
Zhang et al. Heritage Science          (2023) 11:139  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40494-023-00981-w

REVIEW Open Access

© The Author(s) 2023. Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which 
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or 
other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory 
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this 
licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http:// creat iveco 
mmons. org/ publi cdoma in/ zero/1. 0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

Heritage Science

Research on global cultural heritage tourism 
based on bibliometric analysis
Sunbowen Zhang1  , Jingxuan Liang2, Xinwei Su3,4*  , Youcheng Chen1*   and Qi Wei1 

Abstract 

Cultural heritage is the sum of material wealth and spiritual wealth left by a nation in the past. Because of its pre-
cious and fragile characteristics, cultural heritage protection and tourism development have received extensive 
global academic attention. However, application visualization software is still underused, and studies are needed 
that provide a comprehensive overview of cultural heritage tourism and prospects for future research. Therefore, this 
research employs the bibliometric method with CiteSpace 5.8. R2 software to visualize and analyze 805 literature 
items retrieved from the SSCI database between 2002 and 2022. Results show, first, scholars from China, Spain, Italy 
have published the most articles, and Italian scholars have had the most influence. Second, Hong Kong Polytech 
University, the Chinese Academy of Sciences, Jinan University have had significant influence on cultural heritage 
tourism research. Third, Annals of Tourism Research is the most cited journal in the field. Influenced by politics, culture, 
and technology, sustainable development and consumer behavior have become key topics in this field over the past 
21 years. Fourth, tourist satisfaction, rural development, cultural heritage management are the key research fron-
tiers. Fifth, in future, cultural heritage tourism should pay more attention to micro-level research, using quantitative 
methods to integrate museums, technology, and cultural heritage into consumer research. The results offer a deeper 
understanding of the development and evolution of the global cultural heritage tourism field from 2002 to 2022. 
At the same time, our findings have provided a new perspective and direction for future research on global cultural 
heritage tourism among scholars.
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Introduction
Cultural heritage is shared wealth with outstanding uni-
versal value, the precious wealth left by human ances-
tors to future generations, and a non-renewable precious 

resource [1]. The year 2022 marks the 50th anniversary 
of the implementation of the World Heritage Conven-
tion, which UNESCO adopted in 1972 to protect, utilize, 
and inherit cultural heritage under the UNESCO World 
Heritage Committee, and to make positive contributions 
to the protection and restoration of the common herit-
age of all mankind. Cultural heritage is of two types: tan-
gible and intangible. As of February 2022, there are 897 
cultural heritage sites in 167 countries on five continents. 
As countries around the world pay more and more atten-
tion to cultural heritage, cultural heritage protection in 
connection with tourism development has become a new 
area of concern for scholars all over the world. The year 
2002 saw the publication of the first study in the field of 
cultural heritage tourism [2]. At this point, a review of 
the research on cultural heritage tourism published over 

*Correspondence:
Xinwei Su
suxinwei01@126.com
Youcheng Chen
uceng@fafu.edu.cn
1 College of Digital Economy, Fujian Agriculture and Forestry University, 
East Second Ring Road, Anxi County, Quanzhou 362400, China
2 College of Humanities & Social Development, Nanjing Agricultural 
University, Weigang Road, Xuanwu District, Nanjing 210095, China
3 International College, Krirk University, No.3 soi Ramintra 1,Ramintra 
Road, Bangkok 10220, Thailand
4 School of Tourism, Liming Vocational University, No. 298, Tonggang West 
Street, Fengze District, 362000 Quanzhou, China

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40494-023-00981-w&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3859-8592
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0218-5910
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9323-7386


Page 2 of 19Zhang et al. Heritage Science          (2023) 11:139 

the past 21  years will help us to understand and grasp 
the overall trends in global cultural heritage tourism 
development.

