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This study aims to assess the current state of tourism
product development in Thu Duc City and propose strategic
solutions for its sustainable growth and development. Despite the
city’s rich cultural heritage and urban dynamism, there remains a
paucity of research on tailored tourism products that leverage its
unique assets. A qualitative research design was employed,
combining in-depth interviews with ten local tourism experts and
key stakeholders, document analysis of municipal development
plans, and descriptive statistics. Importance-Performance Analysis
(IPA) was employed to evaluate stakeholder perceptions of seven
potential tourism product categories, while thematic coding
revealed emerging patterns and challenges.

Findings reveal seven promising product types: urban
heritage trails, eco-leisure parks, gastronomic circuits, creative art
spaces, riverfront promenades, innovative tourism services, and
community homestays. However, development is hindered by
uneven investment, weak inter-agency coordination, and limited
professional management. Rapid urbanization exerts both positive
and negative pressures, including infrastructure upgrades and the
loss of local identity, as well as strain on resources. Thu Duc City
has considerable potential to diversify its tourism offerings, but it
requires a clear strategic framework. The study recommends
strengthening public-private partnerships, investing in capacity-
building for local operators, and developing innovative products
that strike a balance between modernization and cultural
preservation. Theoretically, these insights enrich urban tourism
literature by illustrating the dynamics of product development in
emerging city contexts; practically, they guide policymakers
toward targeted intervention and sustainable growth.

1. Introduction

Tourism is a complex, interdisciplinary, and interregional economic sector that often

transcends administrative

boundaries. In the context of rapid globalization and digital

transformation, international competition in tourism is on the rise. In Ho Chi Minh City

(HCMCQC), tourism has long

served as a pillar industry, contributing significantly to the national

economy. According to the General Statistics Office (2023), the service sector, including
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tourism, accounted for 53.34% of the country’s GDP growth. Within this framework, HCMC’s
tourism sector alone contributed 10 - 12% of the city’s GRDP (Ho Chi Minh City Portal, 2020),
underscoring its strategic importance.

In recent years, the city’s eastern cluster, particularly Thu Duc City, has been
increasingly recognized for its potential to foster new tourism forms in line with broader visions
of industrial modernization and innovation. Thu Duc, with its blend of natural landscapes,
cultural heritage, and knowledge-based infrastructure, exemplifies a high-potential zone for
tourism development. However, strategic plans such as Resolution No. 08-NQ/TW (Central
Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 2017) and HCMC’s general tourism strategy
remain primarily macro in focus and fail to analyze or offer tailored solutions for specific areas
within the city, particularly overlooking the emerging needs and untapped potential of urban
sub-centers like Thu Duc.

Although Thu Duc is a newly formed administrative entity, it has a long-standing
historical and cultural identity shaped by various stages of urban development. The city has
retained distinctive local traditions and cultural resources that could be transformed into branded
tourism products. In the post-Covid-19 era, revitalizing local tourism requires a shift toward
localized, sustainable, and identity-driven tourism strategies - especially in areas like Thu Duc,
where both natural and intellectual resources are abundant.

Although tourism contributes substantially to Ho Chi Minh City’s GDP and Thu Duc has
been identified as a zone of considerable potential, current macro-level strategies for HCMC lack
focused analysis and targeted proposals for high-potential areas such as Thu Duc. This study,
therefore, seeks to address that gap by providing a detailed assessment of Thu Duc’s existing
tourism resources and proposing context-specific tourism product development strategies.

This research aims to (1) assess the current tourism resources and products of Thu Duc
City and (2) propose strategic, sustainable directions for its tourism-product development in
alignment with its urban identity and long-term economic vision.

2. Theoretical background
2.1. Introduce foundational theories

Tourism product development in urban contexts is best understood through the lens of
three foundational theoretical frameworks: Destination Positioning Theory, Product Life Cycle
Theory, and the Sustainable Tourism Development Framework. These theories offer crucial
guidance for identifying, designing, and evaluating tourism products, particularly in emerging
urban areas undergoing rapid transformation.

Destination Positioning Theory emphasizes the strategic construction of a city’s identity
within the competitive tourism market. It asserts that destinations must define and communicate
their Unique Selling Propositions (USPs) to appeal to targeted tourist segments (Pike, 2009).
This theory is particularly pertinent to newly established or transitioning cities like Thu Duc,
where tourism remains an underdeveloped sector despite the presence of diverse resources.
Applying this framework enables planners and policymakers to conceptualize tourism products
not only as economic commodities but also as tools for identity building.

