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1. Introduction

The tourism industry is increasingly shifting from providing standardized services to
creating personalized and emotional experiences. As destinations compete to attract
international visitors, understanding the role of emotions in shaping tourist attachment and
behavioral intentions has become a key issue for both researchers and destination managers.
Emotional responses and social connections not only enhance tourist satisfaction but also
contribute to creating lasting memories that influence future travel behavior.

In this context, the concept of Memorable Tourism Experiences (MTES) has emerged as
a key factor in explaining why some destinations are successful in encouraging repeat visits. In
contrast, others are limited to one-time experiences. MTEs reflect subjective and emotional
moments that are deeply embedded in memories and contribute to the formation of long-term
attachment to a destination (Hosany et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2012). Previous studies have shown
that these experiences often have a more substantial influence on revisit intentions than
traditional factors such as satisfaction or destination image (Barnes et al., 2016; Kim, 2018).

Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC), the largest urban tourism hub in Vietnam, is an appropriate
setting to study this phenomenon. As an important gateway for international tourism, HCMC
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welcomed over 3.8 million international visitors in the first half of 2025, representing a 44%
increase compared to the same period in 2024 (Thuong Thao, 2025). However, a key challenge
is turning first-time visitors into repeat ones. While the city offers rich cultural, culinary, and
social experiences, there is still a lack of understanding of how these translate into lasting
emotional bonds that drive return trips.

To address this issue, a theoretical framework is needed that can effectively link social
interactions to emotional and behavioral outcomes. Based on the Stimulus-Organism-Response
(S-O-R) model (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974), this study views visitor-resident interactions as
external stimuli that trigger internal (organizational) emotional processes, as reflected through
MTEs, which in turn lead to behavioral responses, such as revisit intentions. Although the S-O-R
model has been widely applied in tourism research (Kim et al., 2020; Sahin & Kiliglar, 2023),
its application in the context of Southeast Asian urban tourism, especially with a focus on social
interactions, remains limited.

Existing research has focused mainly on the influence of destination image, service
quality, and satisfaction on revisit behavior (Anton et al., 2017; Meleddu et al., 2015), but has
paid little attention to the mediating role of MTEs in transforming everyday social interactions
into destination loyalty. This gap is particularly significant in the context of urban destinations
in Southeast Asia, where everyday interactions between tourists and residents play a crucial role
in shaping tourists’ perceptions and experiences.

To fill this gap, this study examines how interactions between international visitors
and residents in HCMC contribute to the formation of MTEs, thereby promoting revisit
intentions within the framework of the S-O-R model. Specifically, the study seeks to answer
the following questions:

(1) How do interactions between international tourists and residents in Ho Chi Minh
City occur?

(2) How do these interactions influence tourists’ memorable tourism experiences?

(3) How do memorable tourism experiences affect tourists’ intentions to revisit
Ho Chi Minh City?

2. Literature review
2.1. Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model

This study relies on Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) Stimulus-Organism-Response
model to explain the process of forming international tourists’ intention to return to a destination
after experiencing HCMC. This model proposes that stimuli from the external environment (S),
such as destination image or social interaction, influence internal emotional and cognitive
responses (O), which in turn lead to specific behaviours (R), such as revisiting or recommending
the destination.

In tourism, factors such as the friendliness of residents, physical space, and local
atmosphere are considered important stimuli (Kim et al., 2020; Stylidis, 2022). These factors
influence how tourists evaluate emotions, feelings of attachment, and the level of memorability.
In particular, MTESs are recognized as an essential form of psychological response during this
stage (Kim et al., 2010; Tsai, 2016).
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Many studies have identified that MTEs play a crucial mediating role, transforming
external stimuli into travel behaviors, such as Revisit Intention (RI) (Barnes et al., 2016; Kim,
2018; Tesin et al., 2024). For example, Kim (2018) found that MTEs have a more substantial
influence on revisit behaviour than satisfaction, while TeSin et al. (2024) pointed out that
memorable experiences are emotional bridges that help connect tourists to destinations even
when the length of stay is short or there is a language barrier.

