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This bibliometric analysis explores the evolution of qualitative research in tourism and 
hospitality over the past 45 years, utilizing the Scopus database to highlight prominent 
trends, publications, and thematic developments. The study identifies significant trends in 
publication volumes, which show a remarkable increase, particularly in the past decade, 
reflecting a growing interest in qualitative methods to address the complexities of tourism 
and hospitality. Performance analysis indicates the dominance of key journals and authors, 
while science mapping reveals evolving research themes such as sustainable tourism, visi-
tor behavior, and destination marketing. Notably, the analysis of cluster networks and the-
matic evolution demonstrates how research has transitioned from foundational topics like 
tourism development and anthropology to contemporary concerns such as sustainability, 
the sharing economy, entrepreneurship, and digital tourism. This shift reflects the field’s 
response to global changes and challenges, offering key insights to direct future research 
on resilience, crisis management, and tourism technology.
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1  INTRODUCTION

Within the dynamic field of tourism and hospitality research, applying qualitative 
approaches has become fundamental to thoroughly comprehending different aspects 
of tourism, such as visitor behavior, community participation, destination experiences, 
and the complex interactions within the hospitality industry. Qualitative approaches are 
anchored in the endeavor of digging into the intricacies, complexities (Jones, Torres 
and Arminio, 2021), and contextual aspects of a subject matter (Ravn, 2023). These 
approaches provide researchers with a perspective from which they may investigate 
the subjective aspects that quantitative methods alone often fail to capture (Eatough 
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and Smith, 2008). As the domain of qualitative research methodology in the context of 
tourism and hospitality continues to grow (Andriotis, 2020; Nunkoo, 2018; Wilson et 
al., 2019), it is essential to examine the landscape as it evolves critically. This includes 
recognizing patterns and prominent works and developing paradigms contributing to 
the ongoing debate.

A handful of studies have reviewed qualitative research in tourism. For example, 
through a systematic bibliometric analysis, Wilson et al. (2019) investigated the pres-
ent moment in qualitative research in tourism over a decade (2007–2017) against the 
progress in the social sciences. However, they only examined journals with “tourism” 
or “travel” in their title. In addition, they considered 10 years and mainly focused on 
data collection methods. McGinley et al. (2021) also conducted a systematic review of 
qualitative research published in five top hospitality journals during 2014–2019, focus-
ing on the current state of trustworthiness in hospitality research. In addition to more 
general systematic reviews, some have been conducted on studies in specific regions, 
such as Southeast Asia (Mura and Pahlevan-Sharif, 2015) or on those employed spe-
cific qualitative methods, such as narrative analysis (Mura and Pahlevan-Sharif, 2016), 
qualitative online research (Pahlevan-Sharif, Mura and Wijesinghe, 2020), qualitative 
content analysis (Çakar, 2022), case study (Çakar and Aykol, 2021), and qualitative 
comparative analysis (Selcuk and Cizel, 2024). In brief, previous reviews have mainly 
examined studies published in tourism and hospitality journals over a limited time-
frame and were primarily concerned with methodologies or methods employed. They 
hardly employed systematic bibliometric analysis to reveal the intellectual and concep-
tual structure of the field over a wide timespan.

To this end, the present study undertakes an extensive bibliometric analysis involv-
ing a systematic and quantitative investigation of a collection of scholarly literature. 
The aim is to uncover the various dimensions of qualitative research approaches in 
tourism and hospitality. Through a comprehensive examination of a wide range of 
scholarly resources, namely journal articles from the Scopus database (Abdollahi  
et al., 2023), our objective is to provide a comprehensive overview of the intellec-
tual foundation that supports qualitative research in this specific context. This study 
is not only timely but also essential, as it offers the opportunity to uncover significant 
insights into the trends, patterns, and shifts within this dynamic sector.

The rationale for conducting a bibliometric analysis in this particular context is 
both persuasive and complicated. The tourism and hospitality sector is characterized 
by its complexities, shaped by many cultural, political, economic, and environmental 
components (Ghaderi, Walker and Béal, 2022). Given these circumstances, qualitative 
research approaches play an important part in elucidating the complexities of visitor 
motivations, destination branding, and service quality, among other significant factors. 
Undertaking a comprehensive examination of the existing body of literature in this 
particular field is an invaluable opportunity to identify significant findings, recognize 
notable publications, and determine upcoming research areas.

Furthermore, the significance of conducting a bibliometric analysis is emphasized 
by the interdisciplinary nature of research in the field of tourism and hospitality. 
Scholars and practitioners from several disciplines, such as management, economics, 
geography, psychology, business, and cultural studies, come together to investigate 
the complexities of tourism phenomena. This analysis aims to delineate the interdisci-
plinary connections in the literature, providing insight into the exchange of ideas and 
approaches that represent research within this domain.

Additionally, we aim to analyze citation patterns and co-authorship networks to 
identify the important intellectual networks and collaboration networks that drive 
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qualitative research in the field of tourism and hospitality. This demonstrates the 
worldwide scope and influence of this area of research and provides important insights 
for prospective researchers aiming to navigate this dynamic scholarly environment. 
In conducting the bibliometric analysis, the study addressed the following research 
questions:

Question 1: What is the overall publication and citation trend for qualitative research 
in tourism and hospitality? How has the number of publications and citations 
changed over time?

Question 2: Which journals have published the most qualitative research papers in 
tourism? Are there any specific outlets that dominate the field?

Question 3: Who are the most prolific authors or research groups in qualitative research 
in tourism and hospitality? Which researchers have made notable contributions  
to the field?

Question 4: How are qualitative research studies in tourism geographically distrib-
uted? Are there any regional or cultural variations in the research topics or methods?

Question 5: What are the most frequently cited qualitative research papers? Which 
studies have had the most significant impact on the field?

Question 6: What are the main research topics or themes explored in qualitative 
research applied to tourism?

Question 7: What are the key gaps or areas for further qualitative research in  
tourism? Are there any underexplored topics or methodological limitations  
that need attention?

