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Abstract: This study evaluates bibliometric analysis of sustainable tourism in the open innovation
realm, depicts emerging themes, and o↵ers critical discussion for theory development and further
research. Through the use of bibliometrix, this paper investigates the amount of studies conducted in
this area and verifies if such studies have represented a contribution to the evolving research in the
field of sustainable tourism. Specifically, the paper identifies whether and to what extent scholars
have explored these interconnections and maps to get to a conceptual structure of the field under
investigation. The results identify the development status and the leading trends in terms of impact,
main journals, papers, topics, authors, and countries. The analysis and the graphical presentations
are crucial, as they can help both researchers and practitioners to better understand the state of the art
of sustainable tourism in the experiential and digital era.
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1. Introduction

In the recent years, tourism has experienced continuous expansion and di↵erentiation that has
turned it into one of the economic sectors with greater weight and growth in the world.

In light of the proliferation of literature on the theme under investigation, it appears appropriate
to carry out a bibliographical review, based on empirical bibliometric data, in order to find out who are
the leading research pioneers interested in studying the theme of sustainable tourism, to discover gaps
in our understanding, and redefine new concepts’ frontiers.

In particular, this study is intended to fill a gap in the range of bibliometric studies on sustainable
tourism produced to date, which have been concentrated in only a few publications, and, for the most
part, have approached the issue in a general manner.

In recent decades, growth of the scientific production on the subject has been recorded, and its
collection in bibliographic databases has, most insistently, led to the use of “bibliometrics” as a useful
tool to measure scientific activity based on the statistical analysis of quantitative data provided by
scientific literature.

On one side, a large bibliometric production already exists on the topic of sustainable tourism.
For example, [1] used the articles published in a single specialized journal (Journal of Sustainable Tourism)
over a period of 15 years for their analysis; [2] carried out a longitudinal analysis of 492 papers published
in the four journals of the greatest impact in the field of tourism; and [3] focused on sustainable tourism
in sensitive areas, in a first attempt to provide understanding of the accumulated knowledge of the
sub-theme by looking at research presented by impact publications.

Sustainability 2019, 11, 6114; doi:10.3390/su11216114 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability



Sustainability 2019, 11, 6114 2 of 18

The main aim of the paper is to show how the topic of sustainable tourism with its interconnections
with marketing activities is developing through a bibliometric analysis that gives very interesting hints and
suggestions on future research after presenting an analytic map of the publications over the last 27 years.

The paper is organized as follows: After presenting the methodology, we go through the
explanation of intellectual and conceptual, getting to the main findings. The paper ends with its
conclusions and hints for further research.

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the sample of this study synthesizes the largest selection of
sustainable tourism articles in di↵erent journals as the methodology explains.

2. Literature Review: Sustainable Tourism and Its Interconnections with Experiential and Digital
Components in the Era of Open Innovation

Literature on sustainable tourism has experienced growing expansion in the last decades. Despite
this increasing interest in sustainable tourism and its application for the three pillars (environmental,
social, and economic), little has been done in terms of systematization of contributions of articles
recalling the topic of sustainable tourism and its interconnections with digital and experiential
components in the era of open innovation.

Some studies have indeed paid attention to how the topic of sustainability has evolved within the
tourism industry.

The study of [4] explores how sustainable restaurant literature within hospitality research has
developed from 1991 to 2015. It reveals that scholars concentrate their attention on green aspects
of sustainability rather than on economic and social aspects, finally claiming the necessity of a
holistic approach.

The research of [5] focuses the attention of ecotourism sustainability conceived from the perspective
of marine ecologists. It shows a lack of integration with economic aspects of sustainability. They also
highlight the necessity of synergies between ecotourism and productive sectors (fisheries, aquaculture,
etc.) that can represent the economic base for the local communities.

As regards the use of bibliometrical analysis for the topic of sustainable tourism, there is an intense
production of the literature [2,6–8].

While the study of [2] focuses on the theory, methods, subjects, perspectives/approaches, and
geography of scholars used in the articles, the research of [6] mapped the knowledge base on sustainable
tourism development from 1990 to 2018. The study presents the core topics of the literature, including
“climate change, tourist behaviors and impact, empowerment, policymaking, and the role of cultural
heritage in sustainable tourism development” [6].