Although the S-O-R model has been widely applied in tourism research, there are still
few studies in the context of urban tourism in Southeast Asia. Most previous studies have
focused on service quality or destination image (Isa et al., 2020; Tilaki et al., 2016) and, more
recently, on perceptions of social, cultural, and technological sustainability (Baber & Baber,
2023; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2025). However, there is still a lack of research examining how
social interactions with residents act as stimuli that shape emotional processes and the formation
of revisit intentions through MTEs.

2.2. Stimulus: Interaction with residents

In the tourism domain, interaction between residents and tourists refers to the
interpersonal contact and exchange between local people and visitors (Sharpley, 2014). This is
a two-way process in which individuals share information and emotions to establish and
maintain social relationships (Lin et al., 2022; Stylidis et al., 2022). Such interaction not only
bridges the gap between the two groups but also shapes the overall tourist experience,
contributing to an improvement in the quality of life within the host community.

Studies have shown that positive interactions with residents have a significant impact on
how visitors cognitively and emotionally evaluate a destination, which in turn shapes behaviors
such as intention to revisit (Stylidis, 2022; Tabaeeian et al., 2023). However, while Stylidis
(2022) emphasizes the role of friendliness and authenticity in enhancing satisfaction and loyalty,
Ma et al. (2022) point out that negative experiences, such as perceived dishonesty, can
undermine trust and hinder the intention to revisit. This contrast highlights the dual nature of
resident-visitor interactions, suggesting that social exchanges can both foster emotional bonding
and potentially create negative perceptions of a destination.

In urban tourism contexts, such as HCMC, incidental interactions - such as asking for
directions, ordering food, or engaging in small talk - serve as natural social stimuli that elicit
emotional responses (Cetin & Bilgihan, 2016; Tsai, 2016). However, Tabaeeian et al. (2023)
found that high-quality interactions in ecotourism can strengthen revisit intentions.
Nevertheless, it remains unclear how these brief and frequent interactions in urban environments
translate into meaningful experiences and impact visitor behavior.

2.3. Organism: Memorable tourism experiences

Memorable tourism experiences represent a consumer-centered perspective that reflects
tourists’ emotional and subjective responses to their travel encounters (Hosany et al., 2022).
MTEs are often characterized by brief, unexpected, and uniquely engaging moments that leave
a lasting impression on the overall memory of the trip (Anaya & Lehto, 2023; Kim et al., 2012).
These experiences not only enhance tourists’ subjective well-being but also strengthen
emotional bonds, storytelling behavior, and revisit intentions (Sthapit & Coudounaris, 2018;
Zhong et al., 2017).
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Not all experiences become memorable, as tourists tend to selectively retain those that
hold deep personal meaning (Kim et al., 2012). Emotionally intense or surprising experiences
are more likely to be remembered and form vivid memories (Stone et al., 2018; Tsai, 2016).
According to Larsen (2007), when people vividly recall a travel experience, it indicates that the
experience evoked strong emotions and stood out from others. These kinds of experiences help
build a deeper connection with the place. Importantly, memorable experiences are not always
positive. Additionally, travelers could recall unfavorable situations, particularly if they were
emotionally charged or significantly affected their vacation (Nawijn & Biran, 2019).
Furthermore, a person’s emotional significance, prior travel experiences, and mood all influence
how well they recall an event (Kim, 2018).

Kim and Chen (2019) suggest that MTEs allow travelers to reflect on their trip and share
it with others. These experiences not only enhance tourists’ perceptions of a destination but also
influence their subsequent behavior. As noted by Anaya and Lehto (2023) and Zhong et al.
(2017), MTEs can shape future behavior, such as the intention to revisit. Within the S-O-R
framework, MTEs play an essential role as a bridge between external factors and visitor
behavior, helping to explain why people may want to return to a destination.