2  METHODOLOGY

2.1  Methods and process

To achieve the objectives of this study, a systematic literature review of the biblio-
metric records, bibliometric analysis, and content analysis of the selected records 
was conducted. Regarding the systematic review, the relevant body of literature 
was screened with a clearly defined search protocol and specific selection crite-
ria. A distinctive feature of the systematic literature review (SLR) is the replicable 
and transparent methodical procedures for combining the findings, which makes 
the research more efficient, with higher quality and less bias (Díaz-López et al., 
2019). Being systematic is related to formulating a search strategy that helps 
increase the research’s objectivity (Pahlevan-Sharif, Mura and Wijesinghe, 2019). 
The SLR procedure was carried out in this research following the guidelines out-
lined by Díaz-López et al. (2019). The key steps involved in conducting research 
include (1) defining and formulating research questions, (2) selecting a database, 
(3) defining the research query (Figure 1), and (4) final selection of the literature, 
which was done according to Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2009) (Figure 2). PRISMA 
is a protocol for conducting systematic reviews initially developed in the medical 
field (Pahlevan-Sharif et al., 2019). It consists of a comprehensive checklist and 
four stages: identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion, aim to increase the 
transparency and accuracy of the systematic review by providing clear guidelines to 
gather data (Santos, Dias and Bairrada, 2024), which could enhance the quality of 
bibliometric analysis (Pranajaya et al., 2024).
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The Scopus database was chosen because of its position as the preeminent abstract and 
citation database for academic research (López-Robles et al., 2021). This prestigious 
and wide-ranging database has been used extensively for bibliometric investigations 
(Baas et al., 2020). Publications were searched in the Scopus database employing the 
query presented in Figure 1. In line with the study objective, we searched for key-
words related to qualitative research methodologies (Wilson et al., 2019) such as eth-
nographic, phenomenology, and netnogrpahic or data analysis methods such as content 
analysis, grounded theory, and thematic analysis. Considering that no restriction was 
defined for the year in the query to track the whole trend in qualitative studies in 
tourism and avoid temporal bias (Romanelli et al., 2021), it may be inferred that the 
retrieved documents pertain to the period between 1978 and 2023. This query retrieved 
a total of 16,034 records. We read through each record’s topic area to ensure it fits the 

Figure 1  Search query
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criteria for the study. After excluding the unrelated records, we limited the records to 
SSCI-indexed journals, which provides a reliable and robust dataset (Moh, Lu and Lin, 
2011) since we observed that the massive volumes of data related to such a broad topic 
may affect the accuracy of co-word analysis. The final dataset includes 1284 articles.

2.2  Bibliometric analysis

The bibliometric analysis is a popular method employed to analyze large volumes  
of bibliometric data using quantitative techniques. The bibliometric methodology 
involves two primary analyses: performance analysis and science mapping. Performance 
analysis helps identify the contribution of research components (including authors, 
institutions, countries, and journals), and the output of science mapping is identifying 
the conceptual, social, or intellectual structure of scientific research and its evolution 
(Donthu et al., 2021). This study used both performance analysis and scientific mapping 
techniques to analyze the evolutionary path of qualitative research in the tourism and hos-
pitality industry. Through this analysis, the study identified and examined the patterns, 
trends, and significant progress that have influenced the advancement of qualitative 
research in this field. The performance analysis was carried out using VOSviewer 
1.6.19, a specialized tool for constructing and visualizing bibliometric maps.  
The software enables several units of analysis, including authors, keywords, institutions, 

Figure 2  Flowchart showing the selection process of articles included in the study
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and countries. Nevertheless, it is important to note that longitudinal analyses are not 
supported by VOSviewer (De Marchis and Shchebetenko, 2022). The analysis of bib-
liometric performance for the selected documents included analyzing important metrics 
like publication numbers, prominent journals, notable authors, and important articles.

2.3  Science mapping

In this study, we chose SciMAT to create bibliometric maps, which help to prepare data 
and separate periods for longitudinal analyses. This flexible platform enables research-
ers to analyze terms, countries, and authors and display their results using strategic 
diagrams, theme networks, and evolution maps (Cobo et al., 2012). We extracted the 
data from Scopus to perform the analysis with SciMAT version 1.1.04. To enhance 
data quality, we initiated a deduplication process, grouping similar words (including 
plurals) and synonyms. Using the SciMAT period manager, we subsequently divided 
the corpus into slices for evolution analysis. These slices corresponded to six sub- 
periods within the broader time frame from 1978 to 2023: 1978–1998 (172 keywords), 
1999–2003 (277 keywords), 2004–2008 (545 keywords), 2009–2013 (962 keywords), 
2014–2018 (1229 keywords), and 2019–2023 (1859 keywords). Although using 
sub-periods of the same timespan is common, we have fixed a first sub-period of 20 
years (1978–1998). This way, we provide good input to the co-word analysis to detect 
the main themes. The first 20 years provide a reasonable number of documents to be 
processed. The timespan of 5 years for the remaining sub-periods is appropriate to 
provide good input (Cobo et al., 2011).

The software creates clusters according to statistical analysis and labels them 
using the name of the most significant keyword in the associated theme (Cobo et al., 
2011). The bibliometric methodology used includes three phases: detection of research 
themes, visualizing research themes and thematic networks, and performance analysis 
of research themes. The research themes detected are categorized based on central-
ity and density values on the strategic diagrams. The themes are classified into four 
quadrants of the strategic diagram using these two measures: (Q1) motor themes in 
the upper-right quadrant, which are both well-developed and central to the research 
field; (Q2) highly developed and isolated themes in the upper-left quadrant, which 
have well-developed internal links, but reduced external links and have only minimal 
importance to the field; (Q3) emerging or declining themes in the lower-left quadrant, 
which are weakly studied and marginal; and (Q4) basic and transversal themes in the 
lower-right quadrant which are not sufficiently developed topics but significant for the 
area of investigation (Díaz-López et al., 2019; López-Robles et al., 2021).

3  FINDINGS

3.1  Performance analysis

3.1.1  Publications and citations

To explore the evolution of qualitative research in tourism and hospitality, it is nec-
essary to examine the change in the number of publications and citation counts. 
Figure 3 shows an upward trend in publications since the first period. After the fourth 
period, the growth rate accelerated, peaking in 2022 with the most qualitative doc-
uments. This indicates constant and growing scholarly interest in qualitative studies 
in the coming years. Regarding the number of citations, a steady trend cannot be 
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observed. The highest number of citations was in 2006 (third period). The downward 
trend observed in citation counts in the last period is because it takes 3–7 years for 
publications to get the maximum number of citations (López-Robles et al., 2021).

3.1.2  Most productive journals

Table 1 lists ten SSCI journals that have published the most qualitative research articles 
in tourism and hospitality. Some leading journals in this field are at the top of the list, 
such as Tourism Management, Annals of Tourism Research, and International Journal 
of Contemporary Hospitality Management, which have 216, 175, and 105 papers, 
respectively. According to average citations per document, the top three journals 
were Tourism Management, Annals of Tourism Research, and Journal of Sustainable 
Tourism, with 84, 73, and 69 average citations, respectively.

3.1.3  Most productive authors

Table 2 shows 20 of the most productive authors with the highest citations. Researchers 
have published at least six papers using qualitative methods and received more than 70 
citations. Ryan has the most published papers (15), and Buhalis has the greatest num-
ber of citations (1261). In addition, Okumus has the highest average citation (158.85), 
which indicates that his papers have been very influential in qualitative studies.

