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ABSTRACT

This study aims to determine the factors affecting both destination innovation and the
competitiveness of the tourism destinations in the Central Highlands, Vietnam. This
research used both qualitative and quantitative research methods. The qualitative
research method was used through focus group interviews and one-on-one interviews
in order to complete the research model and scales. In addition, SmartPLS software was
used to analyse the reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity of the
quantitative research method. The proposed hypotheses and research model were also
examined via boostrapping with P-values < 0.05. This study had a 210-expert survey of
managers and experienced executives working in the tourism industry in the Central
Highlands, Vietnam. The research findings showed four factors affecting
competitiveness through innovation, which was a moderating factor among
destinations in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, including Policies, Local specialties,
Culture, and Natural environment. From these findings, some policy implications were
proposed for destinations and tourism managers to develop and enhance destination
innovation and competitiveness at destinations in the Central Highlands, Vietnam,
through the improvement of Policies, Local specialties, Culture, and Natural
environment. In addition, these implications also aim to realize sustainable tourism
development for the region, which is one of the most potential tourism regions in
Vietnam.

Contribution/Originality: This research aims to identify the factors affecting destination innovation and

competitiveness, especially in the Central Highlands of Vietnam. This is the first study to look at factors influencing

both destination innovation and competitiveness; other studies only looked at factors impacting one of the two.

1. INTRODUCTION

Currently, tourism is one of the fastest-growing industries. The tourism industry is an important industry for

national economies because it provides opportunities for countries, especially developing countries, to create
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productive and inclusive jobs, generate economic benefits, and grow firms innovatively. Therefore, in recent years,
tourism has attracted a number of scholars to explore it in all aspects, especially innovation and competitiveness.
According to Leung and Baloglu (2013), local communities and national economies would develop strongly through
destination competitiveness. However, the 4.0 technology revolution has become a necessary tool in life, and the
quality of life will increase day by day, especially in spiritual life. Organisations need to develop in parallel with
technology and social changes if they are to not lose market share. Therefore, tourism enterprises or destinations
need to innovate continuously. According to The World Tourism Organization (2023), destinations could be
successful in innovation and create good competitiveness if they connected all stakeholders to collaboration
opportunities and prioritised capacity building in tourism and technology. On the other hand, there are numerous
studies relating to competitiveness that are based on model frameworks such as the Porter Diamond Model (Porter,
1990) and the integrated model (Dwyer & Kim, 2003). Currently, there is no research that has implemented a
combined model to evaluate the factors affecting destination innovation and competitiveness, such as the studies of
Vengesayi, Mavondo, and Reisinger (2013) and Zeleke and Biwota (2020). However, these studies were developed
by modifying or adding variables to a complete scale. Hence, this showed that there were no significant differences
between the studies relating to competitiveness.

The Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (2023) stated that tourism in Vietnam would become the
most attractive destination in Southeast Asia to confirm its competitiveness. Vietnam welcomed more than 7.8,
millions international and domestic tourists in the first eigth months of 2023 (Ministry of Culture, Sports, &
Tourism Vietnam, 2023).

Vietnam has been focusing on the tourism industry and “breakthrough” tourism capabilities through its
tourism development strategy in 2020, with a vision for 2030. This plan pointed out that the Central Highlands of
Vietnam were one of seven key tourism regions (Vietnam.gov.vn, 2020). This region is one of the most fascinating
areas in the country, with 5 provinces (Dak Lak, Dak Nong, Gia Lai, Kon Tum, and Lam Dong), and there are
47/53 ethnic groups of Vietnam living here. With its important strategic location, this region has favorable
conditions to expand economic development exchanges, especially tourism development. Many major tourist routes
have been formed, such as the “Central Heritage Road” or “Central Highlands Green Road,” travel routes
connecting Vietnam with Indochina countries. The region is blessed with many valuable resources to exploit for
tourism development in landscapes or lakes along the region, such as the Dak Bla and Dong Nai rivers; Tuyen Lamy;
Dan Kia Suoi Vang (Lam Dong); or Bien Ho (Gia Lai). Hence, the Central Highlands of Vietnam should develop
the tourism industry as a sustainable industry to increase economic performance and also improve the regional
image. Destination competitiveness refers to the ability of a tourist destination to attract and retain visitors in
comparison with other destinations. Gupta, Malhotra, Czinkota, and Foroudi (2016) stated that innovation
capability was one of the enabling factors to achieve sustainable competitive advantage. However, there is no study
or author that has mentioned this topic globally, especially in Vietnam in general and the Central Highlands of
Vietnam.