Additionally, Product Life-Cycle Theory provides a temporal perspective, suggesting
that tourism products evolve through stages of introduction, growth, maturity, and potential
decline (Butler, 1980). In the case of Thu Duc, a new administrative unit formed from the merger
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of Districts 2, 9, and Thu Duc District, has its tourism development still in the early
‘introduction’ phase. Recognizing this allows for proactive design and strategic innovation
before saturation occurs, ensuring that tourism growth aligns with the city’s broader goals of
creativity, technology, and sustainability.

Ultimately, the Sustainable Tourism Development Framework establishes a normative
foundation, asserting that tourism must strike a balance between economic benefits,
environmental protection, and cultural preservation (Sharpley, 2000). In rapidly developing
urban districts, where ecological vulnerability and heritage sites may be overlooked due to
development pressures, sustainability becomes a crucial filter for evaluating product suitability
and long-term value. For Thu Duc, a home to both high-tech zones and culturally significant
landscapes, this framework ensures that tourism products are not only economically viable but
also socially responsible and environmentally sound.

Together, these theories offer a comprehensive foundation for understanding how
tourism products can be developed to serve both strategic city branding and sustainable urban
development. Their application in this study helps contextualize Thu Duc’s tourism planning
challenges within broader academic and practical frameworks, while also framing the city as a
case of emerging urban tourism innovation.

2.2. Literature review

In recent years, the development of tourism products in newly urbanized or transition city
centers has become a growing focus of scholarly attention. Studies of rapidly developing urban
regions - such as Shenzhen (Zhang et al., 2022), Seoul (Suh et al., 2004), and Districts 2 and 9 in
Ho Chi Minh City (Downes et al., 2024) - have demonstrated the critical role of strategic
investment, place branding, and the construction of infrastructure in developing competitive urban
destinations. These initiatives highlight the importance of collaborative governance and strategic
investment in promoting tourism planning, particularly in mixed-use or high-tech communities.

However, these top-down projects are frequently decried because of their lack of
attention to cultural legitimacy and low level of community involvement. In District 2, for
instance, although urban regeneration plans rapidly transformed the landscape, they failed to
include end-to-end local identity maintenance strategies or residents’ engagement in product
innovation (Downes et al., 2024). Similarly, when studying Shenzhen’s smart tourism policy,
although technological innovation was a definite advantage, researchers have grumbled about
homogenization and detachment from heritage values (Zhang et al., 2022).

There is a second set of studies focusing on product diversification, such as linking
tourism with local strengths like education, ecology, or industry. Deshmukh (2021) examined
how District 9, with its numerous universities and research centers, has the potential for
academic tourism but noted that there is no integrated service ecosystem in place to facilitate it.
Similarly, industrial tourism initiatives from Korea and Singapore emphasize the importance of
storytelling and guest experience planning, rather than simply making sites available to the
public (Davidson & Cope, 2003; Suh et al., 2014).

In addition, sustainability and stakeholder cooperation are emphasized in global tourism
discourse but are underemphasized in Vietnamese city planning. For example, Singapore’s
Urban Redevelopment Authority and tourism board collaborate in co-designing visions for
tourism, aligning them with zoning schemes to ensure long-term coherence (Sharpley, 2000). In
contrast, Ho Chi Minh City employs overlapping departmental mandates, which create



94 Vo T. N. Thuy, Le C. Vi. HCMCOUJS-Economics and Business Administration, 16(5), 91-107

fragmented efforts and implementation loopholes (Deshmukh, 2021). More cross-sectoral and
inclusive models are needed to guide product development within emerging districts.

Despite these contributions, however, some critical gaps in the research remain. Perhaps
most importantly, studies tend towards macro-level analysis, neglecting intra-city heterogeneity
and the tourism potential of single administrative subunits. Although it is frequently studied at
the level of the whole city, qualitative, place-sensitive research on tourism product development
in newly formed units, such as Thu Duc City - a city cluster with distinctive geographic,
ecological, educational, and technological features - is rare.

In addition, there is a limited application of theoretical models, such as the Tourism
Product Life Cycle (Butler, 1980), Destination Positioning Theory (Pike, 2009), or Sustainable
Tourism Development Frameworks (Sharpley, 2000), to systematically assess how such product
categories evolve under conditions of rapid urban change. As a result, product innovation in
newly urbanized districts often remains reactive rather than strategic.