The study of [7] reveals that the topic is in constant growth, the United States is the leading
country on this topic, and the issue of sustainability is strategic for both companies and destinations.
In the same direction, [8] show the results of their research identifying the development status and
leading trends in terms of impact, main journals, papers, topics, authors, institutions, and countries.

Although bibliometrical studies on sustainable tourism already exist, the attention and novelty of
this research lies in the precise topic of sustainable tourism in the digital era, also with specific reference
to open innovation and how the use of digital technology can enhance the tourist’s experience.

Indeed, nowadays, there is a growing interest in what scholars label as digital sustainability [9–11].
According to [12], “Digital resources are handled sustainably if their utility for society is maximized,

so that digital needs of contemporary and future generations are equally met. Digital needs are optimally
met if resources are accessible to the largest number and reusable with minimal restrictions”. Hence,
sustainability is digital when it deals with digital resources.

Among the numerous characteristics of digital sustainability (i.e., intergenerational justice,
regenerative capacity, economic use of resources, risk reduction, absorptive capacity, economic and
ecological added value [10]), there are some that fit with the interests of sustainable tourism well.

Sharing the idea that digital tools are considered a transversal component of innovation in the
tourism sector and not the key component, such as the organizational and experiential [13–15], they
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can enhance the core pillars of sustainability, as they are supportive through their characteristics of
economic and ecological added value.

Firstly, digital goods have the feature to be freely available and this characteristic helps tourists
obtain free information as in the case of downloading and installing applications for the knowledge
of the destination or other tourist attractions [16]. From the ecological point of view, with digital
information and communication technology, for example, there is a reduction of printed papers,
brochures, or maps [17], and this helps to implement more sustainable practices.

Actually, the vision o↵ered by some scholars [10,11] is reduced if we consider only the digital
technology per se without recalling the definition of a tourist product as global and as a result of an
overlapping perspective between the demand and o↵er side [18].

The so called “memorable experience” [19] is also given by the ability of the companies and/or
the destination to create a storytelling (demand side perspective) of the places and of the local
community that constitute the social humus of the real tourist experience. Through digital tools,
destination/companies can tell their stories and digital tourists can use the virtual world to communicate
their experiences with other people [20].

The potentiality of storytelling can act on the social pillar of sustainability since it can enhance the
visibility of the community in terms of traditions, culture, folklore, and local identity, creating a certain
belonging with the community [19].

In this direction, digital sustainability assumes two specific connotations shaped by the holistic
perspective of the supply and demand side together. From the demand side, there are digital tourists,
like experiencing the destination, attractions and services according to the vision of using digital
technologies during their stay [21]. These technologies o↵er the possibility of increasing the level of
immersion within the tourism experience [22].

The interesting aspect, within these issues, is the fact that sustainable tourism has to be conceived
in the era of open innovation. The latter, indeed, can impact on the competitiveness of a destination
as well as on the aims of sustainability since it can also be defined as “the ability of a destination to
create and integrate value added products that help to maintain the position and market share and/or
improve it in the long run” [23].

The recall of open innovation is due to the fact that the online open environment allows
information about tourists’ behaviors to be obtained [24] to create social connections during the tourist
experience [25] and to own a certain quantity of data that can have a huge influence on the economic
performance of tourist companies [26]. As viewed, these concepts can be connected with the social and
economic pillars of sustainability.

Since tourism products are the result of a co-creation approach, the adoption of open innovation
can o↵er added value for tourists and a collaborative basis among the actors of the tourism industry
and other stakeholders involved [27–29].

The strength of these opportunities is connected with the fact that open innovation requires the
adoption of social big data. This explains how results can be obtained through the leveraging of social
networks, favoring relations and involvement among users [27]. These interactions generate ideas and
contents for destinations and tourism companies and o↵er precious advice to enhance experiential
components and the sustainability pillars [27].

This is, indeed, the case of open innovation used for the generation of contents through activities
of crowdsourcing that exploits the power of user innovation [30].

With specific reference to the tourism sector, another theoretical lens of open innovation is social
innovation [31] since di↵erent social actors can interact in the process of valuable and innovative tourism
products. These actors can also create partnerships of a public–private nature and the implementation
of an open innovation approach is useful to improve e�ciency and e↵ectiveness [32].

