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Directly comprising travel agencies and tour operations 

and tour guides, and indirectly engaging suppliers such 

as hotels, transport companies, restaurants, and 

attractions, the tours and travel sector of the tourism 

industry is considerable.  The Tour Operators' Initiative 

for Sustainable Tourism Development estimates for 

example, that globally, outbound tour operators 

represent 12% of all international arrivals - a figure that 

does not take into account packages sold by inbound 

tour destinations.

In Vietnam, the tours and travel sector is equally 

significant. In 2010 there were some 800 international-

market tour operators, more than 10,000 domestic-

market tour operators, and some 17,000 registered tour 

guides in Vietnam.

The tours and travel sector
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(1) Tour Operators' Initiative for Sustainable Tourism Development 2003, 
Sustainable Tourism: The Tour Operators' Contribution
(2) ESRT 2013, Vietnam Tourism Marketing Strategy To 2020 & Action Plan: 
2013-2015 (Proposed), ESRT, Vietnam

The tours and travel sector is particularly important in 

Vietnam for international travellers due to the fact that 

English remains not widely spoken, the public transport 

system of trains and buses can be difficult for non-locals 

to understand and navigate, and because permits and 

guides are still required to visit parts of the country. As 

such, it is quite common for even independent 

travellers to undertake a tour at some point during their 

travel in Vietnam.

With access to privately owned vehicles, an 

understanding of the road network, and an ability to 

speak the language, the demand for the services of tour 

operators by the domestic market is significantly less.

International vs. local tour operations in Vietnam 

(2)

(1)
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choices of consumers, the practices of suppliers, and 

the development patterns of destinations. In Vietnam, 

tour operators therefore influence where a large 

portion of international tourists stay, where they eat, 

the places they visit, how they travel, and the level and 

form of interaction they have with the local people and 

the natural environment.

With such a significant share of the tourism market, tour 

operators in Vietnam can also influence the practices of 

suppliers – in particular, their impacts on society and 

the environment, making them one of the most 

powerful actors in the Vietnam tourism value chain, and 

critical to Vietnam successfully achieving its sustainable 

tourism development objectives.

The power and influence of tour operators in Vietnam 

can however, be both an opportunity and a challenge 

for the sustainable development of tourism in Vietnam. 

If tour operators do not act responsibly they will only 

exacerbate the negative impacts of tourism on the 

people, economy and environment due to the 

significant share of the market that they are connected 

with. On the other hand, if tour operators act 

responsibly, then just one single operator can 

potentially positively impact on the activities of 

hundreds of tourists and tourism suppliers in any given 

year, with massive multiplier effects possible with every 

additional tour operator that acts sustainably.

The impacts of unsustainable practices 

of tour operators

Tour operators have great power 

and influence but also great responsibility 
Relationship between tour operators, tourism 

suppliers and consumers 

With their significant share of the total travel market 

and key importance to the international travel market in 

Vietnam, tour operators wield significant power and 

influence in the shaping of tourism in the country.

Assuming the role of intermediary between the tourist 

and service providers, tour operators impact on how 

destination resources are managed  by  influencing  the

The costs of tour operators supporting unsustainable 

practices can however, have significant ramifications on 

the people, environment and economy of Vietnam.  

Potential negative impacts include:

 Restricted economic development – Tour 

operators that pay below-award salaries to staff as 

well as suppliers can hinder local economic 

development. Moreover, the selection of 

destinations that have unacceptable labour 

conditions or working practices such as forced 

labour or child labour further entrenches social 

problems and the development of economic 

underclasses.

 Economic leakage – The use of non-local suppliers 

and service providers contributes to economic 

leakages and may further entrench local poverty in 

destinations.

 

 Erosion of social values and cultural conflict – 

Tour operators that don't inform guests of expected 

codes of conduct when interacting with the local 

people or the local environment, or do not 

accurately promote the local culture and people 

contribute to the erosion of cultural authenticity, 

foster inappropriate social behaviour of tourists, 

and create cultural conflict.

FACT SHEET 2: RESPONSIBLE TOURISM FOR TOUR OPERATORS IN VIETNAM



4

Responsible tourism offers tour operators a pathway 

towards greater sustainability.  Grounded in the 

principles of sustainable tourism, Responsible Tourism:

 

1. Uses natural resources optimally whilst still 

conserving the natural heritage and biodiversity

2. Respects and conserves socio-cultural  

authenticity including built and living cultural 

heritage and traditional values

3. Ensures viable, long term economic benefits to all 

stakeholders including fair distribution of 

benefits

Responsible Tourism asks tour operators to take 

responsibility for their actions (and omissions) and to 

make decisions and implement actions that maximise 

economic, social and environmental benefits and 

minimise associated negative impacts.