2.4. Response: Revisit intention

Revisit Intention (RI) is a type of behavior that occurs after a trip. It reflects how strongly
tourists feel connected to a destination and how positively they remember their experience
(Baker & Crompton, 2000). In today’s tourism industry, where many services are similar and
easy to copy, the decision to return is influenced more by the emotional and social experiences
tourists have during their journey (Hosany et al., 2022). When tourists form a positive view of
a destination, they are not only more likely to visit again, but also more likely to recommend it
to others (Chen & Tsai, 2007). This is especially true in the case of short-term rentals. In these
settings, travelers often enjoy more real and personal experiences through direct contact with
local hosts. These personal touches make the trip feel more meaningful and can increase the
likelihood that tourists will want to return (Zhou et al., 2023).

Previous studies have identified several key factors that influence Revisit Intention (RI),
including destination image, tourist satisfaction, authenticity, and memorable tourism
experiences (Anton et al., 2017; Hernandez-Lobato et al., 2006; Meleddu et al., 2015; Niininen
et al., 2004). Among these, MTEs are one of the most potent predictors of future behaviour,
sometimes surpassing satisfaction (Kim, 2018).

From an experience-based perspective, MTEs can influence revisit intention directly or
indirectly by affecting other factors, such as satisfaction, memory recall, and emotional
connection to the place (Barnes et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2010; Manthiou et al., 2016; Tsai, 2016).
However, Chandralal and Valenzuela (2013) suggest that MTESs can sometimes lead to a sense
of completion rather than a desire to revisit, especially among international tourists who may
prefer discovering new destinations, even when their prior experiences were positive. This
suggests that the relationship between MTEs and RI is not linear, but rather depends on how
memories are formed and interpreted by visitors.

In addition, recent research by Gonzalez-Reverté et al. (2025) suggests that authentic
interactions with residents in a short-term stay setting can significantly increase Memorable
Travel Experiences (MTESs) and revisit intentions. However, these studies have primarily
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focused on the in-depth relationships between hosts and guests in the accommodation space,
particularly in Western contexts. In contrast, there is a lack of research examining how brief but
frequent social interactions in urban Southeast Asian settings are transformed into emotional
memories and influence revisit behavior. This gap raises essential questions about whether
informal interactions with residents in HCMC are sufficient to create memorable experiences
and promote revisit intentions.

3. Methods

The conceptual framework, grounded in the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R)
model, illustrates how tourist-resident interactions (stimuli) shape memorable tourism experiences
(organism), which in turn influence revisit intention (response), as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Research Model
Stimulus (S) Organism (O) Response (R)
Memorable
Tourist-resident . Revisit
. ] — Tourism — )
Interaction . Intention
Experiences

Note. Created by the authors
3.1. Research approach

This study adopts an interpretivist stance, which views practices as socially constructed
and best understood through the subjective meanings individuals assign to their experiences
(Schwandt, 1994). This approach is consistent with the research objective of exploring how
interactions between tourists and residents in HCMC shape MTEs and revisit intentions.

An exploratory qualitative design was employed to uncover nuanced insights that cannot
be captured by quantitative methods, particularly in the under-researched context of Southeast
Asian urban tourism. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which
allowed for the identification of key patterns and their alignment with the S-O-R framework.

3.2. Participants and sampling

The study participants were international tourists who had visited HCMC within the
previous 12 months. They had interacted with residents through daily activities, tourism
services, or informal social gatherings in the urban environment. To ensure that participants had
relevant practical knowledge and could provide insightful comments on social interactions,
memorable travel experiences, and revisit intentions, a purposive sampling technique was
employed. Participants were selected based on their ability to communicate in English, ensuring
the integrity of qualitative data and minimizing misinterpretation during interviews. As
Reisinger and Turner (2012) emphasized, direct language comprehension is essential for
capturing subtle cultural meanings and emotional nuances in cross-cultural tourism research.
The guide used open-ended questions to explore the emotional, artistic, and interpersonal
dimensions of participants’ experiences. The full interview guideline is available in the
Appendix A (online version).
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3.3. Data collection

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted to collect data on three main
themes: the type and level of interaction with local people, memorable experiences, and factors
influencing the desire to return to HCMC. Depending on the participants’ availability, each
interview was conducted either in person or online and lasted between 30 and 45 minutes. With
the participants’ permission, all interviews were audio-recorded and then transcribed for
analysis. This study planned to interview at least 25 to 30 foreign tourists, as suggested by
Dworkin (2012). Data collection was stopped when theoretical saturation was reached, meaning
that no further interviews generated new material or topics (Guest et al., 2006). Saturation was
observed after approximately 37 interviews, when responses began to converge in content and
analytical depth.