Cultural heritage embodies the wisdom and crystal-
lization of human development, carrying the genes and 
bloodline of human civilization, which need to be pro-
tected, displayed, and disseminated for their cultural 
value. From a fundamental perspective, cultural herit-
age tourism is a form of tourism that transforms historic 
and cultural assets into commodities in order to attract 
tourists [3]. Since 1970, European and American coun-
tries have continuously innovated cultural heritage tour-
ism activity models, promoting it as a popular mode of 
tourism, while also driving research into cultural heritage 
tourism [4, 5]. As one of the most vital topics in cultural 
heritage research, cultural heritage tourism has gradually 
diversified from the perspective of studying visitors and 
local residents of heritage sites  [6, 7]. Moreover, from a 
research methods standpoint, qualitative and quantita-
tive methodologies coexist [8, 9] and have progressed 
towards incorporating mixed research methods as a new 
trend [10]. In addition, cultural heritage tourism prac-
tice mainly includes two aspects: dynamic protection 
of cultural heritage [11] and tourism development [12]. 
Although current research provides useful guidance for 
informing cultural heritage tourism development and 
preservation, there is still a lack of an overall review of 
current cultural heritage tourism related research. Nev-
ertheless, scholars have suggested that analyzing and 
reviewing existing literature can provide insights into the 
hotspots and trends within a research field. This not only 
serves as a reference for related studies [13], but also pro-
vides guidance for practical applications [14]. It can be 
seen that conducting a comprehensive review of cultural 
heritage tourism is of great importance.

With the growing number of studies and expanding 
research areas in cultural heritage tourism, existing liter-
ature reviews on this topic face difficulties in objectively 
and comprehensively reflecting the trends and shifts in 
research focus. Therefore, this study used the CiteSpace 
5.8.R2 visual analysis software. It can be used to visual-
ize knowledge structure, research hotspots, and the evo-
lution of research topics, thereby helping researchers to 
obtain an overview of a field, find its classic literature, 
explore its research frontiers, and explain the evolution 
of its trends [15]. Through comparing with similar stud-
ies by other scholars, we found that most of the research 
on this topic focuses on the following questions  [13, 16, 
17].: (1) which literature has been groundbreaking and 
landmark, (2) which literature has played a key role in the 
advancement of the field, (3) which themes are dominant 
in the entire research area, and (4) what is the knowledge 
base of the field and how has the forefront of research 

evolved. Therefore, to better address these four key areas 
of literature review, this study obtained data on the lit-
erature related to cultural heritage tourism from 2002 to 
2022 from the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) data-
base. The data was then subjected to visual analysis using 
CiteSpace 5.8.R2 software, which enabled the objective 
review of a field’s knowledge structure, research sta-
tus, and trends by drawing knowledge maps. This study 
is committed to achieving the following four research 
objectives in order to address the aforementioned issues: 
(1) to establish the number of representative publications 
on cultural heritage tourism; (2) to explain the distribu-
tion and co-citation of authors and research institutions; 
(3) to identify current research hotspots in the field of 
cultural heritage tourism and trace their evolution from 
2002 to 2022; and (4) to determine the frontiers and 
trends of cultural heritage tourism research. The results 
reveal future research prospects for cultural heritage 
tourism and will provide a reference for the construction 
of a theoretical system in the field of cultural heritage 
tourism [18].

Current state of research
Cultural heritage tourism relies on the unique histori-
cal architecture, religious beliefs, traditional cuisine and 
other cultural characteristics of the destination to attract 
tourists for sightseeing and experience. It has become 
one of the fastest-growing and most ideal forms of mod-
ern tourism. Meanwhile, cultural heritage tourism has 
gradually become an interdisciplinary field of psychol-
ogy, economics, management, etc. [19–21], demon-
strating a good academic ecology of mutual integration 
and development. Current research in cultural heritage 
tourism mainly revolves around research perspectives, 
methods, and cultural heritage preservation and tourism 
development.