This study responds to these gaps by providing a theory-informed, category-specific, and
context-sensitive analysis of tourism product development in Thu Duc City. By grounding its
framework in established tourism theories and incorporating insights from recent Vietnamese
and international cases, it aims to propose development strategies that are both locally relevant
and globally applicable.

2.3. Product types

A tourist product consists of three fundamental components: tourist resources, tourist
infrastructure, and technical facilities, as well as services, labor, and tourism management
(United Nations World Tourism Organization [UNWTOQ], 2011). According to Coltman (1989),
a tourism product is a combination of both tangible and intangible factors, which are
heterogeneous. McKercher’s (2016) research indicates that a tourism product serves as a
promotional tool, aiming to highlight specific qualities that should be promoted and nurtured in
a particular place. A tourism product is therefore an accumulation product comprised of physical
and intangible attributes to meet visitors’ needs (Pham, 2015).

A tourism product is a blend of tangible and intangible elements designed to provide an
immersive experience for visitors. Middleton and Clarke (2001, p. 482) define a tourism product
as “a composite offering including accommodation, transport, attractions, recreational activities,
and emotional components.” As Kaotler et al. (2017) note, tourism products must evolve to meet
the increasingly diverse demands of market segments ranging from leisure and adventure to
educational, spiritual, ecological, and MICE tourism.

Moreover, the selection of seven tourism product categories in this study - namely
waterway tourism, Ecotourism, Green Tourism, Agricultural Tourism, cultural-spiritual
tourism, culinary and shopping tourism, MICE tourism, industrial/high-tech tourism, and
educational tourism - is grounded in both theoretical foundations and empirical evidence drawn
from recent studies on urban tourism in emerging and innovation-driven cities.

Thu Duc is uniquely positioned at the convergence of three former districts (2, 9, and
Thu Duc), each of which contributes distinctive assets: District 2 was known for urban
riverscapes and cultural landmarks, supporting waterway and heritage tourism. District 9 housed
Vietnam National University-HCMC and high-tech parks, forming the foundation for
educational and industrial tourism. Additionally, the original Thu Duc District retained
traditional culinary legacies, pagodas, and markets, facilitating culinary and spiritual tourism.
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This structural diversity lends itself to a mixed-product approach, in line with the framework of
urban tourism clusters proposed by Maitland and Newman (2014) and validated in studies of
intra-city tourism development (Bianchi, 2018; Hall & Page, 2017).

2.3.1. Waterway tourism

Waterway tourism is a product type that leverages aquatic resources for scenic,
ecological, and transport purposes (Hall & Page, 2014). In urban areas with dense river
networks, such as Ho Chi Minh City, inland waterway tourism enhances connectivity and
provides unique urban-ecological experiences (Duong, 2021). However, challenges such as
water pollution, riverbank encroachment, and climate change negatively affect the development
of this type of tourism (Pham et al., 2023).

2.3.2. Ecotourism - Green tourism - Agricultural tourism

Ecotourism and agritourism are grounded in principles of sustainability, environmental
protection, and community involvement (Honey, 2008). According to Lane and Kastenholz (2015),
agritourism emphasizes interaction, education, and immersion rather than mere observation. In an
eco-urban context like Thu Duc, agricultural tourism integrated with high-tech farming presents
opportunities to align with trends in green tourism and smart cities (Le et al., 2020).

2.3.3. Cultural - Spiritual tourism

Cultural and spiritual tourism involves the exploration of heritage, traditions, and belief
systems (Timothy & Boyd, 2003). Sacred sites, temples, and historical rituals form the
foundation for cultural and spiritual tourism offerings. For Thu Duc City, this tourism form can
promote cultural values and identity while supporting local economies (Thanh Hoa et al., 2024).
However, it is essential to preserve authenticity and avoid over-commercialization.

2.3.4. Culinary and shopping tourism

According to Okumus et al. (2007), gastronomy is not merely a supporting element but
a vital part of destination branding. Preserving and promoting traditional crafts and dishes (e.g.,
Thu Duc’s nem rolls) enhances cultural identity and creates tourism value (United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2003). Shopping is also a
significant component of urban tourist spending behavior (Jansen-Verbeke, 1991).

