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[bookmark: _Toc849335106]Introduction
The international study visits to Malaysia and Singapore was one of the most valuable and transformative experiences of my academic journey since studying at University of Wales Trinity St Davids as an event management student, while also being very appreciated to have had the opportunity to have also attended the Florida Taith Funded Trip last year. Being selected to participate in a funded programme was a privilege that provided opportunities I may not otherwise have had, allowing me to experience a destination from both a tourist's and a tourism/events student's perspective. The trip extended far beyond sightseeing; it offered first-hand insight into Malaysia's tourism and events industry, its multicultural society, and the practical application of concepts studied throughout my degree. 
[bookmark: _Toc535913392]Summary of the trip
The experience challenged me to step outside my comfort zone, adapt to very unfamiliar environments, and engage with people from different cultural backgrounds, such as when visiting and connecting with the students at University Malaya Wales. Visiting tourism attractions, event venues, and hospitality businesses enabled me to connect classroom theory with real-world practice, deepening my understanding of destination management, visitor experience, and sustainable tourism, while equally brightening my personal skills I developed, including greater confidence, independence, adaptability, and intercultural awareness, which will all prepare me to step into this amazing wide industry while leaving everything I gained from this trip. I recognise how fortunate I was to be given the opportunity to participate in this programme. The financial support removed barriers that might otherwise have prevented me from undertaking an international educational experience, making the trip both accessible and highly rewarding while gaining me these life-changing skills. While the visit presented occasional challenges, these formed an important part of the learning process and encouraged critical reflection on the realities of international travel and tourism. Overall, Taith and the programme was a life-changing experience that has strengthened both my personal development and my aspirations for a future career within the tourism and events industry.
This report uses reflective practice to critically evaluate my experiences in Malaysia. Drawing on Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988), I will not only describe key events but also analyse my thoughts, emotions, and responses, considering what I learned from both the positive experiences and the challenges encountered during the programme. Through this process, I aim to demonstrate how the trip has influenced my academic understanding, enhanced my professional skills, and shaped my future aspirations within the tourism and events industry. Overall, this experience has had a lasting impact on my personal development and has reinforced my passion for pursuing a career in international tourism and events. The report is also informed by Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984), which proposes that meaningful learning occurs through a continuous process of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. As the international study visit provided direct exposure to Malaysia's tourism and events industry, Kolb's model is particularly relevant in demonstrating how practical experiences can be reflected upon, linked to academic theory, and applied to future professional practice. By combining both reflective frameworks, this report explores not only what I experienced during the trip but also how those experiences have enhanced my understanding of tourism and events management and will shape my future approach within the industry.

[bookmark: _Toc1712984225]Industry Issue encountered in Malaysia 
However, one of the most significant challenges I personally encountered during the Taith-funded study visit to Malaysia was receiving repeated unsolicited attention because of my appearance as a young white female tourist while even in Malaysia which is classed as “The population shows great ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious diversity. Malays, the Chinese, and the South Asians. Eurasians, Arabs, and Thai.” (Leinbach and Ooi Jin Bee, 2019). On several occasions, local individuals approached me to request photographs or selfies, often commenting on my physical features and physical gestures when luring, which differed from those commonly seen within the local population. While these interactions generally appeared to be motivated by curiosity rather than malicious intent, the frequency of these encounters resulted in feelings of discomfort and self-consciousness, supported by a blog of tourists claiming in KL “Every person we spoke to warned us that in KL it’s told to be careful. Every single person WHITE person we spoke to said this.” (Daniel, 2016). This highlighted how visitors' experiences are shaped not only by destinations and attractions but also by the nature of interactions with host communities. To expand, this experience can be examined through the concept of host–guest relationships, first explored (Valene L. Smith,1977), who argues that tourism is fundamentally based on interactions between visitors and local residents. Positive host–guest interactions can foster cultural understanding and enhance visitor satisfaction; however, where personal boundaries are not recognised, these encounters may negatively affect tourists' perceptions of safety, comfort, and destination image. My experience demonstrated that even well-intentioned interactions can become intrusive when they are persistent or unexpected, influencing the overall quality of the visitor experience.