Cultural heritage tourism research perspectives
From the perspective of researching cultural heritage 
tourism, it can generally be divided into two views: that 
of tourists and that of residents of the heritage sites. On 
one hand, tourists are the participants of tourism activi-
ties and have always been a focus of research in academia. 
As DallenJ explained the four forms of heritage experi-
ence and proposed personalized heritage tourism for 
tourists with great potential in future [22]. Meanwhile, 
Yaniv et  al. challenged the notion that heritage tourism 
is only represented by visitors to heritage sites, pointing 
out the necessity to pay attention to the perception of 
tourists and conduct studies on their behavior [6]. On the 
other hand, the positive actions of residents living in her-
itage areas contribute to the sustainable development of 
cultural heritage tourism [7]. The perception of tourists 
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impact on residents plays an important mediating role 
in shaping community attachment, environmental atti-
tudes, and supporting economic benefits from tourism 
development [23].

Research methods of cultural heritage tourism
From the perspective of research methods in cultural 
heritage tourism, the measurement methods and mod-
els used vary depending on the researcher’s perspective. 
Existing literature on cultural heritage tourism-related 
research methods can generally be divided into quantita-
tive research methods, qualitative research methods, and 
mixed research methods. Firstly, quantitative research 
methods play an important role in current cultural herit-
age tourism-related research. Existing studies have used 
research methods such as SEM [24, 25], cluster analysis 
[26], experimental method [27], meta-analysis, etc. to 
conduct a large amount of research on cultural heritage 
tourism. Secondly, with the interdisciplinary integra-
tion, qualitative research methods have also been intro-
duced into the field of cultural heritage tourism research. 
Qualitative research methods such as textual analysis [9], 
case study [28, 29], grounded theory analysis [8], QCA 
research method [30], etc. have conducted in-depth anal-
ysis of the field of cultural heritage tourism. In addition, 
to promote further in-depth research on cultural heritage 
tourism, mixed research methods have gradually become 
a hot topic of concern for scholars. For example, Rasooli-
manesh et al. adopted a mixed research method combin-
ing PLS-SEM and fsQCA to conduct in-depth analysis of 
cultural heritage tourism driving behavior intention [10].

Research on cultural heritage protection and tourism 
development
With the attention paid to cultural heritage, its economic 
value, cultural value and social value have been widely 
paid attention to, which also makes cultural heritage 
protection and tourism development research become 
the current research focus. On the one hand, live pro-
tection of cultural heritage. Antonio et al. took Venice, a 
water city in Italy, as the research object and, relying on 
the vicious cycle model of tourism development, pointed 
out that with the development of tourist destinations, 
emerging groups keen on hiking have a great impact on 
the weakening of the city’s attraction [31]. However, van 
et al. took World heritage cities as research objects and 
pointed out that when costs exceed benefits, tourism 
development is no longer sustainable, so it is necessary to 
intervene [32]. In addition, Christina et al. proposed five 
levels of heritage protection and development through 
the analysis of stakeholders [11]. On the other hand, cul-
tural heritage tourism development. By studying tour-
ism development cases of cultural heritage, Esteban et al. 

pointed out the influence of community role on tour-
ism development and concluded the mutual influence 
between community identity and tourism [12]. At the 
same time, Arwel and Joan et  al. discussed the tourism 
potential of the mining area, proposed that it should be 
included in the category of heritage tourism, and actively 
participated in the development of industrial heritage 
tourism sites [33]. Antonio et  al. pointed out through 
empirical analysis that the basis for effective develop-
ment of tourist destinations is whether tourism products 
can hit the softest places in tourists’ hearts and whether 
they have internal accessibility [34].

Materials and methods
This section explains the selection of the research tools, 
analysis of the data sources, and main research methods 
used in this study.

Selection of research tools
This study used the CiteSpace 5.8.R2 visual analysis soft-
ware developed by the team of Professor Chen Chaomei 
of Drexel University. The software, which was developed 
by drawing on scientometrics and knowledge visualiza-
tion, is capable of processing large amounts of scientific 
literature data objectively [35–37]. To date, CiteSpace 
has been used by users in more than 100 countries and 
regions around the world, and has published more than 
28,000 related academic papers. Researchers can use the 
CiteSpace software to perform co-citation analysis, co-
occurrence analysis, cluster analysis, and keywords burst 
analysis for scientific research purposes [37]. In addition, 
it can be used to visualize knowledge structure, research 
hotspots, and the evolution of research topics, thereby 
helping researchers to obtain an overview of a field, find 
its classic literature, explore its research frontiers, and 
explain the evolution of its trends [37].