Therefore, this study aims to explore and examine factors affecting destination innovation and destination
competitiveness at destinations in this region. In addition, this study would propose some policy implications for
government departments in the region that could improve competitiveness in the tourism industry. Moreover, this
study is the first to explore factors affecting competitiveness with innovation as a moderating factor; no authors or
previous studies conducted this context. This study is divided into 8 sections, including Section 1: Introduction;
Section 2: Literature Review; Section 3: Hypotheses and Research Model; Section 4: Methodology; Section 5:
Research Results; Section 6: Discussion and Policy Implications; Section 7: Conclusion; and Section 8: Limitations

and Future Research Directions.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Destination Innovation

Innovation is an issue and a challenge that any business takes seriously. There were many definitions of
destination innovation (Nguyen, 2010; Yangzhou & Ritchie, 1993), which meant that products and services would
be innovated to become valuable and effective for the organization. The development cycle of innovation includes:
(1) Discovery; (2) Visiting; (3) Development; (4) Consolidation; and (5) Stagnation. This study examines the
innovation of destinations in the Central Highlands of Vietnam. The perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs of tourists
determine how attractive a place is (Yangzhou & Ritchie, 1993). The value of attraction is the power to attract
tourists (Nguyen, 2010). To achieve it, tourist destinations need to regularly innovate to create curiosity and attract
tourists. In the tourism industry, destination innovation would improve its products and services to be an attractive

destination to satisfy tourist needs, thereby enhancing its ability to compete with other destinations.

2.2. Destination Competitiveness

Competitiveness is one of the major topics of interest to scientific researchers and large and small busine sses.
However, the definition of competitiveness has not yet been unified in many aspects. For example, aspects of
economics have different definitions (Porter & Ketels, 2003). Competitive capability levels are closely related to each
other and are divided into 4 levels, such as (1) Country, (2) Industry, (3) Enterprise, and (4) Products and services.
The previous studies illustrated the destination’s competitiveness from many angles. According to Porter and
Strategy (1980), labour productivity was considered the only measurement of competitiveness, which was the
ability to create, maintain, and innovate new things that increase competitive advantage by creating productivity,
being high quality, dominating the market, and developing sustainably. According to Dwyer and Kim (2003),
competitiveness was an important factor for the success of enterprises and tourist destinations. They also stated
that the destination’s competitiveness was to provide better goods and services than other destinations based on the
experiences of tourists. At the same point, Nguyen (2010) stated that tourist satisfaction and residents’ sustainable
prosperity were the competitiveness factors that could differentiate a destination from other foreign and domestic
destinations. Providing real experiences for tourists contributed to creating a great destination image. Therefore,
building up the destination image was a key role in creating a critical advantage in improving the destination brand
to attract tourists and compete with others (Hwong & Quéan, 2018). Destination competitiveness is the
competitiveness of the destination with other destinations based on tourist experiences and the maintenance and

improvement of service or product quality at the destination.

3. HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH MODEL
3.1. People

People collect knowledge, skills, and abilities, which have a key role in innovation and are an advantage for the
innovation activities of tourism enterprises and hotels (Grissemann, Pikkemaat, & Weger, 2013). According to
Nguyen, Nguyen, and Nguyen (2018), people were an important factor affecting the destination brand and
competitiveness in Ben Tre. On the other hand, the people factor was a significant factor determining innovation in
tourism (Divisekera & Nguyen, 2018). Local people’s friendly attitude would help to improve tourist satisfaction
during their vacation there and build up a great destination image (Maunier & Camelis, 2013). Based on the
preceding studies, the research proposed the following hypothesis:

H: People have a positive impact on destination innovation in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

H.: People have a positive impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.
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3.2. Culture

Culture and tourism had a close relationship, dialectical to each other, in the development process (The World
Tourism Organization, 2023). Ritchie and Zins (1978) stated that cultural characteristics were a destination
attraction. However, to improve attractiveness, we need long-term development and innovation. In addition,
historical resources were also one of the factors affecting the decision to choose a destination. The historical sites
and local culture could highlighted the differences in regional culture (Zeleke & Biwota, 2020). In addition, in fact,
the development must always be accompanied by innovation to diversify products and services and “catch up” to
development trends. Therefore, the hypotheses were proposed as follows:

H:: Culture has a positive impact on destination innovation in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

H.: Culture has a positrve impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

3.8. Infrastructure

Tourism infrastructure seems to be the accommodation facilities serving tourists (Khadaroo & Seetanah, 2007).
The better the tourism infrastructure, the greater the local ability to serve tourists. Therefore, this development
could help increase the attraction performance of destinations. According to Watson and Kopachevsky (1994), the
infrastructure supporting tourism services had become diverse. In addition, Murphy, Pritchard, and Smith (2000)
stated that tourism infrastructure was the most important factor after the environmental factor in the tourist’s
experience. In addition, tourism infrastructure could be used to rate destination quality and vacation value.
Therefore, the H:: Infrastructure has a positive impact on destination innovation in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

H: Infrastructure has a positive impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

3.4. Natural Environment

Scenic spots, natural scenery, environment, atmosphere, and weather at the destination were stated as
characteristics of the natural environment (Lin, Morais, Kerstetter, & Hou, 2007). On the other hand, Murphy et al.
(2000) stated that destination environment played a key role in destination competitiveness, including climate,
landscape, atmosphere, and frienliness. Huang and Chen (2009) defined innovation as the new way for enterprises to
develop products, services, and their innovative environment. Dwyer and Kim (2003) and Ritchie and Crouch
(2003) also suggested that innovation is embedded in destination management, marketing, product development,
destination policy, plans, research, tourism infrastructure, architecture, and natural, cultural, and social factors.
From those findings, hypotheses were proposed as follows:

H:: Natural environment has a positive impact on destination innovation in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

H.: Natural environment has a positive impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands,
Vietnam.

3.5. Policies

Destination competitiveness is enhanced through policies and strategies in marketing, destination
management, and sustainable development (Buhalis, 2000; Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). Howie
(2003) stated that policy could present complex challenges and opportunities for management and strategic
development. According to the Daklak Provincal People’s Committee (2022), province tourism and region tourism
should link with each other so that tourism can connect, complete strategies and policies, and attract investment for
tourism development. In addition, the Ministry of Culture et al. (2023) stated that government departments should
issue capital policies for the Tourism Development Support Funds to popularize, and support tourism destination
development, which could help them complete step-by-step in development to become more creative, dynamic, and
innovative. Hence, the study proposed hypotheses as follows:

H.: Policies have a positive impact on destination innovation in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.
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H.«: Policies have a positive impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

3.6. Local Specialties

According to the Law on Tourism (2017), tourism products are a set of services that exploit and use the values
of tourism resources to meet tourist needs. According to Vo and Ngo (2017), local specialties were unique tourism
products that were differentiate from other products in order to attract, expand markets, and exploit good resources
and potential for tourism development. The local specialty innovation and expansion aim to enhance the destination
image and attract both domestic and foreign tourists. This study explores all aspects of local specialities, such as
cuisine and local community activities, of which there are many ethics living in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.
Hence, the hypotheses were proposed as follows:

H.:: Local specialties have a positive impact on destination innovation in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

H.: Local specialties have a positive impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands, Vietnam.