The experience can also be interpreted using Geert Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions Theory (Hofstede, 2001), particularly the dimension of individualism versus collectivism, which can be described as “a cultural dimension that describes whether a society prioritises individual autonomy and personal achievement” (Johns , 2026). As someone from the United Kingdom, where individual privacy and personal space are generally valued, I initially interpreted repeated requests for photographs as an invasion of personal boundaries, such as videos of me, live videos and photos on different social media platforms. However, reflecting on the experience enabled me to recognise that cultural norms surrounding social interaction, hospitality, and curiosity towards foreign visitors may differ significantly across societies. This reinforced the importance of avoiding ethnocentric assumptions and approaching intercultural encounters with openness and cultural sensitivity. Furthermore, my experience reflects the principles of the ‘Experience Economy’ proposed by B. Joseph Pine II and James H. (Gilmore Pine & Gilmore, 1999), who argue that memorable tourism experiences are created through emotional, personal, and immersive engagement rather than simply consuming attractions. Although the study visit was overwhelmingly positive and transformative, this particular experience demonstrated how emotional responses to social interactions can significantly influence a tourist's overall perception of a destination. It highlighted that visitor satisfaction is determined not only by the quality of tourism products and events but also by the social environment in which those experiences occur.
From a tourism and events management perspective, this issue emphasises the importance of visitor management and duty of care within educational travel programmes. Universities and programme Taith organisers should provide comprehensive pre-departure cultural awareness training that prepares students for potential cultural differences in host–guest interactions while also equipping them with strategies to manage situations where attention becomes uncomfortable. Such preparation contributes to visitor wellbeing, promotes respectful intercultural communication, and supports the principles of responsible and sustainable tourism. Reflecting on this experience using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) enabled me to evaluate both my emotional response and the wider cultural context in which these interactions occurred. Similarly, Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984) illustrates how concrete experiences can be transformed into meaningful learning through reflection and application. Rather than viewing the experience solely as a negative encounter, I developed a greater appreciation of the complexities of cross-cultural tourism and the importance of balancing respect for local customs with personal comfort and wellbeing. This experience has strengthened my understanding that successful tourism management extends beyond destination planning and includes fostering respectful, culturally informed relationships between visitors and host communities. 
A further consideration of this experience is the concept of tourist vulnerability, supported as “Malaysia sees 3.4% tourism growth despite challenges. targeting 33.1 million tourist arrivals” (May, 2026), which refers to the increased exposure visitors may experience when entering unfamiliar cultural, social, and geographical environments, however, on the other hand "Singapore remains one of the safest tourist destinations in 2026” (Editorial, 2026). International tourists are often placed in vulnerable positions because they may have limited knowledge of local customs, language, social expectations, and appropriate ways of responding to unfamiliar situations. As a participant on the Taith-funded study visit, I was not only travelling as a tourist but also representing my university within an international educational setting. This created an additional responsibility to engage respectfully with the host community while also maintaining awareness of my own personal boundaries and wellbeing. The experience demonstrates that vulnerability within tourism is not limited to physical safety concerns but also includes emotional and psychological factors. Repeated unsolicited requests for photographs created uncertainty about how to respond appropriately without appearing disrespectful towards local customs, reflecting the challenge faced by many international tourists who must negotiate the balance between cultural openness and personal comfort. According to (Reisinger and Turner, 2003), successful intercultural encounters require an understanding that different societies may hold different expectations regarding communication, social behaviour, and interpersonal relationships. Therefore, tourism education programmes could prepare students not only for logistical aspects of international travel but also for the social and cultural complexities that may influence their experiences abroad for future upcoming trips. 