2.3.5. MICE tourism

MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, Exhibitions) tourism is a hybrid form that
integrates business and leisure, often flourishing in economic and financial hubs (Davidson &
Cope, 2003). With its vision to become a center of finance and technology, Thu Duc City has
strong potential to develop MICE tourism through infrastructure investment and international
event attraction (Nguyen et al., 2023).

2.3.6. Industrial - High-tech tourism

This type of tourism utilizes industrial parks, factories, and manufacturing sites as
educational and experiential destinations (Suh et al., 2014). In developed countries, industrial
tourism plays a significant role in corporate communication and regional branding (Bussard,
2018). Though relatively new in Vietnam, it holds considerable promise in innovation zones
like Thu Duc’s high-tech park.
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2.3.7. Educational tourism

Educational tourism combines travel with academic or intellectual activities, often found
in university towns and research hubs (Ritchie, 2003). The presence of Vietnam National
University-HCMC provides a foundation for academic tourism development, including cultural
exchange programs and thematic short-term courses (Mai et al., 2024).

3. Methodology

This study adopts a constructivist-interpretivist stance, acknowledging that interpretations
of tourism product development are context-dependent, socially constructed, and best understood
through the lived experiences and meanings of local stakeholders. This is particularly apt in Thu
Duc City, a rapidly changing, recently urbanized setting where tourism development policies are
in the process of being developed within complex institutional frameworks. To explore these
dynamics, a qualitative, expert-based research design was employed, involving semi-structured
interviews and document analysis to reveal both practitioners’ experiential knowledge and the
policy context within which tourism planning occurs.

The application of the expert-interview approach was driven by its potential for yielding
rich, context-rich data. As Patton (2015) indicates, expert interviews are well-suited for
exploratory research calls that require specialist expertise, especially in novel policy areas. A
purposeful sample of 12 experts was selected, consisting of senior officials from Thu Duc and
Ho Chi Minh City’s Departments of Culture, Sports and Tourism, Urban Planning, and
Investment, as well as directors of tour operators and tourism scholars with experience in urban
tourism and local resources planning (as shown in Appendix A - online version). Thematic
saturation was reached after ten interviews; two further interviews provided positive assurance
that no new themes emerged, thereby affirming the adequacy of the sample size.

All interviews were 45 to 60 minutes long and conducted in person or remotely through
video conferencing. An interview guide guided the discussions on major themes, including
evaluations of local tourism resources, obstacles to development, coordination among
stakeholders, and alignment with existing policies. Simultaneously, official reports such as
strategic plans, municipal resolutions, and national policies related to tourism, most notably
Resolution No. 08-NQ/TW (Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 2017),
which assigns a central economic role to tourism, were scrutinized by the research.

These reports were selected for their institutional relevance, newness, and recency.
Thematic content analysis was employed to analyze the data, starting with familiarization
through repeated readings of transcripts and policy documents. Open coding was applied to
identify salient segments, which were then organized into thematic categories of tourism assets,
institutional dynamics, and strategic development opportunities. Final themes were developed
through ongoing discussion within the research team. As a complement to qualitative analysis,
the research also employed the Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) method. Experts were
asked to assess seven proposed types of tourism products across two dimensions: perceived
importance and current performance. They were mapped onto a two-dimensional matrix to allow
for prioritization of directions for future policy and investment focus.

4. Findings
4.1. Diverse tourism resources

Thu Duc City is richly endowed with various tourism resources ranging from rivers,
spiritual sites, and historical sites to hi-tech zones and college campuses. According to municipal
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records, 64 tourism resources have been identified (Ho Chi Minh City Department of Tourism,
2022), among which cultural resources - namely, revolutionary sites and traditional crafts - are
the most prevalent. Experts highlighted the unique combination of urban innovation and rural
charm: “Thu Duc is probably the only place in Ho Chi Minh City where you can go from a smart
city showroom to a lotus pond within 15 minutes”. (P1)

However, the majority of these resources are spatially dispersed and lack unified
development plans. As a tourism consultant noted: “We have great ingredients, but no recipe. It’s all
disconnected: the museums, the river, the religious sites - they’re not telling a coherent story.” (P3)

4.2. Infrastructure & management challenges

The research found that, despite Thu Duc’s goal of being an innovation and service
center, tourism-related infrastructure lags.