3.1.4  Most productive countries

Figure 4 outlines the leading countries in qualitative research within the tourism and 
hospitality domain. Notably, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, and Canada emerge 
as the top five, with document counts of 286, 232, 178, 156, and 87, respectively. 
These countries also boast the highest citation counts, standing at 18,622, 15,269, 
9806, 5336, and 3916, respectively. The figure indicates that a significant portion of 
this research has been conducted in developed and European contexts, although certain 
Asian countries have also made noteworthy contributions. The United States, Turkey, 
United Arab Emirates, Taiwan, and Thailand, while still contributing, hold a relatively 
smaller share of the global articles.

Figure 3  Publications and citations (1978–2023)
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Table 1  Ten SSCI journals with the highest number of publications

Source Number of docs Citations
Average citations/

publication

Tourism Management 216 18,284 84.64
Annals of Tourism Research 175 12,835 73.34
International Journal of Contemporary 
Hospitality Management

105 4964 47.10

Current Issues in Tourism 76 4337 57.06
Journal of Sustainable Tourism 76 5277 69.43
Tourism Management Perspectives 74 2282 30.83
Tourism Review 70 1099 15.7
International Journal of Hospitality 
Management

64 4353 68.01

Journal of Travel Research 59 4066 68.91
Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism Research 54 1050 19.44

Table 2  Productive and highly cited authors

Authors
Published  

paper
Total 

citation
Average 
citation Affiliation

Ryan C. 15 1018 67.8 The University of Waikato, Hamilton, 
New Zealand

Law R. 12 692 57.6 University of Macau, Taipa, Macao
Li Z. 10 293 29.3 Sichuan University, Chengdu, China
Tsaur S.-H. 10 239 23.9 National Chiayi University, Chiayi, 

Taiwan
Wang Y. 10 499 49.9 Rosen College of Hospitality 

Management, Orlando, United States
Morrison A.M. 9 970 107.7 University of Greenwich Business 

School, UK
Avraham E. 8 450 56.2 University of Haifa, Haifa, Israel
Buhalis D. 8 1261 157.6 The Business School at BU, United 

Kingdom
Kim S. 8 164 20.5 School of Hotel and Tourism 

Management, The Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University.

Wang S. 8 232 29 Fudan University, Shanghai, China
Zhang Y. 8 214 26.7 University of Girona, Girona, Spain
Brown L. 7 734 104.8 Bournemouth University, United 

Kingdom
Buckley R. 7 496 70.8 Institute of Geographical Sciences and 

Natural Resources Research, China
Hannam K. 7 411 58.7 University of Saint Joseph, Macau, 

Macao
Lee T.J. 7 282 40.2 Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia
Li Y. 7 72 10.2 Huaqiao University, Quanzhou, China

(continued)
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3.1.5  Most productive publications

Table 3 shows ten publications with the highest citation counts; among them, Oh, Fiore 
and Jeoung (2007) is the top-ranked with 967 citations. In addition, the most cited articles 
over the past 5 years have been Cheng et al. (2019), Zhang, Chen and Li (2019), Han et 
al. (2019), and Shafiee et al. (2019), with 199, 148, 146, and 114 citations, respectively.

3.2  Overlapping map

Figure 5 indicates the number of keywords identified in each period, the number of 
outgoing and incoming, and the number and percentage of common keywords between 
two consecutive periods. In line with the number of documents, keywords have also 
increased in each period. The keywords increased from 172 to 1858 from the first to 
the last period. Out of 172 keywords that emerged in the first period, 16% (27) remain 
in the second period, and 250 words are added, reaching a total of 277 words. 81 (29%) 
words remained in the third period, and 464 new words appeared, totaling 545. In the 
fourth period, 209 (38%) keywords remain, and 753 new keywords appear, resulting 
in 962. 359 (37%) keywords have overlapped between the fourth and fifth periods, and 
with the addition of 869 words, the number of keywords in the fifth period has reached 
1228. Of 1858 keywords in the last period, 458 (37%) were shared by the successive 
period, and 1400 were added. The findings show a consistent rise in the number of 
new keywords across different periods in qualitative tourism studies, highlighting the 
broadening scope of qualitative methodologies. Additionally, the increasing proportion 

Okumus F. 7 1112 158.8 University of Central Florida, United 
States

Pearce P.L. 7 346 49.4 College of Business, Law and 
Governance, Townsville, Australia

Peters M. 7 243 34.7 Universität Innsbruck, Innsbruck, 
Austria

Berdychevsky L. 6 185 30.8 University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign, Urbana, United States

Table 2  (continued)

Authors
Published  

paper
Total 

citation
Average 
citation Affiliation

Figure 4  Publications and citations by country
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of shared keywords suggests that qualitative methods are being increasingly applied to 
explore common themes over time.

3.3  Science mapping

Strategic diagrams were generated for the six periods to analyze the changes over time. 
The size of the circles is proportional to the number of published documents associated 
with each research theme.

3.3.1  First period (1978–1998)

In the 46 papers retrieved, two themes contributed to the growth of knowledge in 
qualitative research in tourism: “tourism-development” and “anthropology.” Tourism-
development is located between the Q1 and Q4, and anthropology is placed between the 
Q1 and Q2 quadrants. The tourism-development theme has been more influential since 
it received nearly twice as many citations and got more than double h-index (Table 4). 
It is mainly focused on topics such as ethnography, tourism impacts, and perception. 
Anthropology is linked to semiotics, marketing, quantitative, and qualitative research.

3.3.2  Second period (1999–2003)

In the 77 papers selected in this period, three new themes were added except for tourism- 
development, which was also identified in the previous period: “perception,” “hospitality- 
industry,” and authenticity. Two themes are considered key based on their contribution 
to the field growth (motor themes): “perception” and “hospitality-industry.” Based on 
the performance indicators (citations and h-index) (see Table 4), the main research 
themes were perception and tourism-development. Perception, highlighted as a motor 
theme in this period, mainly focuses on ethnicity and cultural identity. Ethnography 
and cluster analysis have been methods related to this theme.

The tourism-development position was changed in the strategic diagram to a place 
between Q2 and Q3, and its focus has been changed mainly to stakeholders and related 
topics such as sustainability and environmental impact. Hospitality-industry was 
mainly linked to human resource management and related topics, such as employee 
relations and service quality. Quantitative methods were also related to this theme.

3.3.3  Third period (2004–2008)

During the third period, six research themes could be observed in the 140 papers 
selected: “marketing,” “qualitative analysis,” “local-participation,” “content-analysis,” 
“tourism,” and “indigenous-population.” All themes were new in this period. Marketing 
and qualitative-analysis were motor themes, and tourism was a basis and transversal 
theme. These three themes also had the greatest performance measures (Table 4).

Figure 5  Overlapping map
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Marketing was related to various keywords such as discourse, the World Wide Web, 
destination image, correspondence analysis, strategic approach, and competitiveness. 
Qualitative analysis has been mainly focused on modeling, Delphi, and quantitative 
analysis. Tourism was related to decision-making, typology, and crisis. Grounded the-
ory and ethnography were also methodology-related keywords observed in this cluster. 
Given the focus of this research, local-participation was related to action research, and 
content-analysis was related to text-mining and case study methods.