Hence, the ensemble of actors generates the so called “collective intelligence” or “crowd innovation”
that “not only produces creative ideas or inventions, but also moderates any firm to innovate inside-out,
outside-in, or in a coupled manner” [33].
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This type of innovation is the source of market open innovation since it overlaps technologies and
the knowledge markets [33]. Nowadays, tourism sector requires market open innovation due to the
volatility of demand and the hyper competition of the sector.

3. Methodology

This paper uses bibliometric analysis [34], which is a methodology largely used in business and
management areas [35–37] as well as in tourism [38,39] because it allows a state-of-art of the topic to be
explored through research.

Of course, there are di↵erent methods to systematize contributions on a specific topic, but the
strength of bibliometrix is that it is a systematic, straightforward, and reproducible process. Furthermore,
the use of bibliometrical analysis is helpful for avoiding subjectivity.

As regards the relevance of bibliometrics in tourism science, this has already been outlined in a
paper published in the Annals of Tourism Research [40], where the authors assert the relevance of this
tool in generating non-speculative knowledge. In this case, the study regards the use of statistical
methods in tourism research and is longitudinal, since it is carried out on 12 journals published in
a 5-year period (1998–2002). The approach has grown as tourism sciences have been developing in
terms of specialist literature, and in its links and relationships with general traditional disciplines that
have increased its robustness for the scholars [36]. Another strength is that it is a multi-disciplinary
science, with multiple theoretical and methodological perspectives [31].

Thus, literature reviews have acquired a significant restructuring to get to bibliometrics, which
mainly concentrates on the measurement of properties of documents, and of document-related
processes [41,42]. As explained by Benkendorf (2009, p. 2), “advances in information technology,
and improvements in the coverage of bibliometric databases such as ISI Web of Science (WoS), Scopus
and Google Scholar (GS) have seen substantial advances in bibliometric analysis”.

The main advantage of bibliometrics is that it combines both evaluative and relational methods,
traditionally considered as alternative [43,44]. Within bibliometrics, indeed, there are several
quantitative relational techniques that use citation data well to further “evaluative counting and ranking
of research productivity” [35] and allow visualization of co-citations through social network analysis.

Other contributions also apply it to the study of journal rankings [45]. On this wake, bibliometric
analysis has also been used to discuss the epistemology of tourism, in order to get interesting insights
within the wide range of tourism interdisciplinary studies in tourism research [46]. These works
emphasize that evaluative techniques assess the impact of academic production with reference to
performance or scientific contributions of two or more individuals/groups: Authorship analysis [47],
citations analysis [48], and use of research knowledge [35], just to cite some. On the other hand, relational
techniques study relationships to identify the structure of research areas and new methodological or
conceptual trends, mainly through co-authorship and co-citation analysis [36,49]

Some scholars [50] have continued with longitudinal bibliometric analysis with interesting results
on geographic areas and research topics, which are useful to analyze future trends and to get hints on
the main research areas in tourism.

In the latest years, considering the growing literature and its relative robustness, the research has
focused on specific topics, like sustainable tourism [2], rather than adventure tourism [40], or analyzed
the impact of some managerial subjects, like finance, on tourism industry, in order to evaluate their
relative impact factor [51]. In some cases, like in [39], the authors also combine bibliometric analysis
with other techniques, like content analysis and a quantitative literature review. Such an approach
is very interesting, since it allows the development of a more analytic study of eventual sub-areas
of research that are growing, e.g., those that are understudied and the most relevant topics. Others
focus on a long period of scientific production on specific journals. The authors of [52] observed the
articles published over time in Tourism and Hospitality Research. Among the main results, a shift from
conceptual articles to quantitative studies (research design, surveys) was identified, as well as from
case studies and surveys to content analyses.
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This paper focuses on science mapping analysis that shows the existing relationships between
disciplines, fields of research, scholars, and papers according to a spatial representation [53].

This paper is structured following a precise protocol of some scholars [25,54]:

1. Data collection;
2. Data analysis and data visualization; and
3. Interpretation.

We performed our analysis through the R-package bibliometrix [55]. This tool is specifically
designed for quantitative research in Scientometrics and Bibliometrics. It provides various routines for
analysis and supports all the main steps of a classical bibliometric workflow.