Figure 1
Importance - Performance Analysis (IPA) of Tourism Product Types in Thu Duc City

Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) of Tourism Product Types in Thu Duc City
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IPA research shows that Waterway, MICE, and Cultural-Spiritual tourism were the most
important, but they are still far behind in actuality. For instance, river tourism is marred by
pollution, encroachment, and the lack of docking facilities. “We have untapped waterway
potential, but without synchronized docking stations and water-quality controls, it’s hard to
build a reliable product”. (P2)

MICE tourism was also viewed as a strategic opportunity; however, it is hindered by a
lack of hotels, event venues, and transportation connections (Nguyen et al., 2023). Similarly,
industrial tourism is constrained by the absence of visitor centers or public-private initiatives to
organize factory tours as experiences (Montenegro et al., 2022).

These performance gaps are attributed to a lack of effective tourism governance
mechanisms and inadequate interdepartmental coordination. While many zones (e.g., Tam Da,
Thu Thiem, Saigon Hi-Tech Park) have overlapping tourism potential, no overall policy
integrates urban planning with the growth of tourism.
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4.3. Priority product categories

Seven tourism product types were identified through document analysis, expert
interviews, and benchmarking against best practices in comparable cities (e.g., Shenzhen,
Songdo). These include:

4.3.1. Waterway tourism products

Thu Duc City boasts over 80 kilometers of riverbank along the Saigon and Dong Nai
rivers, an invaluable ecological and spatial asset with the potential to support waterway tourism,
transport connectivity, and commercial development (Ho Chi Minh City Department of Planning
and Architecture, 2019). This riverine system provides not only scenic value but also ecological
functions critical to sustainable urban planning. However, increasing urbanization, illegal
encroachments, concretization of riverbanks, pollution, erosion, and flooding have significantly
undermined the ecological and tourism value of these waterways (World Bank, 2021).

Currently, the riverside zones are dominated by residential and mixed-use urban
developments, such as Van Phuc Urban Area, Diamond Island, the 30.2-hectare resettlement
zone, Thanh My Loi residential complex, and Vinhomes Grand Park. Economic activity along
the waterfront encompasses logistics infrastructure, including one seaport, six dry ports, the
Long Binh River Port, and various cargo and passenger terminals along inland waterways
(Vietnam Inland Waterways Administration, 2021). Public transport is supported by one water
bus line with three active terminals in Thu Duc: Binh An, Hiep Binh Chanh, and Linh Dong.
Other smaller piers include Binh Hoa, Hoi Son, and VVan Phuc. Commercial activity, including
hospitality and food services, is concentrated mainly between Rach Chiec Bridge and Saigon
Bridge, with tourism-oriented areas like Long Phuoc Eco-Tourism Zone and Tam Da Ecological
Park operating independently with limited coordination.

Currently, waterway tourism offerings are limited. The key product is a Cu Chi tour by
river (Bach Dang Wharf - Saigon River - Thanh Da Canal - Saigon River - Dinh Wharf, Duoc
Wharf at Cu Chi Tunnels Historical Site), which spans 30 - 60km and features nature-based
attractions such as Trung An Fruit Village and Binh My Ecological Site (Saigontourist, 2023). In
addition, some tour operators have designed river tours to Thu Duc under themes like “The Green
City by the Saigon River,” including stops at Hung Kings Temple, Ao Dai Museum, and Buu
Long Pagoda, or the “Green City of Thu Duc” route, which passes through sites such as Binh An
Wharf, Minh Dang Quang Pagoda, Tam Da Lotus Pond, and Hoi Son Ancient Pagoda, and ends
with a sunset viewing along the Saigon River (TST Tourist, 2021). However, these initiatives
remain fragmented and lack a unified branding and infrastructure strategy (Nguyen, 2025).

Therefore, Waterway Tourism - leveraging over 80km of riverbanks with ecological and
scenic value, currently hindered by poor access and pollution (World Bank, 2021).