3.3.4  Fourth period (2009–2013)

From 2009 to 2013, 15 themes were identified in 219 documents selected. Of these, 
eight research themes were key themes “sustainability,” “environmental-protection,” 
“local-participation,” “theoretical-study,” “stakeholder” (motor themes), “internation-
al-tourism,” “tourism-destination,” and “research” (basic and transversal themes).

The performance measures highlight five themes: sustainability, tourism-destination, 
theoretical-study, stakeholder, and research (Table 4). These themes were also key themes 
(Q1 and Q4). In addition, except for authenticity and local-participation, which were also 
identified in the second and third periods, other themes were new. Local-participation 
was promoted as a motor theme. It mainly focuses on tourism impacts’ related keywords 
such as colonialism, voluntary approach, community participation, and education.

Sustainability was mainly focused on topics such as natural resources, food-related 
keywords, rural tourism, and consumer. Grounded theory has also appeared as a keyword 
related to methodology in this cluster. Tourism-destination mostly collected research on 
destination images and related keywords such as photograph, representation, visual anal-
ysis, and content analysis. This thematic network is largely an extension of the marketing 
network from the previous period, as they have many keywords in common.

Theoretical-study mainly collects research related to cultural identity, such as per-
formativity, third space, hybridity, and post-colonism. Phenomenology is also a main 
keyword of this cluster, which has relatively strong links with keywords such as theo-
retical study, literature review, philosophy, and methodology. Stakeholder consolidates 
as a motor theme in this period. This cluster primarily covers research on network- 
related topics such as governance, entrepreneurship, communication, government, and 
sustainable tourism development. As another high-impact key theme, RESEARCH 
was related to various keywords such as social impact, public attitude, accessibility, 
decision-making, and behavioral response.

3.3.5  Fifth period (2014–2018)

During the fifth period, 20 themes could be recognized within 306 documents. Of 
these, six were motor themes (tourism development, tourism economics, women’s 
status, internet, governance approach, sustainable development), and three were 
basic and transversal themes (conceptual framework, content analysis, tourism).

Six of the identified themes were the most influential (Table 4): “tourism develop-
ment,” “tourism,” “internet,” “tourism economics,” “content analysis,” and” conceptual 
framework.” They were also among the key themes placed in Q1 or Q4. Furthermore, 
apart from tourism development, tourism, content analysis, and international tourism, 
other themes were identified in this period.

Tourism development was consolidated as a motor theme in this period; however, 
despite its importance to the research field, due to moderately developed internal 
ties, it is related to a wide variety of keywords, such as power relations, rural area, 
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ecotourism, tourism market, and community-based tourism, among others. Grounded 
theory, ethnography, qualitative analysis, and literature review are methodology- 
related keywords in this cluster.

With the highest density score, the internet had the most robust internal cohesion in 
this period. It covered research on online reviews, user-generated content, travel blogs, 
the sharing economy, consumption behavior, and the hotel industry. Tourism eco-
nomics collects research on sustainable livelihoods and resilience, socio-economics 
impacts and related topics (such as cultural relations, residents’ perception, and social 
exchange theory), gender roles, senior tourism, and future prospects. As a weakly 
developed theme, conceptual-framework covers various topics such as accessibility, 
tourism planning, stakeholder engagement, mixed methods, and SMEs. Content-
analysis, a basic theme in this period, gathers research on tourism experience, thematic 
analysis, urban area, social media, and wildlife management.

3.3.6  Sixth period (2019–2023)

In the 496 papers retrieved in the period from 2019 to 2023 (Figure 6), 25 research 
themes could be observed, of which 13 were key themes: communication, ethics, ques-
tionnaire-survey, thematic-analysis, tourism-destination, ecotourism, social-media, 
conceptual-framework (motor themes), decision-making, quantitative-analysis, shar-
ing-economy, sustainability, and COVID-19 (basic and transversal themes). Five themes 
were highly developed and isolated (accessibility, migrant-worker, conflict, nationalism, 
authenticity), and seven were emerging or declining (topic-modelling, leisure-industry, 
management-practice, business-model, tourism-impacts, memorable-experience, eth-
nography). Other themes were new except for authenticity, sustainability, tourism-desti-
nations, and conceptual-framework, which were retained from previous periods.

Based on the number of citations and h-index (Table 4), the main research themes 
for this period include tourism-destination, sharing-economy, COVID-19, ethics, 

Figure 6  Strategic diagram for the 2019–2023 period
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sustainability, ecotourism, thematic-analysis, social-media, communication, and 
questionnaire-survey; all of them were also considered key themes (Q1 and Q4).

The thematic or cluster networks of the main themes of the last period are worthy 
of more investigation (which will be presented in the following section) to provide 
researchers with a deeper understanding of the most robust internal links between key-
words in the main thematic networks that represent current and future trends in qual-
itative research.

4  MAIN THEMATIC NETWORKS AND DISCUSSIONS

The thematic or cluster networks of the main themes of the last period are worthy of 
more investigation to provide researchers with a deeper understanding of the most 
robust internal links between keywords in the main thematic networks (based on the 
performance indicators) that represent the current and future trends in qualitative 
research. We categorized clusters into six main themes and discussed them accordingly.

4.1  Qualitative research on tourist destinations

According to the highest weights of internal links, qualitative research on tourism des-
tinations has mainly concentrated on image recovery after crises and tourist behavior. 
The result shows that image repair, tourism crisis, and recovery marketing have received 
significant attention among qualitative studies. In light of the heightened susceptibility 
of tourist destinations to varied crises, extensive research has been undertaken in the 
field of crisis management, with a particular focus on addressing challenges arising 
during and following the COVID-19 pandemic (Berbekova, Uysal and Assaf, 2021; 
Ghaderi et al., 2022). The impact of crises on destination image can disrupt traditional 
marketing efforts, requiring marketers to adapt strategies and actively encourage tour-
ists to choose and visit the destination (Avraham, 2021a). Various concepts have been 
developed regarding restoring the reputation of brands, organizations, and companies 
after a crisis, such as “recovery marketing” and “image repair” (Avraham, 2021b). 
Repairing the destination image and recovery marketing has received considerable 
scholarly attention, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic (Avraham, 2021a, 2021b; 
Baalbaki and Zizka, 2023; Berbekova et al., 2021).

In addition, tourist behavior has been studied from diverse aspects. Content analysis 
of qualitative studies on tourist behaviors in this period revealed that the main topics 
have addressed host communities (Ghaderi and Béal, 2020; Kim and Kang, 2020), 
tourist behavior management (Albrecht, 2014), tourists experiences and behaviors 
(Mertena, Kaaristo and Edensor, 2022; O’Regan and Choe, 2022; Zhang et al., 2019), 
especially virtual experiences during the pandemic (Moon et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 
2022), tourists consumption patterns (Gao et al., 2022), tourist perceived safety (Xie, 
Zhang and Morrison, 2021) or tourism scale model to measuring tourist experiences, 
and tourist decision-making process (Cooper and Buckley, 2022; Xu, Murphy and 
Chen, 2022; Xue and Gao, 2021).