This situation can also be explored through the concept of perceived risk in tourism. According to (Fuchs and Reichel, 2006), tourists evaluate destinations partly through their perceptions of safety, security, and potential threats. Perceived risk does not necessarily reflect actual danger; instead, it is influenced by personal experiences, cultural background, media representation, and unfamiliar environments. In this case, although the interactions I experienced were generally non-threatening, the repeated nature of the attention influenced my perception of comfort and personal safety in certain situations. This highlights how even minor encounters can contribute to a tourist’s overall evaluation of a destination. For the Travel, Tourism, Events and Festivals industry, understanding perceived risk is essential because visitor experiences influence destination reputation and future travel decisions. Tourism organisations like Taith must recognise that safety is not only associated with crime prevention or emergency management but also with ensuring visitors feel respected, welcomed, and comfortable within the destination. This is particularly relevant for educational tourism programmes, where students may be travelling internationally for the first time especially when visiting University Malaya Wales that encouraged us students about new programmes opening for us international students and may require additional support in adapting to unfamiliar cultural environments. The experience can also be connected to the concept of destination image, which refers to the collection of beliefs, impressions, and emotions that tourists develop towards a destination. According to (Echtner and Ritchie, 1991), destination image is formed through both functional elements, such as attractions and facilities, and psychological elements, including emotions, feelings, and personal experiences. Although Malaysia provided many positive experiences through its culture, hospitality, landscapes, and tourism attractions, my interactions with local individuals also contributed to my overall perception of the destination, like for example if I wanted to travel solo. This demonstrates that destination image is shaped not only by official tourism marketing campaigns but also by everyday encounters between visitors and residents. This links closely to the concept of responsible tourism, which emphasises that tourism should benefit both visitors and host communities while minimising negative social impacts. Responsible tourism requires mutual respect between tourists and residents, recognising that both groups contribute to the quality of the tourism experience. While local curiosity towards international visitors can represent cultural interest and hospitality, responsible tourism also requires awareness of visitor boundaries and the importance of consent in social interactions. Within tourism management, this reinforces the need for education around appropriate visitor and resident behaviour, particularly in destinations experiencing increasing international tourism.
[bookmark: _Toc694505302]Overall Sum-Up 
The Taith-funded study visit to Malaysia also provided valuable opportunities to understand wider tourism theories and how they apply to real-world visitor experiences. (Urry’s, 1990) concept of the ‘Tourist Gaze’ is particularly relevant to my experience of being recognised as a foreign visitor and receiving attention due to my appearance. Urry suggests that tourism involves socially constructed ways of seeing, where certain places, cultures, and people can become objects of interest or fascination. In this context, my experience demonstrated that tourists are not only observers of destinations but can also become part of the gaze themselves, particularly when their appearance or background is perceived as different by the host community. This highlights the importance of understanding how identity, culture, and perception influence interactions between visitors and residents. Furthermore, (Cohen, 1972) theory of ‘Tourist Typologies’ provides insight into my role as an educational traveller rather than a traditional leisure tourist. As a participant on a university-funded international study programme, my experience aligned closely with Cohen’s concept of the experiential tourist, as I sought meaningful engagement with Malaysian and Singapore culture, tourism practices, and local communities rather than simply consuming attractions. This demonstrates how educational tourism can create deeper connections between visitors and destinations by encouraging cultural learning, personal development, and a more informed understanding of global tourism. 
The relationship between visitors and host communities can also be examined through (Doxey,1975) ‘Irridex Model’, which explores how resident attitudes towards tourism can develop as destinations experience increasing numbers of visitors. Although my interactions with local people were generally positive and reflected curiosity and hospitality, the theory highlights the importance of managing relationships between tourists and residents to ensure that tourism remains mutually beneficial. This is particularly relevant for international destinations, where growing tourism activity requires consideration of both visitor satisfaction and community wellbeing. 
Finally, (Butler, 1980) ‘Tourism Area Life Cycle Model’ provides a useful framework for understanding Malaysia/Singapore as an established international tourism destination. The model suggests that destinations evolve over time and must continually adapt to changing visitor expectations, sustainability concerns, and community needs. My experience demonstrated the importance of maintaining positive destination experiences through responsible tourism management, cultural awareness, and effective visitor engagement. Together, these theories have enhanced my understanding that tourism is a complex industry shaped by social relationships, cultural exchange, destination development, and stakeholder collaboration. The Taith-funded programme allowed me to experience these concepts in practice, transforming academic theory into meaningful professional learning and strengthening my aspirations for a future career within the Travel, Tourism, Events and Festivals industry.
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