We used Web of Science databases (e.g., Social Science Citation Index for Social Science) to search
peer-reviewed scientific articles in English in order to study the literature in the specific domain of
sustainable tourism. Even if Scopus is another important database, several scholars [56,57] assert that
there is a full overlap between the two and WoS remains the one of the highest quality. The following
groups of keywords were used for the search:

• Sustainable touris *
• Sustainable destination *.

The asterisk indicates that the word includes all the words containing its root as well as in singular
and plural form. For example, “touris” can include tourism, tourist, tourists.

The group “sustainable touris*” regards our research topic and the root of the word “touris”
was chosen in order to include the aspects of both the supply and demand side. Indeed, the word
can be enlarged, for example, as a noun to tourism and tourist/s, or as an adjective to tourism
company/firm, etc.

The group of words “sustainable destination*” was included since the destination is the place
where the paradigm of sustainability can be fulfilled [58] in the three universally known dimensions
(economic, social, and environmental).

To these groups, other words were coupled. These are “experienc*”, “digital”, and “open
innovation” since the framework of sustainable tourism must be conceived in the actual era where
the experiential and the digital components as well as the open environment are the milestones of
modern tourism [59–61]. Indeed, the binomial concept of digital and experience finds its roots in
the assumption that “with technology being embedded within the destinations environment, it can
enrich tourist experiences and enhance destinations competitiveness” [62], hence, “providing tourists’
satisfaction with high-quality experience while promoting the concept of a sustainable attitude” [63].
These terms appeared in the title, keywords, and abstract. We selected only peer-reviewed papers
published in journals belonging to the subject categories “business”, “economics”, “management”,
and “operations research and management science”. The final collection was shaped by 330 articles.

Particularly, this paper uses some research methods.
Literature trends are displayed through a Pareto diagram that analyzes the frequency of published

papers according to a precise lapse of time (1992–2019). Furthermore, to summarize the main results of
the bibliometric analysis, the ”summary” function shows the main information about several tables.
We used it to describe the collection size in terms of the top five journals and of the top cited journals.

A thematic map allows four typologies of themes to be defined according to the quadrant in
which they are placed.

Themes in the upper-right quadrant are known as the motor themes. They are characterized
by both high centrality and density. This means that they are developed and important for the
research field.

Themes in the upper-left quadrant are known as the high developed and isolated themes or niche
themes. They have well developed internal links (high density) but unimportant external links and so
are of only limited importance for the field (low centrality).
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Themes in the lower-left quadrant are known as emerging or declining themes. They have both
low centrality and density meaning that are weakly developed and marginal.

Themes in the lower-right quadrant are known as basic and transversal themes. They are
characterized by high centrality and low density. These themes are important for a research field and
concern general topics transversal to the di↵erent research areas of the field.

The paper also uses co-word analysis using network analysis in order to visualize the conceptual
structure in a network of words.

Finally, a historical direct citation network is used as a chronological network map of the most
relevant direct citations of the database.

4. Discussion

Figure 1 shows the literature trends from 1992 to 2019. The graph demonstrates the explosion of
contributions since 2007.

Figure 1. Annual scientific production.

During the first period (1992–2008), the total number of papers is 22. In this period, the first
contributions deal with the environmental pillar of sustainability to then enlarge the spectrum to
protected areas. Since 2003, the concept of community involvement starts to appear, highlighting the
strategic meaning of the local actors in sustainable development. Furthermore, specific topics connected
with sustainable tourism development are addressed. This is, for example, the case of sustainable
transportation enclosed within the framework of travel chains in order to create a sustainable tourism
product according to a holistic way [64–67].

The period 2009–2014 counts 76 papers. Some papers deal with the topic of local food as
a sustainable experience [68–71] since it recalls the authenticity of traditions but also has low
environmental impact thanks to the use of local raw materials.

Other contributions [72] stress the attention on eco-tourism with the underpinning environmental
planning activities and some papers also cite the practice of eco certification [73].