4.2  Comparative analysis and sharing economy

This cluster has mainly concentrated on four topics: comparative analysis and 
automated content analysis of qualitative data (such as Leximancer), peer-to-peer 
accommodation, experience economy, and social exchange theory.
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Comparative analysis was extensively used in qualitative research. This encom-
passed automated content analysis to compare discussions on the sharing economy 
within tourism and hospitality literature (Cheng and Edwards, 2019). The rapid devel-
opment of information and communication technologies in the tourism and hospitality 
industry has produced a significant amount of data, and there is a need for analyzing 
unstructured data and increasing attention to qualitative research approaches. Thus, 
Leximancer, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis (CAQDA) software, is help-
ful for qualitative theory building and constant comparison analysis (Lee, 2022). This 
data mining software employs quantitative methods to implement qualitative analysis 
(Çakar and Aykol, 2021). It is widely used as a natural language processing software 
for automated content analysis in various fields, especially in tourism and hospitality, 
because it provides an objective and text-driven review of documents by extracting 
repeatable and reliable concepts and their relationships, even when the text pieces are 
large (Cheng and Edwards, 2019).

The sharing economy means peer-to-peer platforms for making money from sur-
plus or unused assets. The sharing economy has proliferated in the lodging industry 
(Ju et al., 2019). Airbnb is a prominent example of the online peer-to-peer accom-
modation market (Banerjee, Lens and Pal, 2022; Ju et al., 2019). Various researchers 
have analyzed online reviews about peer-to-peer accommodation experiences (Cheng 
et al., 2019; Garay-Tamajón and Morales-Pérez, 2023; Ju et al., 2019; Wong et al., 
2023). Considering the importance of customers accepting the technology, Muharam, 
Tussyadiah and Kimbu (2023) proposed a model to explain the factors predicting tour-
ists’ acceptance of blockchain-based peer-to-peer accommodation. Since the introduc-
tion of the concept of the experience economy in the 1990s, this concept has been 
significantly investigated in the travel and tourism industry. Findings of bibliometric 
and thematic analysis of the two decades of study on the experience economy revealed 
that memorable dining experiences have been one of the research contexts (Kim and 
So, 2022). Lin et al. (2021) combined the concept of the experience economy and shar-
ing economy to conceptualize private social dining experiences as a new and neglected 
activity in studies. Wong et al. (2023) introduced the concept of the sharing experience 
economy by considering the subtle differences between the sharing economy and the 
experience economy. Furthermore, robotization has caused new experiences in guest-
host interactions, especially in food services (Fusté-Forné, 2021).

It could be argued that Social Exchange Theory (SET) holds significant importance 
as an applied theory within the existing literature, particularly in examining people’s 
attitudes and their endorsement of tourism development. Additionally, SET offers valu-
able insights into the complex dynamics between tourists and the host community and 
the overall quality of life experienced by the host community (Yang, Khoo and Yang, 
2022; Yeager et al., 2020). Researchers still use this theory along with other theories 
and concepts, such as Weber’s theory of formal and substantive rationality (Yeager  
et al., 2020), bottom-up spillover (Yang et al., 2022), interpersonal relationship theory 
(Huo et al., 2023), host gaze (Shah, Trupp and Stephenson, 2023), and authenticity 
(Kromidha, Gannon and Taheri, 2023) to overcome its limitations and in less studied 
contexts

4.3  Qualitative research on the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 cluster has been mainly concentrated on five diverse topics: employee 
turnover intentions, sentiment analysis to determine customers’ attitudes and opin-
ions, general managers’ responses to the crisis, tourists’ risk perception, and systems 
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thinking in the tourism industry. The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected 
tourism and hospitality, revealing industries’ resilience or vulnerability. Such crises 
highlight the importance of understanding how employees respond to adverse, stress-
ful work events because negative events cause negative emotions, attitudes, and behav-
iors, such as negative word-of-mouth or turnover intentions in employees towards the 
industry (Yu et al., 2021).

Although online review analysis has increasingly attracted researchers’ attention in 
recent years, studying customer sentiments is still in its infancy (Yu and Zhang, 2020). 
For example, while the virtual tourism experience has received much attention, mainly 
due to the pandemic, few studies have systematically investigated public sentiment 
toward it and its determinants (Zhang et al., 2022). Sentiment analysis, also known 
as tendency analysis, sentiment mining (Zhang et al., 2022), or opinion mining (Yu 
and Zhang, 2020), has been introduced as an innovative technique to quantify and 
categorize tourists’ implicit sentiments through big data text processing (Zhang et al., 
2022). It is an essential tool for automatically converting unstructured information 
into structured data about public opinion (Yu and Zhang, 2020). This technique has 
been recently employed in tourism studies (e.g. Baalbaki and Zizka, 2023). Due to the 
destructive effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the hospitality industry, especially 
hotels, managers had to redesign satisfactory and safe experiences for guests. Hence, 
their role and strategies for crisis management drew researchers’ attention (Bonfanti, 
Vigolo and Yfantidou, 2021). Tourists’ perceived risk, their risk aversion attitudes, and 
intended or actual behaviors were other trending topics in the context of the COVID-19 
crisis (e.g. Kim and Pomirleanu, 2021; Teeroovengadum et al., 2021; Villacé-Molinero 
et al., 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic crisis revealed that many of the current tourism manage-
ment systems did not have the effective tools to adapt to the consequences of the crisis. 
Therefore, researchers have drawn attention to double-loop learning in this industry. 
Double-loop learning enables tourism companies to identify new business opportuni-
ties through system thinking. System thinking provides adaptive learning mechanisms 
in tourism businesses that can provide more long-term and sustainable solutions than 
traditional actions based on cause and effect (Jaaron, Pham and Cogonon, 2023).

4.4  Ethics in post-COVID-19 era: narratives, attitudes, and social shifts

The ethics cluster mainly focuses on three topics: narrative approach, residents’ atti-
tudes, social behavior, and changes in demands in the post-COVID-19 pandemic. 
While narrative methodologies have received considerable attention in various aca-
demic fields, their application in tourism and hospitality has been limited. Narrative 
methods aim to provide a qualitative and holistic interpretation of complex systems. 
Adopting the postmodern paradigm, they do not look after truth, but they seek to dis-
cover the meaning from diverse, fragmented, and maybe conflicted stories of social 
actors who have lived those experiences and make connections between these detached 
elements as parts of a holistic system These methods have been employed in small 
values-based tourism firms’ context (e.g. Tomassini, Font and Thomas, 2021).