Analysis of data sources
Table 1 summarizes the data collection procedure for this 
study. The data were retrieved from the Web of Science 
SSCI on January 26, 2022. They cover all the relevant 
literature on cultural heritage tourism from January 1, 
2002, to January 26, 2022. There were two main reasons 
for selecting the literature in SSCI as the data source: (1) 
SSCI’s authority as the most authoritative database in the 
field of global social sciences, and (2) SSCI’s extensive-
ness, with more than 3,200 papers from authoritative 
academic journals of in 56 disciplines in the field of social 
sciences. The year 2002 was chosen as the starting point 
for this study because the first academic paper in the field 
of global cultural heritage tourism was published in SSCI 
in that year.
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The retrieval criteria for this study were based on 
subject-word retrieval, with topic = “Cultural Herit-
age” + “Tourism”, and a total of 825 related items of 
literature were obtained. A total of 20 book reviews, 
conference proceedings, and editorial materials were 
excluded from the data, yielding a set of 805 papers as 
the research object (Additional file  1 and 2). To ensure 
the accuracy of the data, the titles and abstracts of all the 
articles were reviewed individually to confirm that the 
data met the requirements of the study. The article data 
were stored in plain text format (full records and cited 
references) for subsequent data analysis.

Main research methods
The bibliometric method was used to conduct scientific 
research cooperation analysis on the literature. This took 
the form of analysis of cooperation between publishing 
authors, publishing institutions, and countries (regions); 
co-citation analysis, including citation analysis of docu-
ments, authors, and journals; and cluster analysis of the 
literature and keywords.

Collaborative analysis focuses on how researchers work 
together to produce new scientific knowledge [38]. A bib-
liometric approach analyzes joint research in a research 
field in terms of collaborative networks among authors, 
institutions, and countries.

Co-citation analysis [39] involves comparing lists of 
citations in the SSCI and counting the entries to deter-
mine the co-citation frequency of two scientific papers. 
This generates a network of co-cited papers for specific 
scientific disciplines. Clusters of co-cited papers provide 
new ideas for the professional structure of research sci-
ence and new methods for index and SDI configuration 
file creation.

Co-occurrence analysis quantifies information in vari-
ous information carriers, and is generally used to reveal 
the hidden meaning of the co-occurrence of keywords 

and topics. Keyword co-occurrence analysis can clarify 
the structure of scientific knowledge and is an effec-
tive way to identify research hotspots and discover 
researchtrends [17].

Cluster analysis depends on clustering, the process of 
dividing a set of objects into groups. Each element in a 
cluster has a high degree of similarity, whereas the degree 
of difference between different clusters is high [35]. Pro-
fessor Chen has pointed out that in CiteSpace, the clus-
ter labels are all from the document where the citation is 
located, and the extraction is performed by extracting the 
title or abstract or keyword in the cited document [40].

Results
This section considers three topics: (1) publishing volume 
analysis, to better understand the number of published 
articles; (2) collaboration analysis, to identify relation-
ships among authors, academic institutions, and coun-
tries; and (3) co-citation analysis, to determine which 
scholars and academic journals are most influential.

Publishing volume analysis
To gain a preliminary understanding of the overall devel-
opment trend in cultural heritage tourism from 2002 to 
2022, we searched SSCI for cultural heritage tourism 
publications in the past 21 years. The search results are 
shown in Fig. 1. The literature on global cultural heritage 
tourism shows that over the period the number of publi-
cations followed an upward trend with slight fluctuations. 
In 2002, only one article on cultural heritage tourism was 
published; it took the form of an empirical study of the 
willingness to protect and develop cultural heritage sites 
in western Kenya, with an exploration of how to develop 
and plan cultural heritage tourism [41]. Subsequent inter-
national cultural heritage tourism research can be divided 
into three phases. The first phase, from 2002 to 2007, is 
one of slow growth. Although the number of published 