The last years (2015–2019) is the most productive period with 231 contributions. In this period,
apart from the traditional topics (i.e., eco-tourism, community involvement, environmental issues,
etc.), a wider accent on marketing is given. For example, local food with the lens of responsible
exploitation of local resources, is conceived as a sustainable marketing tool [74,75]. Also, the role of
digital platforms is a↵orded since they are participatory tools to enhance stakeholder engagement and
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to co-create new ideas for the destination’s sustainable development [76–78]. Moreover, the topic of
sustainable tourism is also taken into account in specific industries, such as the hospitality one, and
scholars have studied how hotels can be “green” [79,80] to pursue environmental conservation and
preservation. Other contributions also deal with the topic of relational marketing and, particularly,
on the importance of some activities during tourists’ experience [81]. For example, this is the case of
local souvenir vendors, who describe the authenticity of a certain place but in some cases, they are
substituted by an excessive retail presence [82].

To summarize, the literature trends show a huge production in the latest years and, at the same
time, a deeper understanding on di↵erent questions of sustainability. Other following elaborations
support a more precise comprehension of the topic.

4.1. Literature Production

The top five journals have published 135 articles, representing 67% of the whole collection.
As shown in Table 1, this list shows nearly a total prevalence of sector-based journals, basically
sustainability and tourism. All these journals are included in the Journal Citation Report© (JCR) and
Scimago. Each journal counts on a high H-index (Hirsch index for the area under study: It is calculated
by ranking publications by the number of citations received in descending order, and listing them to
determine the point at which the order number matches the number of citations received).

Table 1. Top five journals.

Sources Articles

Journal of Sustainable Tourism 67
Sustainability 27

Tourism Management 19
Annals of Tourism Research 15

Tourism Geographies 7

The journal with the highest number of published articles is the Journal of Sustainable Tourism
(H-index: 83) that fits perfectly into the subject of study as, since 1993, it has been the only journal
exclusively devoted to sustainable tourism research [1]. Also, other scholars in their reviews have
pointed out its importance in the field [2,6–8,83].

Furthermore, we found that not all top-five journals are specialized in a sustainability topic, since
other journals included in the table are related to tourism and hospitality research. Specifically, Tourism
Management (the journal with highest H-index) publishes a pretty stable number of articles, related to
sustainability, with a great impact when observing their citations. This shows us the quality of the journal
and its impact; as a matter of fact, the journal occupies the first position in the ranking of the tourism,
leisure, and hospitality management category in Scimago (Scopus) and JCR (Journal Citation Reports).

To sum up, this table shows an important result: Articles dealing with sustainability and tourism
have not yet been fully explored in more generic journals of business, management, and marketing.
This points out a big issue that consists of a huge separation between journals related to specific
sectors and those ones that are more general. As underlined by relevant scholars, industry-specific and
empirical papers could and should foster theoretical and general concepts in the field. It is also due to
the fact that authors who write in general journals often neglect reading articles in more specific but
likewise important top journals, even if they are more sector specific.

Furthermore, the bibliometric analysis provides a list of top five most-cited journals (Table 2)
where the base of knowledge is also in this case represented by sector-based journals (i.e., Tourism
Management, Annals of Tourism Research, Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Journal of Travel Research, Journal
of Environmental Psychology).
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Table 2. Most cited journals.

Sources Articles

Tourism Management 1240
Annals of Tourism Research 1128

Journal of Sustainable Tourism 1107
Journal of Travel Research 579

Journal of Environmental Psychology 237

As regards the conceptual structure, bibliometrix uses the thematic map to delineate the conceptual
structure of the topic. This latter consists in a word co-occurrence network analysis to defines what
science talks about in a field, main themes, and trends.

Thematic mapping [84] allows a visualization of four di↵erent typologies of themes as shown
in Figure 2. The thematic map exploits he KeyWords Plus field. Those keywords are associated by
Thomson Reuters editorial experts supported by a semi-automated algorithm. They review the titles
of all references and highlight additional relevant but overlooked keywords that were not listed by the
authors. Di↵erently from the authors’ keywords, the Keywords Plus field is normalized. Keywords
Plus terms are able to capture an article’s content with greater depth and variety.

Figure 2. Thematic map.

The upper-right quadrant shows the motor themes. They are characterized by both high centrality
and density. Among the “motor themes” that are the more developed in the literature, the main
concern is sustainable tourism.

Of course, the motor theme in this analysis is sustainable development. This theme is connected
with di↵erent concepts, such as performance, authenticity, and China, just to cite some of the many.