Researchers have long realized the relationship between residents’ attitudes toward 
tourism and its success and have tried to explain the reasons for residents’ support or 
opposition to tourism development by exploring its determinants (Olya, 2023; Yeager 
et al., 2020) such as their attitudes towards various tourists’ behaviors, for example, 
photography (Ghaderi and Béal, 2020). However, few studies have been conducted 
on attitude changes over time and different perspectives of destination stakeholders 
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(Zerva et al., 2019). Woosnam and Ribeiro (2023) reviewed the history of method-
ological and theoretical developments in research on the social impacts of tourism. 
They summarized the dominant variables and theories employed to explain residents’ 
perceptions of the social impacts of tourism.

Social behavior and changes in demand in the post-COVID-19 pandemic have been 
other important topics in the ethics cluster. For example, according to Zhang, Wang 
and Rickly (2021), the COVID-19 pandemic has challenged tourists’ desire for social 
interaction. Therefore, it is crucial to know how the lack of meaningful social interac-
tion affects the change in tourist identities and how these changes could influence the 
future social behavior of tourists. Haywood (2020) argued that the changes caused by 
COVID-19 have necessitated re-imagining the future of tourism and identifying what 
should be changed and what should remain as it is. Because the dominant competitive 
ethics could not work in the post-COVID conditions, he suggests that the gap between 
"what is" and "what could or should be" to be recognized by in-depth evaluations 
based on the future back paradigm.

4.5  Resilience and sustainability

This cluster has mainly concentrated on three topics: adaptive capacity, rural areas’ 
sustainable livelihoods, and performance measurement systems. Due to tourism’s vul-
nerability to crises, resilience as the ability of systems to recover from turbulence has 
drawn considerable attention (Brune, Knollenberg and Vilá, 2023; Deason, Seekamp 
and Barbieri, 2022). Since resilience can affect the ability of communities and des-
tinations as social-ecological systems and tourism businesses to bounce back, it has 
become a popular concept in tourism. Flexibility, adaptability, and innovation are nec-
essary for tourism systems to recover from adverse conditions and adapt to the new 
normal. Reorganization and diversification are key strategies to enhance tourism sys-
tems resilience (Brune et al., 2023). Adaptive capacity, also called adaptive resilience, 
describes a system’s ability to bounce back, improve, and create new opportunities 
from unforeseen threats and crises (Prayag et al., 2023).

Focusing on the concept of sustainability, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, 
rural tourism has become popular. Therefore, the necessity of implementing sustain-
able tourism projects in rural destinations to achieve social, economic, and environ-
mental sustainability has increased, and many studies have been conducted on rural 
tourism sustainability (Mwesiumo, Halfdanarson and Shlopak, 2022). For example, 
the findings of Pasanchay and Schott (2021) revealed that homestays in rural areas 
have a significant capacity to advance SDG1 and SDG11. Previous studies have shown 
that tourism as a complementary livelihood activity can be an option for rural commu-
nities to make more income from existing livelihood resources. Sustainable Livelihood 
Framework (SLF), a holistic and human-centered approach to sustainability, has been 
proposed as an analytical tool for investigating the relationship between tourists and 
local communities, especially in the rural context (Su et al., 2019). The SL approach 
focuses on residents’ existing resources, knowledge, and skills. It has been widely used 
in tourism in the last decade, especially in pro-poor, rural, and heritage tourism. SLF 
examines how tourism can better align with local livelihood strategies and improve 
sustainable livelihood outcomes (Liu et al., 2022).

Adopting sustainability measuring techniques within the tourism sector is of great 
importance to policymakers. These systems serve as invaluable tools that provide 
enhanced transparency, improve the administration of complex components, and 
facilitate the harmonization of information related to stakeholders’ needs and attitudes 
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on sustainable development. The complexity of the tourism system requires a perfor-
mance measurement system that can fully consider the structural and dynamic aspects 
of this industry, taking into account both financial and non-financial elements, the 
diversity of multiple stakeholders involved with different interests, goals, their capac-
ities to create value, and balance internal and external perspectives (Aureli and Del 
Baldo, 2019; Gusmerotti et al., 2023).

4.6  Degrowth and entrepreneurship

According to the highest weights of internal links, this cluster has been mainly concen-
trated on four topics: degrowth, indigenous population, entrepreneurial networks, and 
relative deprivation. With the growing concerns over overtourism in the last decade, 
degrowth of tourism has been proposed in many destinations (Valdivielso and Moranta, 
2019). Inequality due to the mere focus on economic growth in the 1950s and 1960s 
caused some critics to propose degrowth as its antithesis. Overtourism is a new phe-
nomenon, especially in popular urban destinations with unplanned and uncontrolled 
tourism development, where unregulated capital has been accumulated, and the city has 
been sold as a tourism commodity (Milano, Novelli and Cheer, 2019). Gentrification is 
one of the undesirable consequences of overtourism and part of the broad discourse of 
tourism degrowth (Kim and Kang, 2020; Valdivielso and Moranta, 2019). The review 
revealed that in tourism studies, there is a dearth of research employing critical dis-
course analysis (CDA), and tourism degrowth discourse is one of the understudied 
areas (Valdivielso and Moranta, 2019).

Regarding the indigenous population, qualitative studies have addressed diverse 
issues, including minority languages as intangible cultural heritage and resources for 
sustainable tourism (Lonardi, Martini and Hull, 2020), the geography of power and the 
indigenous population (Gorbuntsova, Dobson and Palmer, 2019), running businesses 
by indigenous population (Scherrer, 2020), and the role of knowledge exchange on 
residents perception of tourism and its values (Ngo and Pham, 2023). The variety of 
subjects studied shows that indigenous populations have received increasing attention 
from tourism researchers in recent studies from various aspects.

Entrepreneurship is an essential feature of tourism businesses. Entrepreneurial net-
works and partnerships, either formal or informal, could be a critical motive for tourism 
entrepreneurship and its performance and are necessary for destination development 
and marketing. There is a growing recognition of the role of entrepreneurial networks 
in the tourism economy, and they have drawn considerable scholarly attention (Zhou 
et al., 2023). The study of entrepreneurship has recently focused on entrepreneurial 
ecosystems that embrace multiple elements. Among them are social networks essen-
tial for establishing, flourishing, and maintaining an entrepreneurial activity (Cunha, 
Kastenholz and Carneiro, 2020).

4.7  Thematic analysis

The thematic Analysis cluster mainly concentrates on three topics: medical tour-
ism, systematic review, and spiritual tourism. This method of qualitative analysis 
has received significant attention in analyzing qualitative data. The science mapping 
analysis showed that this method has been applied in many qualitative studies. For 
example, it has been applied extensively in medical tourism. Medical tourism is one 
of the most profitable sectors for countries’ healthcare services due to generating for-
eign exchange income, reducing skill shortages, and increasing healthcare systems’ 
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efficiency (Collins, Medhekar and Şanal, 2022). Healthcare services’ perceived value 
and quality are among the main drivers of medical tourism and destinations’ compet-
itive advantages (Medhekar, Wong and Hall, 2020). Experimental studies on medical 
tourism have been grown recently. However, there is still a dearth of research on both 
the demand (Mathijsen, 2019) and supply sides (Collins et al., 2022; Medhekar et al., 
2020). Diasporic medical tourism is a rising trend in this market (Collins et al., 2022), 
which requires increasing scholarly attention to identifying travelers’ motivations and 
decision-making processes (Mathijsen, 2019).