To achieve Responsible Tourism tour operators must 

adopt  sustainable   business   practices  that  positively 

impact both the country where they are based and the 

destinations they visit, in terms of their economic 

effects, the environmental and cultural resources 

exploited, and their policies towards the host 

communities.

Leading the charge for Responsible Tourism within the 

private sector in Vietnam are the Responsible Travel 

Club (RTC) in Hanoi, and the Responsible Travel Group 

(RTG) in Hue.  The two non-profit groups bring together 

a range of tour operators who are passionate about 

making tourism in Vietnam more sustainable. The two 

groups aim to achieve this through knowledge-sharing, 

capacity building and skills training in Responsible 

Tourism skill sets, the compilation and distribution of 

sustainable best practice information, and involvement 

in Responsible Tourism projects and activities such as 

clean-up campaigns. The two groups have also 

successfully developed a range of Responsible Tourism 

excursions in Vietnam that have been specifically 

designed to enhance local economic opportunities and 

revitalise threatened cultures, whilst at the same time 

provide a genuine and memorable experience for 

visitors.

 Destruction of natural environment – Tour 

operators that select destinations that do not have 

good environmental management systems can 

result in the further destruction of the natural 

environment. Poorly developed tour packages that 

don't assess the environmental impact of supplier 

operations can lead to unnecessarily high energy 

and water consumption, additional waste, and the 

loss of biodiversity.

 Depletion of natural resources – Tour operator 

offices with high energy and water use place 

additional pressure on the natural resources of a 

destination.  Poor planning in the procurement and 

use of office supplies also leads to increased 

pollution and waste.

 Compromise visitor safety and security – Tour 

operators with inadequate health and safety 

provisions for guests can result in the loss or theft of 

guests' property and the compromising of their 

health and safety, and potentially end in costly 

litigation and negative publicity of Vietnam as a 

tourism destination in the international press.

 Entrench friction, distrust and disharmony 

between private sector and local community – 

Tour operators that unfairly exploit a destination 

for  their  own prof i t  wi thout  adequate 

compensation to the local people and businesses 

generate friction between the local community and 

the tourism private sector, and further inhibit local 

socio-economic development.

Responsible Tourism offers tour 

operators a sustainable pathway forward

(3)

(3) Adapted from UNEP & WTO 2005, Making Tourism More Sustainable: A 
Guide for Policy Makers, UNEP, Paris, France
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  – Responsible management Improved service

makes holiday facilities safer and healthier for 

employees and visitors, and supports the local 

community to enhance their economic well-being, 

thereby increasing staff morale and resulting in 

improved service and higher customer satisfaction.

 

  – Risk management and license to operate

Acting responsibly enables tour operators to 

reduce their legal liability by managing compliance 

and pre-empting relevant legislation.

The benefits of sustainable business practices for tour 

operators are real cost savings, increased market share, 

enhanced reputation and the preservation of their main 

business assets – the places and cultures their clients 

are willing to pay to visit.

Direct business benefits for tour operators in adopting a 

Responsible Tourism approach include:

  - Being responsible increases Revenue growth

income by securing the loyalty of current customers 

and attracting new ones, resulting in increased 

market share.

  - By reducing resource use, Cost savings

decreasing waste output and avoiding non-

compliance fines responsible actions help lower 

operating costs and improve overall productivity 

and efficiency.

 Access to capital - With environmental and social 

criteria increasingly becoming a standard part of 

risk assessments in lending finance, responsible 

tour operators are more likely to be able to attract 

capital from banks and investors.

  - Staff Increased staff productivity and retention

are more likely to feel proud of working for a 

responsible tour operator which results in an 

increased ability to attract and retain skilled and 

talented employees, a reduction in HR recruitment 

and training costs, and an increased capacity to 

innovate and compete.

  - A reputation for Brand value and reputation

being responsible adds value to a tour operator's 

brands and strengthens its market position, making 

it less vulnerable to short-term market and 

economic changes.