3.4. Data analysis

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis process,
supported by NVivo 15 software. The steps included familiarization with data, initial coding,
theme development and refinement, theme definition, and reporting. Three researchers
independently coded the transcripts and then compared and reconciled their results to ensure
intercoder reliability (Coleman et al., 2024). Analytical transparency was enhanced through the
use of reflective memoing, which documented analytic decisions and interpretive reasoning
(Vicary et al., 2017). Final themes were established based on three criteria: frequency of
occurrence in the data, relevance to the theoretical framework, and consistency across data
sources (Adami & Kiger, 2005).

3.5. Rigor and trustworthiness

To ensure credibility and trustworthiness, this study adopts the criteria proposed by
Lincoln and Guba (1985). Credibility was strengthened through member checking with five
participants, which allowed for verification of the analysis’s accuracy, and through peer
debriefing sessions among the research team to minimize individual bias. Transferability was
enhanced by providing detailed descriptions of the research context and participant
characteristics, enabling readers to assess the applicability of the findings to similar contexts.

To ensure dependability, the research team maintained a research log and a
comprehensive record of analytical decisions, allowing for traceability and verification of the
research process. Furthermore, confirmability was achieved by maintaining a reflexive
journal, in which the researchers continuously documented their assumptions, experiences,
and perspectives to mitigate the influence of personal bias. In particular, the first author,
drawing on extensive experience in tourism and cultural research in Vietnam, engaged in
ongoing reflexive practice throughout the study to mitigate subjectivity and enhance the
objectivity of the data analysis.

3.6. Ethical considerations

Before participating, all participants were fully informed about the study and signed an
informed consent form. The study ensured anonymity, maintained data confidentiality, and
allowed participants to withdraw at any time - all procedures adhered to established ethical
principles in qualitative research (Orb et al., 2001).



114 Nguyen Ngoc Tam et al. HCMCOUJS-Economics and Business Administration, 16(5), 108-124

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive statistics

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics

In-depth Interview

Total participants 39
Gender

Female 17

Male 22

Age Group Classification

18- 30 18
31-50 17
Over 50 4
Region

Asia 7
Europe 17
America 4
Oceania 10
Africa 1
Frequency to Ho Chi Minh City

First time 14
Second time 12
Third time 7
More than 03 times 6

Note. Compiled by the authors

A total of 39 international tourists participated in the in-depth interviews conducted as
part of the study. In terms of gender, the male group predominated with 22 people, compared to
17 women. Regarding age, most participants fell into two main groups: those aged 18 - 30 years
(18 respondents) and those aged 31 - 50 years (17 respondents), with only 04 respondents being
over 50 years old. By region, Europe was the most represented (17 participants), followed by
Oceania (10), Asia (07), America (04), and Africa (01). Of the 39 respondents, 14 were first-
time visitors, while the remaining 25 had returned to HCMC at least once, providing valuable
insights into revisit behavior.
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4.2. Themes
4.2.1. Social contact spectrum

Data shows that local friendliness and support were the most mentioned aspects of tourist
experiences in HCMC. Eleven participants (P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P7, P11, P12, P17, P26, P30)
shared stories of personalized help -such as finding accommodation, getting directions, or
solving problems:

“Everyone was just so sweet and kind. We were helped to find a new place when our
booking got canceled.” (P1)

“An older woman helped me get a taxi when I had issues with a ride app. I was touched.” (P12)

Some, like P5, received support through Vietnamese friends, which helped overcome
language barriers but reduced direct engagement with locals.