Similarly, the systematic review has received increasing attention in tourism and 
hospitality studies. This method allows for combining the extensive literature in an 
objective, repeatable, systematic, and comprehensive manner (Booth et al., 2020). The 
PRISMA framework was devised to enhance the reliability of systematic reviews by 
guaranteeing transparency in the process (Booth et al., 2020; Kim and So, 2022). 
Systematic review has been employed in diverse areas in tourism and hospitality stud-
ies, including ecotourism (Paul and Roy, 2023), artificial intelligence (Doborjeh et al., 
2022), halal tourism (Sofyan et al., 2022), customer experience (Kim and So, 2022), 
qualitative online methods (Pahlevan-Sharif et al., 2020), and entrepreneurship (Booth 
et al., 2020). In addition, it has been used with other methods such as content analysis 
(Doborjeh et al., 2022), grounded theory (Sofyan et al., 2022), bibliometric analysis 
(Booth et al., 2020; Kim and So, 2022; Paul and Roy, 2023), meta-analyses (Pahlevan-
Sharif et al., 2020), and thematic analysis (Booth et al., 2020).

The increasing significance of unconventional and extraordinary experiences and 
hedonistic experiences in tourism has drawn academic attention to areas such as spir-
itual tourism and self-actualization through tourism (Wang et al., 2023). Nonetheless, 
even with extensive research, there remains a lack of firmly established literature 
and theory, a dearth of consensus on the definition and conceptualization of spiritual 
tourism, and a limited understanding of the behaviors exhibited by spiritual tourists 
(Christou, Pericleous and Singleton, 2023; Wang et al., 2023).

4.8  Social media

The social media cluster mainly focuses on three topics: visual methods, social net-
works, and crisis response using social media. Visual research methods use visual 
data to answer research questions (Schwarz, 2021). Due to the recent growing use of 
social media by tourists to narrate and share their experiences, a large amount of visual 
data, such as photographs, has been produced (Lee et al., 2023). Increasingly based 
on the user-generated photos on social networks and employing visual research meth-
ods theories such as Goffman’s self-presentation (Schwarz, 2021; Wattanacharoensil, 
Taecharungroj and Mathayomchan, 2023) or Urry’s tourist-gaze (Schwarz, 2021) 
have been used to explain tourists’ behavior. The popular concept of tourist gaze 
has been employed in various studies and argues the social construction of visual 
tourist experiences (Ekici Cilkin and Cizel, 2022; Lee et al., 2023; Schwarz, 2021; 
Wattanacharoensil et al., 2023). Nowadays, many tourism and hospitality service pro-
viders realize that utilizing corporate social network sites (CSNs) in social media can 
influence their businesses’ success. However, a handful of research has been carried 
out to identify indicators and evaluate the quality of CSNs from both the customer and 
corporate perspectives (Albayrak, Caber and Sigala, 2021). Communication with cus-
tomers through social media during a crisis could be a helpful crisis response strategy 
to influence customers’ perceptions and reduce threats to corporate reputation (Li et 
al., 2022). Integrating content analysis, sentiment analysis, and fsQCA, Li et al. (2022) 
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investigated the interplay between hospitality firms’ response strategy on social media 
during COVID-19, linguistic cues, and organizational characteristics to arouse posi-
tive emotional reactions in customers.

4.9  The communication cluster

According to the highest weights of internal links, the communication cluster has mainly 
concentrated on four topics: lifestyle entrepreneurship, behavioral intention, corporate 
social responsibility (CSR), and risk assessment. Tourism lifestyle entrepreneurs are a 
distinct group of entrepreneurs since they seek not only financial goals but also nonfinan-
cial environmental and social motives that drive their business models, which are deemed 
sustainable. They aim to run a sustainable business by preserving the environment and 
generating benefits for local communities. Their value proposition, tied to the place and 
community’s unique features, provides creative and authentic experiences for tourists. 
Traditional knowledge is an integral part of the services and experiences and, thus, their 
competitive value proposition (Dias et al., 2023). The nature of creative tourism, which 
relies on entrepreneurs’ innovation and creativity and the interaction of tourists with local 
communities, relates it to the concept of lifestyle entrepreneurship. However, research on 
creative tourism has mainly concentrated on the demand side, and the experiences and 
perspectives of entrepreneurs received less attention (Zhou et al., 2023).

Behavioral intention is a well-established concept in the tourism literature, and many 
studies have been conducted to determine its predictors in various contexts (Gorji, Garcia 
and Mercadé-Melé, 2023). This concept is still of interest to researchers. Recently 
researchers have investigated tourists’ behavioral intentions for technology adaption 
(Pillai and Sivathanu, 2020), experience sharing (Wood et al., 2023), virtual experiences 
(Moon et al., 2022) or crisis response (Gorji et al., 2023) employing quantitative (Moon et 
al., 2022), qualitative (Gorji et al., 2023) or mixed methods (Pillai and Sivathanu, 2020).

In recent years, increasing social expectations from businesses, laws and regula-
tions, and desired business outcomes have highlighted the importance of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) for tourism firms (Abaeian et al., 2019). Considering their 
social responsibilities, corporations are expected to consider society’s values and 
benefits while making decisions and taking action. CSR has been conceptualized in 
various ways, such as an ethical obligation, competitive strategy, or means of value 
creation (Zutshi et al., 2021). In addition, multiple benefits have been determined for 
firms engaged in CSR activities, eventually boosting their performance (Abaeian et al., 
2019). CSR has been a popular topic in tourism studies. However, its recent application 
in the context of art museums and galleries has been new (Zutshi et al., 2021).

Tourist decision-making, whether influencing factors or processes, has long been a 
topic of interest for tourism scholars (Xu et al., 2022). Perceived risk was identified as 
one of the vital factors influencing travel decisions (Xu et al., 2022). Anxiety/risk-re-
duction management theory explains that when individuals evaluate the travel risk 
as high, they will probably cancel or postpone the travel, especially in international 
tourism (Liu et al., 2021). Following the COVID-19 crisis, various studies have been 
conducted on tourists’ decision-making considering their risk perception. Previous 
research has verified that individuals seek external or personal information for travel 
decision-making depending on the perceived risk level. In such circumstances, clear 
communication can be critical in mitigating risk perceptions, engaging in protective 
behaviors, and influencing travel decisions. Utilizing the “issue-attention cycle” theory, 
scholars proposed a five-stage pattern that reflects the relationship between perceived 
risk and media communications following a crisis (Villacé-Molinero et al., 2021).
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5  CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, the analysis of the main thematic networks and discussions in quali-
tative tourism research has revealed several key trends and areas of focus that offer 
valuable insights into current and future directions for research. By categorizing the 
clusters into six main themes, we have identified significant areas of interest and 
highlighted the interconnectedness of various topics within the qualitative research 
landscape.