4.3.2. Green tourism products

Thu Duc City was established by merging District 2, District 9, and Thu Duc District.
The city’s development orientation emphasizes becoming a smart and innovative urban center
with a high quality of life. Its eco-agricultural tourism products are prominent compared to other
districts, thanks to the application of scientific technology in agriculture, which generates high-
quality produce. One notable example is a cooperative growing hydroponic vegetables in a
greenhouse spanning over 7,000 square meters in Long Truong Ward, producing between 800
kg and 01 ton of clean vegetables per day. These facilities frequently welcome domestic and
international visitors interested in clean agricultural practices (Quang Sung, 2023).
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The Tam Da and Long Phuoc areas are envisioned as hubs for ecological technology. In
the early 2000s, these areas retained a natural countryside atmosphere reminiscent of the
Mekong Delta, characterized by river landscapes and rich biodiversity, including storks and
mangrove forests. Famous gardens such as Tu De and Hong Ky attracted visitors seeking
peaceful, green environments. However, the construction of Vinhomes Grand Park and rapid
urbanization have significantly altered the area’s ecosystem (Prime Minister of Vietnam, 2025).

Tam Da Lotus Pond remains a notable ecotourism destination, particularly during the
lotus blooming season. Additionally, Thu Duc has long cultivated ornamental flowers, with
yellow apricot trees being especially prominent in wards like Linh Dong, Hiep Binh Chanh, and
Long Phuoc. The approved urban plan to transform Tam Da into an ecological technology center
aligns with the city’s development vision as an innovative and sustainable destination (Ho Chi
Minh City Department of Tourism, 2022).

Green/Eco-Agricultural Tourism - built on hydroponic farms, flower gardens, and Tam
Da Lotus Pond, but threatened by rapid urbanization (Quang Sung, 2023).

4.3.3. Cultural and spiritual tourism products

Thu Duc City is home to a diverse array of religious and spiritual heritage sites, including
143 Buddhist pagodas, 31 Catholic parishes, 18 Cao Dai oracles, and 26 other religious
organizations. Many of these sites are recognized as national or municipal cultural relics, such
as Hue Nghiem Pagoda, one of the oldest in Ho Chi Minh City, and the Memorial Temple of
the Hung Kings, located within the National History and Culture Park. These locations preserve
the traditional architectural and cultural values of Southern Vietnam and attract both local and
international visitors (Vietnam National Administration of Tourism, 2023).

Notable spiritual tourism sites in Thu Duc include Nam Thien Nhat Tru Pagoda, Hoi Son
Ancient Pagoda, Phuoc Long Pagoda, Lien Hoa Cuu Cung Temple (Cao Dai), and Phong Phu
Temple. Despite the wide distribution of these sites, tourism exploitation remains limited.
However, several travel companies, such as Saigontourist, TST Tourist, and Tour & New Aviation
Travel, have begun to include Thu Duc’s spiritual destinations in their itineraries, indicating
growing interest in this form of tourism (Ho Chi Minh City Department of Tourism, 2022).

Cultural-Spiritual Tourism - with 200+ religious institutions, including nationally
recognized heritage sites, but minimal packaging for tourists (Vietham National Administration
of Tourism, 2023).

4.3.4. Shopping and culinary tourism products

Thu Duc City holds significant potential for the development of shopping and culinary
tourism. Among its unique offerings is the traditional spring roll craft, known as nem Thu Duc,
which has been in existence since before 1975. This delicacy is renowned for its natural pink
color, chewy texture, balanced sweet-and-sour flavor, and countryside charm. Production
centers are concentrated along Kha Van Can Street in Linh Dong Ward and in the Kien Thiet
Market area of Hiep Phu Ward. Although production has declined in recent years, several
households continue to maintain traditional techniques, preserving their status as a local culinary
specialty (Hoang et al., 2024).

In addition to traditional cuisine, Thu Duc is developing into a modern consumer and
culinary destination. The city features numerous commercial complexes and dining hubs such
as Estella Place, Thiso Mall, Thao Dien area, and the Thu Thiem urban zone. These locations
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offer a mix of luxury shopping, international cuisine, and vibrant food streets, appealing to a
broad range of tourists and residents (Savills Vietham, 2024).

In conclusion, culinary & Shopping Tourism - from nem Thu Duc spring rolls to luxury
shopping at Estella Place and Thiso Mall, requiring stronger branding (Savills Vietnam, 2024).

4.3.5. MICE tourism products

MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibitions) tourism has emerged as a
strategic development direction for Thu Duc City, given its unique position as a “city within a
city” and a future financial and innovation hub. The core of this development lies in the Thu
Thiem urban area, which is envisioned to be an international financial center integrated with
world-class event and exhibition spaces (Ho Chi Minh City Department of Tourism, 2022). This
makes it a promising site for attracting regional and global MICE events.