8.7. Destination Innovation

Innovation is the realization of new ideas and new knowledge to creat new products, processes, and services to
enhance competitive advantages and meet customer needs (Nystrom, 1990). Hence, destination innovation is a key
factor in the success of destinations competing with other destinations and dealing with economic and social
changes (Hjalager, 2002). Innovation was related to competitiveness because innovation was necessary to maintain
competitiveness in an industry and was a requirement to maintain or improve market position (Sdnchez & Lépez,
2015). Previous studies focused on exploring the innovative capabilities of tourism destinations without examining
the impact of innovation as a competitive advantage (Kallmuenzer & Peters, 2018). Therefore, the study proposes
the following hypotheses:

H.:: Destination innovation has a positive impact on destination competitiveness in the Central Highlands, Vietnam

From the above hypotheses, the authors decided to propose a research model, including 6 factors affecting

innovation and competitiveness at destinations in the Central Highlands of Vietnam (Figure 1).

Natural
enviornment

Innovation

H13 (+)

Competitiveness

HI2 (+)
Local specialties

Figure 1. Research model.

4. METHODOLOGY

The study uses a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods:

Step 1: The study was approached using a qualitative method to complete a measurement and design

questionnaire by expert interviews with managers and experienced executives working at destinations or tourism
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enterprises. The research scale was adopted from the existing studies relating to this research. In addition, authors
interviewed the experts to complete the scale and modified slightly the items of factors to be appropriate to the
study context. People factor: 5 items were adopted from Akbulut and Ekin (2022); Khoa, Hung, Thuy, and Tuén
(2017); Fallon and Kriwoken (2003); Gunya (2007); Nguyen (2017); and Nguyen et al. (2018). Culture: 4 items were
adopted from Ritchie and Zins (1978); Haileslassie (2017); and Zeleke and Biwota (2020); Infrastructure: 5 items
were adopted from KusCer (2018), Tseng, Kuo, and Chou (2008), and Victorino, Verma, Plaschka, and Dev (2005).
Natural environment: 3 items adopted from Akbulut and Ekin (2022) and Nguyen et al. (2018); Policies: 5 items
adopted from Akbulut and Ekin (2022); Dwyer and Kim (2008); Kus€er (20138); and Ritchie and Crouch (20083).
Local specialties: 5 items: Akbulut and Ekin (2022); Hrong and Quén (2018); Ku$€er (2018); Ngin and Hai (2022);
and Phuong and Linh (2022); Innovation: 4 items adopted from KusCer (20138), Tseng et al. (2008), and Victorino et
al. (2005) and Competitiveness: 4 items adopted from Khoa et al. (2017) and Nguyen (2017). This tudy used Likert 5
from 1 — strongly disagree, 2 — disagree, 3 — average, 4 — agree, and 5 — strongly agree. The sample size must be
greater or equal to 5 times the number of variables (Bentler & Chou, 1987). Therefore, this study needs at least 170
responses, but according to Raykov and Widaman (1995), the sample size must be greater than the original sample
size of 50 to 100 responses in order to ensure the reliability of the study. Hence, the authors distributed a total of
235 online and offline questionnaires and collected all 235 responses. Among them, only 210 responses were valid
because the remainder were many cells without an answer.

Step 2: The study used the quantitative method to analyse the data for reliability, convergent validity, and
discriminant validity. Finally, to test hypotheses and examine model fit through the bootstrapping results with a P-

value < 0.05. This step was conducted via SmartPLS software.