The first theme, qualitative research on tourist destinations, has emphasized the 
critical importance of crisis management, particularly in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Studies have focused on image repair, tourism crisis, and recovery 
marketing, reflecting the industry’s efforts to address challenges and adapt strate-
gies to encourage tourist visitation. Additionally, research on tourist behavior has 
explored various dimensions, including impacts on host communities, virtual expe-
riences, consumption patterns, and decision-making processes. The comparative 
analysis and sharing economy theme have shed light on the role of automated con-
tent analysis in understanding qualitative data and the proliferation of peer-to-peer 
accommodation platforms like Airbnb. The intersection of the experience economy 
and the sharing economy has also emerged as a significant area of investigation, 
along with applying Social Exchange Theory to understand tourism development 
dynamics.

The COVID-19 pandemic cluster has highlighted the profound impact of the cri-
sis on various aspects of tourism and hospitality, including employee turnover, sen-
timent analysis, crisis response strategies, and tourists’ risk perception. It has also 
prompted discussions on systems thinking and double-loop learning as essential 
approaches for building resilience and adapting to future crises. Ethics in the post-
COVID-19 era theme has emphasized narrative approaches, residents’ attitudes, 
and social behavior changes as critical areas of inquiry. Understanding the ethical 
implications of tourism development and addressing residents’ concerns are crucial 
for fostering sustainable and responsible tourism practices in the post-pandemic 
world.

The resilience and sustainability theme has highlighted the importance of adap-
tive capacity, sustainable livelihoods in rural areas, and performance measurement 
systems for promoting resilience and sustainability in tourism. Embracing flexibility, 
innovation, and community empowerment are essential for building resilient tourism 
systems that can withstand future shocks. The degrowth and entrepreneurship theme 
have highlighted the discourse surrounding tourism degrowth, the role of Indigenous 
populations, entrepreneurial networks, and relative deprivation in shaping tourism 
development trajectories. Addressing issues of inequality, promoting sustainable entre-
preneurship, and engaging Indigenous communities are vital for fostering more equita-
ble and responsible tourism practices.

Thematic analysis has demonstrated the value of methodologies such as medical 
tourism, systematic reviews, and spiritual tourism in enriching our understanding of 
complex tourism phenomena. These methods offer systematic approaches to synthe-
sizing and interpreting qualitative data, contributing to advancing knowledge in diverse 
areas of tourism research. The social media and communication theme has underlined 
the growing significance of visual methods, social networks, and crisis communication 
strategies in the digital age. Leveraging social media platforms effectively and under-
standing tourists’ online behaviors are essential for enhancing destination marketing 
efforts and managing crises.
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5.1  Theoretical and practical implications

The analysis of the main thematic networks and discussions in qualitative tourism 
research provides both theoretical and practical implications for researchers and prac-
titioners. Theoretically, the identified themes and clusters highlight the evolving focus 
areas within tourism research, underscoring the significance of crisis management, 
particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. The emphasis on image 
repair, tourism crisis, and recovery marketing reflects a critical area for theoretical 
exploration, offering insights into how destinations can mitigate the adverse effects 
of crises and enhance their resilience. Additionally, the exploration of tourist behav-
ior, including virtual experiences and decision-making processes, provides a nuanced 
understanding of the changing dynamics of tourist interactions and preferences, further 
enriching the theoretical discourse on tourism studies.

Practically, the insights derived from the thematic networks can inform strategic 
decisions and policies within the tourism industry. The focus on recovery marketing 
and crisis management strategies offers valuable guidance for tourism marketers and 
destination managers in designing effective communication and promotional cam-
paigns to restore the destination image and attract tourists post-crisis. The attention to 
tourist behavior and consumption patterns, especially in the context of virtual expe-
riences, can aid in developing innovative tourism products and services that cater to 
evolving tourist preferences. Furthermore, the exploration of comparative analysis and 
automated content analysis tools like Leximancer highlights the practical utility of 
such tools in extracting meaningful insights from large volumes of qualitative data, 
aiding researchers and practitioners in making data-driven decisions.

The practical implications extend to understanding the role of peer-to-peer accom-
modation platforms, experience economy, and social exchange theory in shaping tour-
ism experiences and development. Insights into the sharing economy, exemplified by 
platforms like Airbnb, can guide policymakers in regulating and promoting sustainable 
peer-to-peer accommodations. The focus on ethical considerations, residents’ attitudes, 
and social behavior changes post-COVID-19 provides a basis for fostering sustainable 
and responsible tourism practices, ensuring that tourism development aligns with com-
munity values and addresses residents’ concerns. Lastly, the themes of resilience and 
sustainability, degrowth, and entrepreneurship emphasize the importance of adaptive 
capacity, sustainable livelihoods, and entrepreneurial networks in promoting resilient 
and equitable tourism practices, offering practical frameworks for implementing sus-
tainable tourism projects, particularly in rural and marginalized communities.

In conclusion, the thematic analysis not only enriches the theoretical landscape of 
tourism research by identifying emerging trends and interconnected themes but also 
provides practical guidelines for industry stakeholders to navigate the complexities of 
tourism development in a post-pandemic world. The insights into crisis management, 
tourist behavior, ethical considerations, and sustainability underscore the need for a 
holistic and adaptive approach to tourism research and practice, fostering a resilient, 
equitable, and sustainable tourism industry.

5.2  Limitations and future research directions

Reliance on a single database, restricting the publication type in the search query to 
articles, and excluding records not from the SSCI index in JCR might have influenced 
the data coverage, and some relevant publications might have been missed. Regarding 
the research query, as the inclusion criteria have been defined subjectively (source type, 
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publication stage, document type, and language), selecting broader criteria can provide 
more comprehensive results. Future studies could expand the research to include other 
databases or sources such as books, book chapters, conference papers, or grey literature. 
Besides, publications in languages other than English could be considered to avoid lan-
guage bias. In addition, researchers’ decisions about selecting parameters in SciMAT 
may impact the results. However, the authors examined various parameters and set the 
best ones so the strategic diagram would not be too complex or too simple. SciMAT 
performs co-word or co-citation analysis to build a science map. However, interpreting 
their meaning requires additional insights, which could be gained through complement-
ing qualitative methods such as content analysis or interviews to gain expert opinions 
and better understanding. This study attempted to decrease this limitation by review-
ing the related literature, especially for the last period, which identifies future research 
topics. However, the many articles retrieved made it impossible to perform the content 
analysis fully. Future studies could investigate thematic clusters more deeply.
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