuable. 
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OBSERVATION 

06  DA NANG DESERVES A LONGER LOOK 

Da Nang has historically been positioned as a transit point, a beach option, or a 
gateway to Hội An. That undersells it. 

The city has moved quickly — a third-wave coffee scene with international attention, 
a young creative community, a food scene with real regional character, design-led 
social spaces, and a form of contemporary urban Vietnam that hasn’t been shaped 
by tourism the way the central heritage towns have. For repeat Southeast Asia 
travelers looking for somewhere that feels less processed, it delivers. Most itineraries 
still treat it as a layover. 

It’s a city we’ve been paying close attention to, and where we’re directing more 
programs for operators who want something outside the well-worn central circuit. 

OBSERVATION 

07  FOOD IS THE REAL CULTURAL ENTRY POINT 

Food has become the most reliable entry point into Vietnam. Not street food tours in 
the conventional sense, but something harder to package. 

The more meaningful engagement happens around conversation: regional identity, 
family recipes, coffee ritual, changing urban food habits, generational stories about 
how things used to be made. Travelers use food to understand Vietnam socially and 
culturally, not just gastronomically. The strongest food experiences tend to be the 
least theatrical — a meal that happens because someone trusted you enough to 
cook it, rather than because it was designed for a group of twenty. 

Vietnam’s food culture has the depth to sustain this kind of access. Few operators 
are using it well. 

OBSERVATION 

08  TRAVELERS REMEMBER PEOPLE 

Travelers come home remembering people rather than places. That’s the consistent 
observation. 

The conversation with a guide that went somewhere unexpected. The artist 
encountered through a contact. The café owner who explained something. The family 
who invited a small group to observe something ordinary. 

Vietnam handles this well. The density of interesting people across every region is 
real, and the culture tends toward warmth with visitors who approach it with genuine 
curiosity. But these moments can’t be manufactured. The role of good travel design 
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is not to programme every hour but to create the conditions in which human 
connection can actually happen. That requires restraint, trust in guides, and a 
willingness to leave space in an itinerary. In practice, that’s much of what we spend 
our time on. 

OBSERVATION 

09  SUSTAINABILITY: SPECIFICITY NOW REQUIRED 

Many operators use sustainability language. Travelers have started asking more 
specific questions. Not “are you sustainable?” but: who benefits economically from 
this? Where does the money actually go? Who owns the experience? Is this 
community involved, or decoratively adjacent? 

These aren’t hostile questions. They’re what values-led travelers do as a matter of 
course. Operators who can answer them honestly and with specificity will stand 
apart. Those still operating on vague claims about “supporting local communities” will 
find the gap between language and substance has become legible. 

We answer these questions directly with every partner we work with. We can point to 
where money goes, who owns the businesses in our programs, and what the 
community relationships look like in practice. That specificity isn’t a marketing claim 
— it’s how we keep ourselves honest. 

CONCLUSION 

10  THE ACTUAL OPPORTUNITY 

Vietnam welcomed 17.6 million international visitors in 2025. Demand isn’t the 
question. The question is what kind of Vietnam product has staying power. 

More sightseeing is not the opportunity. Deeper travel is. Slower pacing. 
Contemporary cultural access. Stronger local voices. More human-scale 
experiences. 

The traveler most operators are competing for is not looking for Vietnam as a 
checklist. They are looking for Vietnam as a feeling. 

The operators who understand this, and build product accordingly, are the ones 
worth working with. 

 

 

Travel Neutral works with a small number of international operators and travel 
advisors each year. We’re not a volume business. The programs we build are 
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designed for travelers who read slowly, ask good questions, and remember the 
people they met rather than the attractions they visited. 

 

If you’re rethinking your Vietnam product — what to keep, what to retire, what might 
be possible — we’re worth a conversation. 

 

 
 

www.travelneutral.travel  ·  +84 868  866 300 