5. RESEARCH RESULTS
5.1. Respondent Demographic Profile

This study distributed a total of 235 online and oftline questionnaires to tourism managers, but the authors
collected only 235 responses. Among them, only 210 responses were able to be used. Among 210 valid responses,
the distribution of the years of experience was as follows: 1 year—3 years with 68 people (32.4%), over 3 years—5
years with 77 people (86.7%), over 5 years—10 years with 53 people (25.2%), and over 10 years with 12 people
(5.7%). Regarding company size, there were 51 people working at 1-50 people (24.3%), 78 people working at over
50—100 people (37.1%), 53 people working at over 100—200 people (25.2%), and the remainder were over 200 people
working at a company with over 200 people (13.3%). Only 53 respondents were working at Shareholding company
(25.2%), 93 respondents were working at a limited liability company (44.8%), 51 respondents were working at a

private company (24.3%), and the remainder of respondents were working at a local business (6.2%) Table 1.

Table 1. Sample demographic characteristics.

Details Categories Frequency Percent (%)
1 year - 3 years 68 32.4
over 3 years - 5 years 77 36.7
Y ear of experience over 5 years - 10 years 53 25.2
over 10 years 12 5.7
Total 210 100.0
1 - 50 people 51 24.3
Over 50 - 100 people 78 37.1
Company size Over 100 - 200 people 53 25.2
Over 200 people 28 13.8
Total 210 100.0
Shareholding company 53 25.2
Limited liability company 93 44.3
Type of company Private enterprise 51 24.3
Local business 13 6.2
Total 210 100.0
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5.2. Scale Reliability Tests

This study used SmartPLS software to analyze the data. According to Hair Jr, Sarstedt, Hopkins, and

Kuppelwieser (2014, the outer loading coefficient must be greater than 0,7, while the outer loading coefficient must

be rejected if it is less than 0,4. The observed variables with outer loadings were all greater than 0.7 Table 2.

Table 2 also illustrates Cronbach's Alpha, composite reliability coefficient (CR), and average extracted variance

(AVE), which are indicators to evaluate the reliability of research data. According to Chin (1998), CR must be

greater than 0.6. The Cronbach's Alpha of all items is greater than 0,7, varying from 0,767 to 0,855. As for the total

variance coefficient extracted, it will be a factor that ensures and strengthens the experimentality of the model from

theory to reality, according to the authors (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The AVE must be greater than 0.5, the results

showed that all variables were greater than 0.5; varying from 0.589 to 0.694. At the same time, no AVE is less than

0.5.
Table 2. Reliability and theresult of CFA.
Variables [ Cronbach's alpha OL CR AVE [ Variables [ Cronbach'salpha | OL CR | AVE
PEO 0.767 0.851 | 0.589 NAEVI 0.768 0.864 | 0.680
PEO1 0.748 NAEVI1 0.808
PEO2 0.770 NAEVI2 0.771
PEO3 0.832 NAEVI3 0.891
PEO4 0.716 POL 0.855 0.896 | 0.633
CUL 0.794 0.866 | 0.618 POL1 0.807
CULI1 0.799 POL2 0.808
CUL2 0.783 POL3 0.816
CULs 0.771 POL4 0.763
CUL4 0.792 POL5 0.784
INF 0.84:3 0.888 | 0.613 LOSP 0.840 0.886 | 0.609
INF1 0.712 LOSP1 0.767
INF2 0.787 LOSP2 0.760
INF3 0.811 LOSP3 0.814
INF4 0.808 LOSP4 0.807
INF5 0.793 LOSP5 0.752
INNO 0.799 0.869 | 0.624 COMPE 0.853 0.901 | 0.694
INNO1 0.810 COMPE1 0.827
INNO2 0.793 COMPE2 0.823
INNOS3 0.751 COMPE3 0.827
INNO4 0.805 COMPE4 0.550

Note: PEO: People; CUL: Culture; INF: Infrastructure; NAEVI: Natural environment; POL: Policies; LOSP: Local specialties; INNO: Inn ovation; COMPE:
Competitiveness; Others are observations of each factor.