The growing presence of high-end infrastructure, including planned convention centers,
commercial hotels, and multi-functional urban areas, also supports MICE tourism. However, as
of now, the existing facilities are still limited, and Thu Duc City must invest further in upscale
accommodations and transportation connectivity to become a competitive MICE destination
(Nguyen et al., 2023).

MICE Tourism - with strategic potential centered around Thu Thiem’s future financial
center but lacking in performance infrastructure (Ho Chi Minh City Department of Tourism, 2022).

4.3.6. Industrial and high-tech tourism products

Thu Duc City is a major industrial and technology center, home to two high-tech zones:
Saigon Hi-Tech Park and Linh Trung Export Processing Zone. These areas are home to global
corporations such as Intel, Samsung, Nidec, FPT, and MWG. This concentration of industry
offers potential for industrial tourism - an emerging niche that allows tourists to explore
production processes, technological innovations, and sustainable industrial practices
(Montenegro et al., 2022).

Despite this potential, the infrastructure to support industrial tourism remains
underdeveloped. The area lacks 03 - 05 star hotels, and hospitality services are primarily
provided by small-scale restaurants and budget accommodations. To foster high-tech tourism,
Thu Duc City needs to integrate factory visits with educational and cultural experiences, and
promote public-private partnerships to develop visitor centers and themed tours (Ho Chi Minh
City Department of Tourism, 2022).

Industrial-High-Tech Tourism - based in Linh Trung EPZ and Saigon Hi-Tech Park,
requiring institutional support for visitor engagement.

4.3.7. Educational tourism products

Educational tourism is becoming increasingly significant for Thu Duc City due to its
concentration of universities, colleges, and research centers, especially in the National
University Urban Area (Vietnam National University, HCMC). This creates opportunities for
study tours, academic exchanges, campus visits, and innovation-focused tourism (Amaro et al.,
2024). Educational tourism can cater to both domestic and international students and scholars,
enhancing the city’s image as a center of knowledge and talent.

Several educational tourism models have already been piloted, including guided tours
for high school students, internship programs for international learners, and weekend science
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discovery tours for youth. These activities align well with the city’s orientation towards
becoming a creative and intellectual hub (Vo & Chu, 2024)

Therefore, educational tourism, emerging from the Vietnam National University campus
cluster, is still fragmented across institutions (Amaro et al., 2024).

In conclusion, the IPA chart (see above) demonstrates that while Waterway, MICE, and
Cultural-Spiritual tourism are perceived as high-priority, their current performance remains
inadequate. Conversely, Culinary and Educational tourism score moderately in importance but
show more development maturity.

5. Discussion
5.1. Resource diversity vs. fragmentation

The study reveals that Thu Duc City boasts a highly diverse set of tourism resources,
encompassing ecological areas, cultural and spiritual landscapes, and high-tech innovation
parks. Such diversity supports the concept of differentiation in the tourism product, a
fundamental aspect of Destination Positioning Theory (Pike, 2009), and aligns with urban
tourism patterns, where local resources are increasingly packaged into unique visitor
experiences (Richards, 2011; Yachin & Vaisanen, 2020).

However, this wealth of assets is offset by spatial dispersal and a lack of coordinated
infrastructure. Scattered locations, disconnected accounts, and poor planning prevent the formation
of connected circuits or thematic travel routes - issues echoed in comparative studies of dispersed
tourism networks in Shenzhen and outer Bangkok areas (Hall & Page, 2014; Wong, 2021). These
findings resonate with the challenge noted by Ashworth and Page (2011): while cities may have
significant tourism potential, their realization depends on organized spatial and policy arrangements.

5.2. Infrastructure and management gaps

Underdevelopment of the key products of waterway tourism and MICE tourism is
reflective of more profound governance and infrastructure deficiencies. The absence of
harmonized docking, poor water quality, and inadequate interdepartmental coordination have
compromised the competitiveness of water-based tourism, despite Thu Duc’s 80+ km of
riverside frontage. This conforms to research conducted by Pojani and Stead (2015), which
identified that siloed urban governance has the effect of preventing the integration of tourism
with broader development agendas.

According to Product Life Cycle Theory (Butler, 1980), tourism products should be
developed sequentially through the stages of introduction, growth, maturity, and decline. In Thu
Duc, river tourism and high-tech tourism are in the introductory phase due to inadequate support
infrastructure. This aligns with Bramwell and Lane’s (2011) thesis that destination management
needs to respond to changing institutional conditions, especially in rapidly urbanizing regions
where inter-agency agreement is low.