  - Acting responsibly Preservation of destinations

makes tourist destinations more pleasant places to 

visit and live in.  Ensuring the long-term quality of a 

destination will by default, also help guarantee a 

tour operator's business viability.

(4)
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The business case for 

Responsible Tourism in tour operation

(4) Hairat H. & Maher A. 2010, 'Integrating Sustainability Into Tour Operator 
Business: An Innovative Approach In SustainableTourism', Ara Journal of 
Tourism Research, Vol 2.2, ISSN: 1997-2520, pp.126-140

  -  Pre-empting government regulations

Governments are increasingly under pressure to 

regulate the business sector particularly in order to 

curb bad practices.  Tour operators that develop 

their own codes of conduct and produce 

independently verified performance reports are in 

a strong position to influence any proposed 

legislation.

(5) PR News Wire 2011, “Conde Nast Traveller Announces Winners of the 
2011 World Savers Awards”, http://www.prnewswire.com/news-
releases/conde-nast-traveler-announces-winners-of-the-2011-world-
savers-awards-127886823.html; CondeNast Traveller, “Readers' Poll.” Feb 
2009

 Consumers demand responsible tour operators 

and travel experiences

93% of Conde Nast Travellers surveyed readers 

said that travel companies should be responsible 

for protecting the environment, and 58% said 

their hotel choice is influenced by the support 

the hotel gives to the local community.

71% of TripAdvisor members surveyed plan to 

make more eco-friendly choice for their holiday 

in 2013 compared to 65% in 2012.

47% of Conde Nast Travellers surveyed readers 

said they are interested in volunteer vacations, 

with 98% of those who had volunteered in the 

past saying they were satisfied with their 

experience.

(5)



(6) Adapted from UNEP 2005, Integrating Sustainability into Business: A 
Management Guide for Responsible Tour Operators, UNEP, Paris, France
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 Raise awareness and build capacity of staff in 

sustainable tourism principles and practices that 

relate to their day-to-day responsibilities 

Product development and management

Responsible tourism considerations for product 

development and management relate to the minimising 

of negative impacts and enhancement of positive 

impacts within the planning of tours and the selection of 

holiday package components.  Key responsible tourism 

considerations in product development and 

management include:

 Select destinations that have good environmental 

management systems, and avoid areas where 

tourism is causing unacceptable levels of 

environmental damage (e.g. good water and energy 

availability, adequate transport infrastructure, 

wastewater treatment systems, land and marine 

conservation strategies and structures..., etc.)

 Favour destinations with good-quality local labour, 

or where local employment training programmes 

are in place, and avoid destinations that allow 

unacceptable labour conditions and human rights 

abuses (e.g. forced labour, child labour)

 Develop and employ sustainability indicators and 

criteria to assess and guide the selection of tourism 

destinations

 Develop a company Responsible Tourism Policy 

that considers such aspects as:

o Hiring local guides

o Purchasing local products and services

o Working with local operators to implement the 

policy

o Limiting tour group size based on local 

situations

o Promoting the use of low-impact forms of 

transport at destinations

o Providing opportunities for consumers to off-

set the carbon emissions produced during their 

travel

Contracting suppliers

Responsible tourism considerations in supplier 

management are centred on the employment of 

sustainability principles into the selection criteria and 

service agreements of suppliers. Key responsible 

tourism practices in the contracting of suppliers include:

Tour operators can integrate sustainability within their 

internal management practices, the development of 

products, supplier engagement, customer relations, 

and relations with destinations. Key Responsible 

Tourism provisions in tour operation include:

Internal management

Tour operators should take sustainability principles into 

account in their management of human resources, 

procurement and use of office supplies, and production 

of printed materials. Key responsible tourism 

considerations in internal management include:

 Adopt “green office” principles:

o Reduce energy consumption (switch off 

computers and lights when not in use, car pool, 

video conference, use natural ventilation or 

keep air-conditioning between 24-26°C)

o Reduce paper and printing and increase 

recycling (print double sided, use recycled 

paper and printer cartridges, use scrap paper 

for notes, don't print emails and read / edit 

documents on screen)

o Minimise waste (use crockery not disposables, 

order food for meetings carefully, provide 

recycle bins for staff) 

o Save water (use water saving mechanisms such 

as dual flush toilets and low flow taps in 

bathrooms, report and act on leaks, ensure taps 

are completely turned off after use)