5.8. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)

According to Fornell and Larcker (1981), to validate the discriminant between contructs, the discriminant

validity must meet the square root of the variance between the construct and its AVE. It meant the main diagonal

values were greater than the correlations between each construct and any other constructs, which were illustrated

in Table 3.
Table 8. Discriminant validity — Fornell — Larcker (Fornell-Larcker criterion).
Variables POL PEO INF LOSP NAEVI COM INNO CUL
POL 0.796
PEO 0.363 0.768
INF 0.568 0.358 0.783
LOSP 0.493 0.8314 0.281 0.781
NAEVI 0.309 0.404 0.212 0.348 0.825
COM 0.585 0.410 0.369 0.638 0.382 0.833
INNO 0.648 0.375 0.403 0.627 0.395 0.758 0.790
CUL 0.487 0.532 0.316 0.510 0.841 0.485 0.595 0.786

Note: PEO: People; CUL: Culture; INF: Infrastructure; NAEVI: Natural environment; POL: Policies; LOSP: Local specialties; INNO: Innovation;
COMPE: Competitiveness.

© 20238 Conscientia Beam. All Rights Reserved.
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Table 4. Results of variance inflation factor test.
Variables POL PEO INF LOSP NAEVI CUL | INNO

COM 2.230 1.5687 1.562 1.799 1.819 1.956 | 2.495

INNO 1.966 1.5685 1.5653 1.574 1.291 1.805

Note: PEO: People; CUL: Culture; INF: Infrastructure; NAEVI: Natural environment; POL: Policies; LOSP:
Local specialties; INNO: Innovation; COMPE: Competitiveness.

The PLS-SEM algorithm shows the structural model’s estimate and validation in Figure 2. According to Hair
Jr et al. (2014), to ensure no multicollinearity between variables in the model, we use the variance inflation factor

(VIF), with VIF < 5.Table 4 illustrates that there is no multicollinearity between the variables in this study.

PEO1
_ NAEVI1
PEO2 o o 0809
0-832: INNO1 INNO2 INNO3 INNO4 oo EE
PEo3 4 T~ \ K f 0891,
0.716 0790 0758
0810 O . 0.801
e PEO 0.032 \INNO/ 0.107 NAEVI DAEVIS
PEO4
POL1
cuL1
700 POL2
cuL2 S
0,783
0771 POL3
sl i
oz POL4
r'e cuL
cuLs 4 N
/ POLS
INF1 / \ LOSP1
LS . 0826 oSOMPE. 0852 . P ud
0.712 : 0825 0830 O 0.767
INF2 LOSP2
R 0,787\ / f x \ 0.760"7
INF3 40811 COMPE1 COMPE2 COMPE3 COMPE4 0 814-%» LOSP3
—
0.807 o 808_,
P
INF4 0.793 INF LOSP 0 753 LOSP4
INF5 LOSPS

Figure 2. The PLS-SEM model.

Then, the parameters were calculated using a 5000-sample bootstrap procedure, which is a method for
resampling with replacement where the original sample acts as a crowd. Estimated results using the Bootstrap
method are averaged with bias still present, but in a very small amount. Therefore, the conclusions drawn from the
estimates in the project's model can be reliable. However, the boostrap result indicated that the P-values of some

paths were greater than 0.5, which was not accepted Table 5.

Table 5. Path coefficients.