Table 1 The data collection and analysis protocol

Research protocol Retrieve results and contents

Research database SSCI

Language English, French, German, Slovene, Spanish

Publication type All types

Year span January 1, 2002–January 26, 2022

Retrieval criterion Topic = “Cultural Heritage” + “Tourism”

Exclusion criteria Book reviews, conference proceedings, editorial materials

Inclusion criteria Academic papers published on cultural heritage tourism (including online publi-
cations and review articles)

Number of samples 805

Data analysis CiteSpace 5.8.R2

Analysis paths Collaboration analysis, co-citation analysis, co-occurrence analysis, cluster analysis
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papers was relatively low, with four papers or fewer each 
year, the overall trend was on the rise. Reflecting the fact 
that global cultural heritage tourism research was still in 
its infancy at this stage, only scholars in a small number 
of countries with substantial cultural heritage carried out 
research. The second stage, from 2008 to 2016, was one 
of stable growth. The number of articles published con-
tinued to increase, indicating that researchers around the 
world were beginning to realize the importance of devel-
oping cultural heritage tourism for economic growth 
and cultural protection, and beginning to get involved in 
cultural heritage tourism research. The third stage, from 
2014 to 2022, was one of rapid growth, with 173 research 
papers published in 2021 alone. This indicates that cul-
tural heritage tourism is receiving the attention of global 
researchers from different disciplinary backgrounds and 
different perspectives.

Cooperation analysis
Authors and author collaboration
The number of papers published by an author in a 
research field reflects that author’s core position in the 
field. The co-occurrence of the co-authors of a paper 
reflects the strength of their cooperation in the research 
field. By selecting the node type column of the CiteSpace 
5.8.R2 software, the time period 2002–2022, and the “go” 
cluster, we obtained a map of collaborations between 
authors. Taking into account the overall publication vol-
ume of cultural heritage tourism, according to Price’s law, 

the core authors in the field of cultural heritage tourism 
should have at least the number of publications. The cal-
culation formula is as follows:

where N1 is the minimum number of papers that the 
core author should publish, and Nmax is the number 
of papers published by the author with the most papers 
in this research field [42]. According to the search, the 
author with the largest number of papers in the field of 
cultural heritage tourism is Zhang Mu, with a total of 
seven papers (N1 = 0.749*(7)1/2 = 1.982), and the number 
of publications by the core authors in cultural heritage 
tourism is two or more. A total of 51 authors published 
two or more papers, yielding 122 papers and account-
ing for 16.05% of the papers published in the field of cul-
tural heritage tourism. Comparison with the core author 
group, which should account for 50% of the total pub-
lished papers in the research field, indicates that there is 
still a big gap. Thus, the results show that global cultural 
heritage tourism research has begun to take shape but 
that a stable core author group has not yet formed.

The most authors have conducted academic research 
independently and have weak cooperative relation-
ships. Nevertheless, small cooperative groups can 
be identified. For example, Zhang Mu has cooper-
ated with Rob Law on a number of articles (includ-
ing “Using Content Analysis to Probe the Cognitive 
Image of Intangible Cultural Heritage Tourism: An 

N1 = 0.749 ∗ (N max)1/2

Fig. 1 Annual distribution of cultural heritage tourism research publications from 2002 to 2022
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Exploration of Chinese Social Media”; “From Religious 
Belief to Intangible Cultural Heritage Tourism: A Case 
Study of Mazu Belief ”; “Resident-Tourist Value Co-
Creation in the Intangible Cultural Heritage Tourism 
Context: The Role of Residents’ Perception of Tourism 
Development and Emotional Solidarity”; and “Sustain-
ability of Heritage Tourism: A Structural Perspective 
from Cultural Identity and Consumption Intention”), 
which indicates a relatively close partnership [43–46]. 
The relationship between authors in such cases is usu-
ally a teacher–student relationship, but may also be a 
relationship of belonging to the same institution.

The greater the betweenness centrality of a node 
in the network, the greater the role it plays in com-
munication among other nodes [47]. In Table  2, the 
centrality of each author in the field of cultural herit-
age tourism is 0. This confirms that the cooperation 
between authors in the field of cultural heritage tour-
ism is low and needs to be strengthened [48].