As regards the term performance, this is associated to both economic financial performance,
customer satisfaction, and process performance. This is one of the most recurring words associated
with the cluster sustainable tourism since our initial subject categories were “business”, “economics”,
“management”, and “operations research and management science”. For these specific categories,
economic performance appears as one of the most recurring words even if in some cases this term is
referred to as process performance. Indeed, some scholars [59,60] identify certifications as a double
tools: One for the internal purpose to reach qualitative standards connected with performance process,
the other for external stakeholders (i.e., customers, green associations, controller bodies) in order to
communicate the level of environmental sustainability pursued.
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Again, the thematic map also reveals that the term authenticity is connected with the food
experience [85]. In these papers [86–88], authenticity always expresses the strategic exploitation of
local resources since they have minor environmental impacts but, at the same time, they have two
important implications in terms of marketing. The first is connected with the specific tourist products
of a certain destination (i.e., the food and beverage tourist product, cultural and heritage tourist
product, etc.). The second marketing implication refers to promotion strategy since the communication
is concentrated on the aspects of local authenticity. This, indeed, constitutes one strategic factor of
di↵erentiation practices and can contribute to the memorability of a place [89]

Within the referring literature, the example of authenticity of culture in its di↵erent meanings,
handicrafts, dance, music, literature, ceremonies, dress, food [90], authenticity of conventional historical
heritage [88], and authenticity of local community [76,77] is highlighted.

With reference to the upper-left quadrant, it shows high density themes but unimportant external
links and so are of only limited importance for the field (low centrality).

In this quadrant, it is possible to find the theme of destination since, in the majority of cases,
the unit of analysis is constituted by the destination while conservation and future are strictly connected
since the concept of sustainability encloses the conservation of resource in order to preserve them for
the future and for future generations.

In the lower-left quadrant are the emerging or declining themes. In this research, the theme
of experience is emerging, and it is connected again with food, service quality, and place. What is
interesting to notice is that one of the most recurring words associated with the theme of experience is
“model”. The necessity of finding referring models in order to manage sustainable tourism development
is claimed within the literature on sustainable destination governance [91–93]. Indeed, a strategic
model can suggest the right sustainable management practices.

Finally, the lower-right quadrant shows the themes that are basic and transversal. These themes
concern general topics transversal to the different research areas of the field. In this area, the appearing
themes are behavior, satisfaction, and attitudes. While the terms behavior and attitudes are used as
synonyms, an attitude refers to sustainable conducts enacted by an offer side, demand side, local community,
and policy makers; the theme of satisfaction is connected with behavioral intentions, protected areas,
and destination image. For sure, the bibliometric analysis shows that the theme of satisfaction is strongly
connected with the term experiences since satisfaction is determined by the tourist experience made by
authenticity, contact with local community, genuine and local food, etc. [94,95].

4.2. Density and Centrality of Topics

In order to understand whether and how the topics of open innovation and sustainable tourism
interact with the issues, we first identified within the database 54 papers that are more focused on
open innovation and sustainable tourism. Secondly, we used co-word analysis through the network
(Figure 3), which shows the conceptual structure between concepts and most recent issues.

One of the most recurring topics is the one of conservation (19) due to the long-term vision and
the preservation for future generations. Particularly, the nexus is connected with the nature of some
destinations, created by a bottom-up approach, where there is high involvement of local stakeholders.
In this field, the conservation of natural areas depends on how the local community and actors of
the tourism field interplay [96]. The implementation of an open innovation approach supports the
co-creation of sustainable tourism o↵ers [96].

As viewed, the topic of conservation recalls the involvement of a plurality of stakeholders. Indeed,
knowledge sharing can have positive impacts on the generation of new value of tourist o↵ers and
sustainable tourism products [84]. For example, the cooperation between university centers and
entrepreneurs in light of open innovation can favor embeddedness in sustainable tourism that could
be replicated in other contexts [97,98].

Of course, another recurring unit of analysis is the destination, demonstrated by the fact that it is
the most repeated term (20 + 11 if we consider the word “destination development”).
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Figure 3. Most recurring issues.