Variables Coeflicients SE T-values P values Note

CUL -> COMPE -0.083 0.072 1.142 0.253 Rejected H4
CUL -> INNO 0.245 0.075 3.263 0.001 Accepted H3
INF -> COMPE 0.020 0.075 0.267 0.789 Rejected H6
INF ->INNO 0.064 0.066 0.964 0.385 Rejected H5
INNO -> COMPE 0.516 0.087 5.914 0.000 Accepted H13
LOSP -> COMPE 0.254 0.081 3.138 0.002 Accepted H12
LOSP -> INNO 0.298 0.074 4.031 0.000 Accepted H11
NAEVI -> COMPE 0.033 0.051 0.652 0.514 Rejected H8
NAEVI -> INNO 0.107 0.054 1.990 0.047 Accepted H7
PEO -> COMPE 0.125 0.070 1.791 0.073 Rejected H2
PEO -> INNO -0.082 0.062 0.517 0.605 Rejected H1
POL -> COMPE 0.099 0.076 1.312 0.190 Rejected H10
POL -> INNO 0.325 0.086 3.787 0.000 Accepted H9
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The P-values of the path coefficients between Policies and Competitiveness, People and both Innovation and
Competitiveness, Infrastructure and Competitiveness, Natural environment and Competitiveness, and Culture and
Competitiveness were greater than 0.5; hence, those hypotheses were rejected. Therefore, Innovation was affected
by Policies, Culture, Local specialties, and Natural environment by about 0,589 (R? = 58,9%). On the other hand,

Competitiveness was affected by only Local specialties and Innovation (R? = 61.4%).

6. DISCUSSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS
6.1. Discussion

This study has contributed important meaning to the study of destination innovation and competitiveness. The
study has pointed out four factors affecting destination innovation: (1) Culture; (2) Natural environment; (3)
Policies; and (4) Local specialities. However, the hypotheses were rejected because they were misappropriate for the
reality of Central Highlands tourism at the moment. The Central Highlands region of Vietnam is unique in terms of
tourism, which it has made distinct from other domestic destinations because of the difference in natural
environment with vegetation ecosystems and landscapes and the uniqueness of national culture as its strengths in
developing destination image. The previous studies pointed out that policies, people, culture, and the natural
environment were affected by destination competitiveness (Ku$Cer, 2013; Nguyen, 2017; Zeleke & Biwota, 2020).
Therefore, the importance of the hypotheses was completely consistent with the research models of the topic.
However, they were not appropriate to the reality of the research context; hence, those hypotheses were rejected.

In addition, this study has been the first to combine innovation and competitiveness in relation to tourism
changes and sustainable development. Therefore, this study has contributed to the theoretical system on new
aspects in tourism by completing scales through expert interviews, and there were some new observation variables
suggesting exploring the reality context. Moreover, this study also contributed to the new potential correlation by

bringing the research model closer to reality.

6.2. Policy Implications
6.2.1. Policies

The policy factor was to impact destination innovation. In the development orientation, to achieve the set
goals, the Central Highlands region needs to have favorable policies to “break through” the tourism capabilities
there in order to implement well the innovation of the area and also increase the region’s competitiveness.
Therefore, tourism managers should make strategies and plans. First, it is necessary to “speed up” tourism image of
the region through organizing seminars, exhibitions, and festivals with the main title “Making tourism a key
economic sector”. To invest in digital marketing strategies, including the development of travel websites and
applications, social media advertising campaigns, and search engine optimization (SEO) strategies to attract and
introduce destinations to domestic and foreign tourists. Second, it is necessary to support the implementation of
policies that promote a sustainable environment, such as to regenerating natural resources, encouraging the use of
public transportation, and providing eco-friendly tourism products and services. Provinces and businesses should
consider the feasibility of applying "Open the sky" policies and adding domestic airports to connect point-to-point
between other provinces in Vietnam. Third, to develop policies to support small and medium enterprises in terms of
finance, taxes, electricity prices, current import prices for tourist vehicles, and support for projected land rental
prices. To promote tourism investment and attract international investment to expand and develop tourism. To

establish tourism funds is to support tourism development.