Follow the government's requirements for the 

provision of good employment and working 

conditions, and aim to meet the International 

Labour Organization's Declaration of Fundamental 

Principles and Rights at Work:

o Pay staff award or above award wages

o Provide industry accepted employment 

benefits (work health cover, leave entitlements, 

work hours..., etc.)

o Provide an adequate work space with suitable 

furniture, lighting, access to appropriate 

information and communication technology

o Instigate policies on gender equity and equal 

opportunity

o Provide relevant training opportunities, in 

particular, following the VTOS certified 

standards

o Prioritise employment of local staff

Implementing Responsible Tourism 

in tour operation

(6)
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 Develop a company code of conduct for customers 

to follow in responsible tourism behaviour and 

disseminate to customers in a pre- departure 

information pack.

 Ensure the cultural and environmental integrity of 

destinations is accurately promoted in company 

communication materials to ensure expectations 

are met and enable tourists to choose the most 

appropriate destination for their needs and 

interests.  Likewise, ensure the quality standards of 

suppliers are accurately promoted and thereby 

circumvent customer complaints.

 Protect the customer's privacy by providing secure 

handling and storage of private personal and 

financial data.

 Ensure government regulations on the safe 

operation of services are provided and health and 

safety standards are met.  Conduct health, safety 

and property audits during supplier selection and 

contracting, and specify quality assurance in such 

areas as sanitation and hygiene, food safety, 

equipment and appl iances,  and vehicle 

maintenance.

 Provide opportunities for customers to give 

feedback on service and destination quality 

through questionnaires, interviews and written 

feedback, including the environmental and social 

aspects of the holiday experience.

Relations with destinations

Tour operators can also incorporate Responsible 

Tourism principles and practices into the level and form 

of interaction and support they provide to destination 

communities.  Key Responsible Tourism considerations 

may include:

 Promote sustainable development in visited 

destinations by directly engaging with national and 

local authorities, or by working together with other 

like-minded NGOs or tour operators in the 

destination. 

 Support the generation of funds for tourism 

management in protected areas by offering tours to 

the destinations, by providing information to 

customers on ways to support conservation, and 

encouraging direct donations.

 Support local social development causes through 

sponsorships and providing visitors opportunities 

to donate money or volunteer on projects.

 Help communities develop products and services 

that directly meet the needs of the consumer by 

providing advice and guidance on the tourist 

preferences on such things as handicrafts, 

souvenirs, and the quality standards and expected 

services for hotels and restaurants.

Assess the performance on sustainability issues of 

key contracted products, services and suppliers in 

order to identify priority targets and actions (e.g. for 

accommodation suppliers assess electricity 

consumption rates, source of electricity supply, 

energy efficiency measures, water consumption 

rates, water saving measures, management of 

waste, food sourcing policies, existence of an active 

CSR policy, labour and employment policies, etc).

 Develop a sustainability policy and standards for 

suppliers (can be based upon the results of the 

baseline sustainability assessment), ensuring to 

inform suppl iers  about  the company 's  

sustainability policy for suppliers and its 

ramifications.

 Set supplier sustainability targets for improvement 

for individual suppliers as well as the overall 

percentage goal of the company for all suppliers.

 Develop a sustainable supply chain action plan to 

support suppliers in meeting the standards 

sustainability standards including a timetable for 

implementation, specific responsibilities, and the 

resources required to implement the plan.

 Support suppliers to reach the sustainability 

standards by raising awareness on sustainability 

issues, providing feedback on performance, and 

giving technical support for the implementation of 

sustainability actions.

 Develop and implement incentives and contractual 

requirements for suppliers to meet sustainability 

standards (e.g. through preferential contracting of 

suppliers that meet the standards; early contract 

renewal, promotional opportunities in catalogues 

and websites, publicity about significant 

achievements).

Customer relations

Responsible tourism considerations in customer 

service relate to communicating social, economic and 

environmental sustainability issues to the customer as 

well as guaranteeing the privacy, health and safety of 

the customer. Some specific responsible tourism 

actions in customer service can include:

“Green is no longer just a trend.  

It's a way of life.”
Fran Brasseux, Executive Director, Hotel Sales and 

Marketing Association International Foundation

 Provide customers with information on responsible 

behaviour (“Do's and Don'ts”) for suppliers and 

destinations. Topics might relate to water and 
energy use, waste, laundry, supporting locally made 

products, environmental and social information  on  
the destination, appropriate behaviour towards 

local people, dress codes, etc. 
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