Beyond basic support, five participants (P13, P18, P21, P29, P39) mentioned deeper
cultural and social exchanges, reflecting conversations that offered insights into local life:

“Joining a traditional cooking class helped me understand the cultural meaning behind
Vietnamese food in family life.” (P39)

On the other hand, language barriers were mentioned by 12 participants (P1, P2, P3, P4,
P5, P6, P8, P10, P13, P18, P22, P26) as a common challenge, especially when trying to
communicate in non-touristy areas or in everyday situations like ordering food, asking for
directions, or shopping:

“I had to use Google Translate.” (P1)

“People at the street food vendor didn’t speak English, so I used gestures or my phone.” (P22)
Adverse experiences were also reported. P4 and P16 felt misled or overcharged by vendors:
“I was charged too much for souvenirs. It felt like I was being taken advantage of.” (P4)

These interactions - both positive and negative - shaped tourists’ emotional connections
with the city. Even when communication was challenging, the locals’ nonverbal efforts and
warmth often left a lasting impression.

4.2.2. Memory formation dynamics

A total of 17 participants (P01, P02, P03, P06, P07, P08, P09, P11, P15, P18, P22, P25,
P27, P31, P34, P36, P39) shared that their interactions with residents went beyond practical
support, evoking strong feelings of warmth, friendliness, and being genuinely welcomed.

“They took care of me like I was family.” (P08)

“A man gave me a ride on his motorbike when it was raining. It was so unexpected and
touching.” (P36)

“I was invited to a local family’s birthday party. I felt like | was part of their family.” (P34)

Some participants described the sensation of living like a local rather than merely being
a tourist, which led to deeply personal memories and a desire to return.

Even when language was a barrier, three participants (P03, P06, P27) still valued the
locals’ sincerity and effort to communicate through gestures, eye contact, and patience:
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“Even if they couldn’t speak English, they still tried to help. That really moved me.” (P03)

In contrast, seven participants (P04, P05, P10, P13, P14, P17, P20) described negative
experiences, including being overcharged, denied help, or facing unwelcoming attitudes:

“I was overcharged when shopping, and it felt like I was being taken advantage of just
for being a tourist.” (P04)

“Once I asked for directions but was refused. That made me feel distant and excluded.” (P13)

“I was denied service at a restaurant just because I couldn’t speak Vietnamese. It made
me feel left out.” (P20)

Several cases indicated that the problem stemmed not from language limitations but from
a lack of goodwill:

“Even though we spoke the same language, I still felt like I didn’t belong.” (P05)

“I didn’t feel as welcomed as I expected. There was a sense of emotional distance.” (P20)
Some also reported feeling ignored or treated indifferently in everyday services:

“At some restaurants, the staff did the bare minimum and showed no friendliness.” (P10)
“At times, | felt ignored when trying to speak English.” (P14)

These findings highlight that both positive and negative social encounters shape tourism
memories. While adverse incidents were less frequent, they had the potential to overshadow
positive experiences and directly impact tourists’ intention to return.

4.2 .3. Behavioral intention anchors

Analysis of the responses showed that positive experiences in HCMC were a strong
motivator for visitors’ intention to return. 15 people: P01, P02, P05, P07, P09, P10, P14, P17,
P18, P20, P21, P23, P27, P32, P36. emphasized their desire to return to enjoy the feeling of
attachment and discover new aspects of the city:

“Ho Chi Minh City left many beautiful memories. I want to come back with my family.” (P02)
“I will definitely come back. This time I went alone, next time I will invite friends.” (P07)
“Vietnam makes me feel at home. I will come back, without a doubt.” (P27)

“Ho Chi Minh City is friendly and lively. I will definitely recommend and come back.” (P36)
“Good service, delicious food. I want to come back to explore more about the culture.” (P09)

“The people are very friendly and the food here is really delicious, | will definitely
come back.” (P10)

“I like the energy of this city. I think I will come back.” (P21)
Some people emphasized their desire to expand their experience on their next visit:

“I really like the pace of life and the people here. | will come back again to explore
more.” (PO1)

“I want to come back to explore other cities in Vietnam.” (P05)
In addition, some tourists express their desire to come back for emotional reasons:

“I feel safe and comfortable here. Will definitely come back.” (P23)



Nguyen Ngoc Tam et al. HCMCOUJS-Economics and Business Administration, 16(5), 108-124 117

“I had a very memorable time in Saigon. People are always willing to help.” (P17)

“If T have the chance, I would like to come back to explore more about the culture and
people here.” (P20)

However, some limitations were also mentioned by visitors; although these issues may
reduce the experience, they still expressed the expectation that these points will be improved,
thereby being willing to return to enjoy a better version of the city.