6.2.2. Local Specialties
Local specialties were to impact both destination innovation and destination competitiveness in the Central

Highlands, Vietnam. The Central Highlands of Vietnam is a region with unique landscapes or agricultural products.
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One of them, coffee, has been planted in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, becoming a specialty of the region and
Vietnam. In other words, it has been developing nationwide. However, each destination here has different local
specialties to differentiate from each other and create a memorable impression for tourists. First, when building
adventure tours, government departments of provinces and tourism companies need to carefully choose suitable
routes and ensure safety for tourists when participating, which is the most important content. At the same time, to
invest in and build the infrastructure quality and to build up a professional staft to handle emergency situations that
occur. Second, to plan, organize and develop new tourism services such as eco-tourism, community tourism, or
experiential tourism, and to cooperate with farmers to set up tours based on sightseeing, understanding, experience,
and picking and bringing it home, like picking coffee or durian. Third, to organize professionally more activities
relating to the traditional festivals of local communities is to attract tourists. Fourth, the Central Highlands of
Vietnam has a unique advantage in coffee products; therefore, by combining tourism with coffee in many forms of
experiential tourism such as harvesting, sightseeing, and experiencing, tourists will also hear about stories relating
to coffee. Finally, provinces in the Central Highlands also need to be interested in activities to improve the
environment and plant trees to turn eco-tourism into sustainable eco-tourism. Ecotourism destinations should

improve quality and train professional staffin all stages of operations.

6.2.3. Culture

Culture had a direct impact on destination innovation at destinations in the Central Highlands, Vietnam. There
are many ethnic groups living in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, among the 53 ethnic groups living along
Vietnam with unique cultures and traditional activities. Therefore, provinces there should preserve and enhance
cultural values, not only promoting national values but also promoting social and economic development and
enhancing tourism capacity to improve resident lives. First, organising and developing specific traditional festivals
will attract a large number of tourists and create many new experiences for visitors. Second, in parallel with that
development, to preserve and enhance spiritual and cultural values, invest in and develop traditional craft villages.
In addition, tourism experiences must be appropriated to local culture. When travelling to a destination, tourists
always want to experience and explore the local culture and practices. Therefore, it is necessary to create tourism
experiences that are consistent with local culture to attract tourists and help them better understand the unique

culture there.

6.2.4. Natural Environment

The natural environment also had a direct impact on destination innovation. The Central Highlands region is
known as a region with many wild and majestic landscapes, and this is considered an advantage in tourism
development. Therefore, the Central Highlands provinces need to take advantage of the natural environment to
develop and expand. Firstly, to make project plans, to develop all advantages, and to look for new tourism types
that can be applied here. The build-up is based on consistency and synchronization with supporting factors and to
evaluate the suitability and attractiveness of each tourism type for each terrain. Connecting tourist terrains together
creates a “Tourism Road” of destinations. Moreover, when developing, managers and enterprises also need to pay
attention to environmental protection while keeping the environment in the most stable state. Second, to depend on
nature to develop natural activities such as adventure and survival sports tourism, community tourism, experiential
tourism to explore the land and locality, or environmentally friendly tourism types such as green tourism, healing
tourism, eco-tourism, and sightseeing tourism. At the same time, actively build a destination landscape by

decorating with rows of trees, flowers, and natural materials to build an environmentally friendly destination image.
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7. CONCLUSION

This study intends to explore factors affecting destination innovation and destination competitiveness at
destinations in the Central Highlands, Vietnam. The results illustrated that Policies, Culture, and Natural
environment affecting destination innovation directly, excluding Local specialties had an impact directly on both
destination innovation and destination competitiveness. In addition, destination innovation was a moderating
factor between the four factors mentioned above and destination competitiveness. This study suggests some policy
implications for developing appropriate destination innovation and competitiveness so that tourism in the Central

Highlands, Vietnam, could be improved and developed sustainably.

8. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTION

Although this study has findings and contributions, it has limitations. First, this study explored a quite new
topic with a combination of innovation and competitiveness concepts; hence, approaches and explorations were
limited. Second, this study was conducted only in the Central Highlands of Vietnam. Therefore, in future research,
authors would continue exploring deeply this topic and expand the research areas in order to compare the

innovation and competitiveness between each region in Vietnam.
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