5.3. Strategic product type prioritization

Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) in the present study classifies waterway
tourism, cultural-spiritual tourism, and MICE as high-importance but low-performance
products, areas that require immediate policy and investment intervention. The integration of
these approaches enables prioritization at a detailed level, which is more comprehensive than
IPA use has so far emphasized, focusing solely on visitor perception (Sever, 2015).
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Such prioritization is in accordance with UNWTO (2023) recommendations for sequential
development of rising urban destinations: high-potential products receive initial investment and
coordination, while others develop spontaneously with the passage of time. For example,
educational and food tourism in Thu Duc can be developed incrementally through planned branding
and participation of the local community (Ho Chi Minh City Department of Tourism, 2022).

5.4. Contributions to theory

This research makes conceptual contributions to understanding how administrative
reshuffles, exemplified by the 2021 establishment of Thu Duc City, influence tourism product
development. Theoretical frameworks, such as the Product Life Cycle model, are usually based
on steady-state administrative environments. However, our research suggests that these models
require a “pre-development” stage, where planning, governance, and investment are still in
disarray due of structural changes (Pasquinelli & Trunfio, 2023).

Methodologically, the current research recommends a qualitative-quantitative hybrid with
thematic coding combined with IPA to assess the subjective and strategic dimensions of tourist
development. The process enables greater stakeholder engagement alongside analytical
transparency - offering a viable model for urban tourism planners and academics (Laing et al., 2019).

5.5. Practical and managerial implications

For policymakers, the study calls for integrated infrastructure planning. Investment in
waterway tourism must extend beyond environmental cleanup to include docking facilities, tour
operations, and riverbank zoning regulations (Davidson & Cope, 2003; UN-Habitat, 2019). The
same can be said about MICE facilities in Thu Thiem, where a joint development of convention
halls, hotels, and public transportation is necessary to attract international events.

Innovative service and training are valuable for local stakeholders and tourism operators.
IPA findings can be used to inform capacity development to product ranges with the most
leverage for development (Sever, 2015). Innovative tourism platforms, digital storytelling, and
visitor flow management systems must be implemented to enhance the quality of experiences
in fragmented destinations (Baggio & Scaglione, 2017).

5.6. Broader implications and directions for future research

This district-level analysis provides a micro-scale view upon which urban tourism
strategies can better be designed. It supports place-based tourism planning, one that
complements macro-level policy in responses cognizant of local conditions of resources
(Pasquinelli & Trunfio, 2023). With Thu Duc’s status as a pioneer urban model, similar studies
in relatively newly formed or redefined urban areas, both in Vietnam and internationally, could
advance knowledge on administrative reform in tourism governance.

6. Conclusion

This study has revealed that Thu Duc City encompasses seven distinct tourism product
categories, ranging from waterway tourism to community homestays, with varying levels of
importance and performance, as determined through IPA and thematic analysis. By integrating
qualitative expert insights with an Importance-Performance framework, this research advances
urban-tourism theory by demonstrating how newly established city districts navigate product
diversification under rapid administrative change. Practically, the study provides a prioritized
roadmap for local authorities and industry practitioners, pinpointing high-priority interventions
- such as synchronized waterway infrastructure and capacity-building programs - to unlock Thu
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Duc’s tourism potential. Notwithstanding these insights, the research is limited by its purposive
sample of 12 experts, which, while sufficient for thematic saturation, may not capture the full
spectrum of stakeholder perspectives, and by its lack of direct visitor surveys. Its focus on a
single urban district also limits generalizability to other contexts.

Future research should build upon these findings through quantitative visitor studies to
evaluate satisfaction and demand across product types. Long-term studies must also examine
the effects of rapid urbanization on heritage-based and ecotourism products. Finally, Public-
Private Collaboration Models of river tourism development could refine governance
prescriptions for sustainable investment. Finally, examining how digital innovations - such as
Augmented Reality (AR) mobile apps or innovative tourism platforms - can be co-created with
local communities would yield valuable insights into how to enhance engagement and
competitiveness in emerging urban destinations.

Overall, by focusing on Thu Duc as a new city within a megacity, the study contributes
not only to the academic literature but also to the evolving practice of customized, district-level
tourism planning - a blueprint increasingly relevant to urban management across Southeast Asia
and other rapidly developing regions.
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