“I feel a bit nervous when crossing the street, there are a lot of motorbikes, and there are
no clear signals.” (P01)

“The traffic is what confuses me the most, it is too crowded and there are no traffic lights
in many places.” (P06)

“The city is beautiful, but | find it dusty and a bit polluted, especially when there are
traffic jams.” (P18)

These statements suggest that revisit intentions are not only based on satisfaction, but
also linked to a sense of belonging, an emotional connection with people, and the belief that
limitations can be improved upon subsequent trips.

5. Discussion
5.1. From service support to cultural connection

The findings reveal that the spectrum of social interactions in HCMC ranges from
simple acts of assistance to more profound cultural exchanges. In line with Stylidis (2022) and
Lin et al. (2022), friendliness and practical support from residents emerged as the most
prominent factors, fostering a sense of welcome and trust among tourists. Small gestures such
as giving directions, helping find accommodation, or recommending eateries contributed to
experiences that went beyond mere transactions, enhancing both authenticity and emotional
depth in the travel journey. This underscores the role of “stimulus” in the S-O-R model,
whereby direct social interactions trigger positive emotional responses and lay the foundation
for memorable experiences.

A key contribution of this study lies in its identification of two-way cultural interactions,
though less frequently observed, as having strong potential to foster intercultural learning.
Examples such as engaging in personal conversations with homestay hosts or participating in
traditional cooking classes reflect the value of immersive forms of communication, which are
often overlooked in previous urban tourism studies that tend to focus on service delivery (Yu &
Lee, 2014). Furthermore, while language barriers were noted by 12 participants, non-verbal
cues, such as eye contact, gestures, and the locals’ patient attitudes, served as powerful
emotional catalysts. These findings extend the conclusions of Mariani et al. (2020) by
demonstrating that communication effectiveness is not solely dependent on language but also
on sincerity, which enables connection beyond cultural boundaries.

5.2. Multidimensional travel memories and emotional bonding

Findings from this study reinforce the perspectives of Kim et al. (2012) and Hosany et al.
(2022), suggesting that MTEs are primarily shaped through emotional dimensions. Experiences
described as being “cared for like a family member” (P08) or “invited to join a local family’s
birthday celebration” (P34) reflect a shift from transactional service relationships to personal
emotional connections. The warmth and genuine hospitality of residents not only enrich the tourist



118  Nguyen Ngoc Tam et al. HCMCOUJS-Economics and Business Administration, 16(5), 108-124

experience but also contribute to the formation of emotionally charged memories that may trigger
return intentions. This suggests that MTESs in Southeast Asian urban contexts are shaped not only
by service satisfaction but also by human-centered social encounters.

Notably, this study reveals that language barriers do not necessarily diminish the quality
of the experience; in some cases, they actually enhance it. When tourists witness locals’ sincere
efforts to help, despite the absence of a shared language, they often perceive a more profound
sense of authenticity and goodwill, which strengthens emotional memory. This offers a critical
extension to the work of Lee et al. (2023), which emphasizes English proficiency as the primary
enabler of communication. Additionally, the study highlights that negative experiences, such as
being overcharged or encountering unkind behavior, although less frequent, tend to leave a
strong impression and may overshadow positive memories (Nawijn & Biran, 2019). These
findings suggest that travel memory is a multidimensional construct in which both positive and
negative experiences shape destination attachment in distinct ways.