The development of tourism policies to improve sustainability is based on the level of open
innovation within the destination. This kind of innovation refers to the plurality of levels shaping the
destination, such as the sociocultural, natural, political, legal, and technological [98]. Indeed, the core
concept of open innovation is not only the involvement among stakeholders of the destination but
also the necessity to innovate at di↵erent levels [96]. In this direction, some other issues, as Figure 3
demonstrates, are connected with the destination. This is the case of governance (5), and transportation
(13) plays a key role. Destination and its interconnections with sustainability and open innovation are
examined according to di↵erent perspectives. For example, since one of the main critical factors of the
Copenhagen region as well as other destinations is the access (both internal and external mobility),
bicycling in urban contexts can be considered a solution thanks to the adoption of an open innovation
approach, suggested by some actors as having a high degree of local bicycle culture [99].

4.3. Co-Word Analysis

As emerged from the graph, some of the most recurring words are performance (21), management
(24), and competitiveness (13). Indeed, scholars question how tourism firms and destinations can
achieve the sustainable competitive advantage (from here the terms competitiveness, performance as
well as the most generic management) [100,101].

The intellectual structure is developed by a historical direct citation network that deploys a
chronological citation network (Figure 4). Indeed, it “represents a chronological map of the most
relevant citations resulting from a bibliographic collection” [43]. The interesting aspect of this
visualization is not the name of the author/s per se but rather their topics of interest on sustainable
tourism and the following debate that scholars open in the scientific field.
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Figure 4. Historical direct citation network.

4.4. Authors’ Citations

For example, [102] deals with the topic of heritage sites and the necessity of creating overlapping
links that include the quality of visitor experiences and sustainable standards in order to valorize local
heritage and enhance visitor satisfaction.

Another recurring topic is the relationship between sustainable tourism and traditional food.
Local food and local restaurants can play an important role in the sustainable tourism experience [55].

Moreover, the topic of environmental protection and the behaviors of tourists are often afforded in
the literature [103,104] since scholars highlight different attitudes in sustainable practices. Tourists pay
more attention at home and less during their tourist experience but this negative behavior is unintentional.
Hence, other scholars suggest [71,80,82,105] that the governance actors or mangers of the tourism industry
have to educate the public on the importance of sustainable practices and protected areas.

This continued focus on education, standards, and models is due to the fact that the “values of
conservation, animal welfare, visitor satisfaction, and profitability are often in conflict” [87].

Within this debate, other scholars identify [106–108] the core critical issue represented by the
insertion of corporate social responsibility policies in the mass tourism era.

As emerged, the intellectual structure supports and toughens the results of a conceptual structure.
Although these papers a↵ord the topic of sustainable tourism according to di↵erent perspectives,
there are some interesting aspects emerging from the historical direct citation network that have to
be deepened.

Indeed, the strength of these articles is connected with the study of di↵erent areas of the globe but,
often, the interesting studies are not replicated in other destinations.

5. Conclusions

Research on sustainable tourism is increasing, but the fast development is quite fragmented.
Literature reviews help to consolidate and advance theory and provide insights to address scholars in
their e↵orts. Bibliometric analyses reduce the intrinsic subjectivity of narrative and systematic reviews.

Our study explored state-of-art studies on sustainable tourism. The theoretical and managerial
importance of sustainable practices in the tourism industry has led research to explore the
interconnection between the precise research stream of sustainable management and its related
application in the tourism industry. Di↵erent from other bibliometric studies in the tourism domain,
we used the conceptual and intellectual structure of the topic. Our contribution to the theory
development of the theme under investigation is twofold. First, we described the field through the
most relevant citations and, hence, authors. In this way, we provided scholars with a compass for
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orienting future research. Second, we identified and mapped the most recurring themes that show
how the topic is developing.

Indeed, the bibliometrical analysis also showed that sustainable tourism development is not
only good for preserving the ecological balance of a tourism destination but also for improving
its competitiveness.

In this view, tourism policy makers and destination managers should adopt competitive strategies
based not only on business-related factors but should also make the sustainability issue a priority in their
agenda. What is important to underline is that a competitive and sustainable destination is not only the
one that meets the needs of tourists, preserving the natural and cultural local resources, but also increases
residents’ well-being. Another aspect that emerged from the co-word analysis is the importance of an
open innovation approach. The plurality of stakeholders involved not only in the process of co-creation of
tourism products but also in the co-production of sustainable tourism policies requires different efforts
connected with local governance, the capability of knowledge-sharing, and the degree of local culture
on different aspects of destination components [89,93,95]. The results also show that actors have to own
specific knowledge on either tourism products or local expertise and, contextually, have the capability to
provoke innovation. On the other side, local tourism governance has to capture the generated innovation
and transform it into policies and best practices for sustainable tourism [93].

Specifically, community engagement, employment opportunities, skill development programs,
and public awareness reflect sustainable tourism perception of a host community. So, individuals in the
community develop their perceptions regarding destination sustainability, which is reflected through
four di↵erent sub-dimensions, such as economic, social, cultural, and environmental sustainability [109].
The adoption of an open innovation approach allows the interests of di↵erent stakeholders to be
balanced to synthetize the needs of local communities and tourists’ desires [83]

In the same direction, [110] underlined the importance of the uniqueness of local resources
for destination di↵erentiation along with the perception and satisfaction achieved by tourists [93]
while bringing the attention to the sensitiveness of natural resources and the necessary limits to be
imposed on their usage [111,112]. This is the “environmental paradox”, which is that the production
of tourism experiences depends on the exploitation of local resources, which, at the same time, must be
preserved [113].

In relation to this, [46] states that “what makes a tourism destination truly competitive is its ability
to increase tourism expenditure, to increasingly attract visitors, while providing them with satisfying,
memorable experiences, and to do so in a profitable way, while enhancing the well-being of destination
residents and preserving the natural capital of the destination for future generations.”

From the above-mentioned considerations, it is derived that while the role of thte government
and industry in creating and shaping destinations is critical to the achievement of sustainability,
an important function is also played by marketing strategies that have to be implemented in order
to determine how successfully destinations achieve their aims and objectives, in both the short and
medium terms. In particular, the idea that tourism marketing and sustainability can perhaps learn from
each other may appear counterintuitive. Marketing is generally associated with competitive business
strategy, and a profit imperative, promoting consumer choices in a way that advocates the benefits of
self-gratification and instant satisfaction, which seems at odds with the ideals of sustainability.

Recalling the added keywords “experience” and “digital” to sustainable tourism and sustainable
destination/s, what comes out is the understudied contributions on digital tools in sustainable tourism
practices. Indeed, digital technologies can really work on three di↵erent pillars of sustainability. Actual
contributions on the digital word [48,49] are connected with the promotion or destination image rather
than their use as a wider tool of information on the sustainable use of resources, reducing the use
of natural resources and connecting people for sharing sustainable practices. Moreover, the word
experience is not analyzed as the whole experience lived by tourist/s but rather as a single experience
(i.e., food experience, experience with local community, authenticity of local heritage experience, etc.),
forgetting that the tourist product is the global lived experience by the tourist [114].
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Hence, the bibliometrical analysis highlights the necessity to deepen the topic of sustainable
tourism with the clear lens of digital and experiential components.

Another interesting aspect emerging from the study is the connection with the marketing activities.
Actually, because of the clear difficulties in reconciling sustainability issues with marketing theories in a
tourism context, more focused research is needed [115]. From a theoretical point of view, the contributions
on marketing need a clear framework recalling the policies both at the induced (phase when the tourist
choses the destination, before the arrival) and organic level (stage of the experience in the destination).

From a managerial point of view, there are many innovative solutions to sustainability challenges
and there is a growing impetus for the development of more sustainable tourism products that can
be marketed successfully. The recall of an open innovation approach is the base of a competitive
advantage for both tourist destinations and companies. This represents the synthesis of di↵erent
interests and a shared willingness to act according to a sustainable manner [116–118].

The limitations of this study should be recognized. The main limitation is the fact that we
focused our attention on certain aspects of bibliometric analysis, such as the dataset, and intellectual
and conceptual structure (i.e., thematic map, historical direct citation network, literature trends, top
journals, most cited journals, etc.). Future research should attempt to examine the social structure
(i.e., collaboration network and world map) while also allowing study of the geographical location,
deepening the conceptual structure exploration, for example, the type of destination and the type of
tourism industry sector. We did not explore these issues at this stage due to the method we decided to
adopt. Indeed, we should use ex ante di↵erent keywords, but the focus as well as the aim di↵ered from
our intention to show the state-of-art on sustainable tourism in the digital and experiential era. Another
limitation that provides direction to future research is the fact of exploring whether and to what extent
there are di↵erences in diverse kinds of companies within the tourism sector (i.e., hotels, tour operators,
travel agencies, destinations, etc.). Further work could examine these features and di↵erences.
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