5.3. Emotions beyond satisfaction

International tourists’ intention to revisit HCMC stems not only from general satisfaction
but also from a more profound sense of emotional attachment and a desire to continue their
experiential journey. These findings align with Kim (2018) and Barnes et al. (2016), who argue
that Memorable Tourism Experiences (MTES) are stronger predictors of revisit intention than
satisfaction alone. Statements such as “I will come back with my family” (P02) and “Next time,
I’1l bring my friends” (P07) illustrate that tourists are not simply looking to repeat the trip, but
to expand it and share the experience with loved ones. This extends the traditional satisfaction-
loyalty model (Meleddu et al., 2015) by emphasizing that emotional bonding serves as a critical
foundation for return behavior.

In addition, the study reveals that issues such as heavy traffic, environmental pollution,
and overcharging were acknowledged by participants as factors that somewhat diminished their
comfort during the visit. Nonetheless, many expressed optimism that these challenges could be
improved in the future, reflecting an open attitude and a willingness to continue exploring the
issue. These findings suggest that positive impressions of local people, the atmosphere, and
memorable moments can offset less favorable aspects of the trip, thereby sustaining an
emotional connection with HCMC in the minds of visitors.

6. Conclusion
6.1. Conclusion and implications

This study adopts the S-O-R framework to explain how international tourists’ revisit
intentions to Ho Chi Minh City are shaped through daily social interactions with local people.
Despite language barriers, friendliness, sincerity, and frequent support from locals emerged as
powerful stimuli that generate MTEs, strengthen emotional attachment, and ultimately foster
revisit plans. Unlike prior research that has primarily focused on satisfaction or destination
image as the main drivers of revisit behavior (Kim et al., 2012; Meleddu et al., 2015), this study
demonstrates that human interactions are not merely peripheral but serve as a central
determinant in shaping post-trip emotions and behavioral intentions. Even when verbal
communication is limited, tourists can perceive genuine hospitality through nonverbal cues such
as gestures, attitudes, and small acts of assistance. Conversely, negative encounters such as price
manipulation or refusal to help leave lasting unfavorable impressions and weaken the perceived
attractiveness of the destination.
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This study advances theoretical understanding in several ways. First, it expands the
application of the S-O-R framework in urban tourism by positioning social interactions as a
primary stimulus rather than a background factor, showing how these interactions shape
emotional and cognitive responses that lead to revisit intentions. Second, it enriches the literature
on MTEs by highlighting their mediating role between human interactions and behavioural
outcomes. This finding underscores that emotional and memory-based mechanisms may be
equally, if not more, influential than traditional satisfaction or image-based pathways. Finally,
the study contributes to the broader discourse on tourism experience design by emphasizing that
intangible social cues - such as kindness and supportive attitudes - can be as consequential as
tangible services or natural attractions in driving tourist loyalty.

From a practical perspective, the findings offer several actionable insights for Ho Chi
Minh City’s tourism stakeholders:

Communities and local authorities should implement short-term training programs for
residents, drivers, street vendors, and service workers to enhance their skills and knowledge.
These programs should focus on basic communication techniques, positive attitudes, and simple
gestures such as smiling, giving directions, or patiently assisting tourists, which can create a
welcoming environment and leave lasting positive impressions.

In addition, authorities are encouraged to promote tourism products that immerse visitors
in everyday local life. Activities such as cooking classes, traditional market tours, or motorbike
rides hosted by locals can foster genuine emotional connections and strengthen tourists’
attachment to the destination.

Furthermore, it is essential to establish precise mechanisms for addressing tourist
complaints regarding overcharging, aggressive sales tactics, or unfriendly behavior. By
minimizing negative interactions, the city can protect its image and build trust among visitors.

Finally, tourism boards and industry stakeholders should collaborate with local media to
share authentic stories of local hospitality. Such narratives can reinforce a favorable emotional
image of Ho Chi Minh City and enhance tourists’ intentions to revisit.

6.2. Limitations and future research

The study is primarily based on interviews with 39 international tourists in Ho Chi
Minh City; therefore, the results may not apply to other locations. The sample only includes
people who can speak English, so it doesn’t provide much information about the experiences
of older tourists or those who have language difficulties. The study also doesn’t examine how
social media or pre-trip information sources affect people. Future research should compare
different nationalities and types of destinations, using quantitative methods to confirm the
suggested links.
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