Issuing organizations
A comprehensive grasp of which institutions are involved 
in cultural heritage tourism research helps to clarify the 
general situation of cultural heritage tourism research 
and international cooperation between institutions. 
Therefore, this study carried out an institution-based 
search in CiteSpace 5.8.R2. Taking the institution as the 
network node, 369 nodes were generated, representing 
369 core research institutions in the field of cultural her-
itage tourism research. These core research institutions 
feature in many core collaborative networks (Table 3).

From 2002 to 2022, the research field of cultural her-
itage tourism involved 369 major researchinstitutions. 
Of these institutions, 11 published five or more papers, 
accounting for 10.68%of the total number of papers pub-
lished. Hong Kong Polytech University published the 
largestnumber of papers (1.86% of the total), followed by 
University of Cordoba, the Chinese Acadmy of Sciences, 
Kyung Hee University, and University of Extremadura. 
Three institutions, Hon Kong Polytech University, Jinan 

Table 2 Top 10 authors of papers on cultural heritage tourism, 2002–2022

Serial number Count Centrality Authors Proportion (%)

1 7 0.00 ZHANG MU 0.92

2 6 0.00 LEE TIMOTHY J 0.79

3 4 0.00 LI XI 0.53

4 4 0.00 ALVAREZ-GARCIA JOSE 0.53

5 4 0.00 LAW ROB 0.53

6 3 0.00 BOUKAS NIKOLAOS 0.39

7 3 0.00 JIMBER DEL RIO JUAN ANTONIO 0.39

8 3 0.00 HIDALGO-FERNANDEZ AMALIA 0.39

9 3 0.00 ALIPOUR HABIB 0.39

10 3 0.00 CHIABAI ALINE 0.39

Table 3 Institutions that have published five or more papers on cultural heritage tourism, 2002–2022

Serial number Count Centrality Institution Proportion (%)

1 15 0.01 Hong Kong Polytech Univ 1.97

2 10 0.00 Univ Cordoba 1.32

3 9 0.00 Chinese Acad Sci 1.18

4 9 0.00 Kyung Hee Univ 1.18

5 8 0.00 Univ Extremadura 1.05

6 7 0.01 Jinan Univ 0.92

7 7 0.00 Sun Yat Sen Univ 0.92

8 6 0.00 Griffith Univ 0.79

9 5 0.00 Univ Sheffield 0.66

10 5 0.00 City Univ Macau 0.66

11 5 0.01 Australian Natl Univ 0.66
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University, and Australian National University, had the 
strongest centrality (0.01), indicating that they have a 
strong influence in the field of cultural heritage tourism 
research. Sun Yat Sen University and Griffith University 
have also published many papers.

Countries and regions
To understand the cooperation between countries and 
the influence of countries in the field of cultural herit-
age tourism, this study used the country option through 
the node type of CiteSpace 5.8.R2 software to obtain the 
national cooperation map from 2002 to 2022. Using the 
social network analysis function of CiteSpace software, 
we explored the social network relationships of different 
countries and regions, which directly reflects the coop-
eration between them, and on that basis we identified dif-
ferences in their degree of influence [49].

The cluster map reflects structural features, highlight-
ing key nodes and important connections. Each node in 
the network diagram represents a country (or region), 
and the connecting line represents the cooperation 
between two countries; the thicker the line, the closer 
the cooperation. The size of the annual ring indicates the 
number of publications; the larger the annual ring, the 
more publications. The graph generated 84 nodes and 
264 connecting lines, indicating that from 2002 to 2022 
the authors who published literature related to cultural 
heritage tourism came from 84 countries. The network 
density cooperation of different countries on cultural 
heritage tourism is 0.0757. China is the country that has 
published the most research papers in the field of cultural 
heritage (125), accounting for 16.45% of the total number 
of documents, more than any other country. Spain, Italy, 
the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia fol-
low, accounting for 12.50%, 11.84%, 10.00%, 8.68%, and 
7.11%, respectively. Centrality refers to the importance of 
a node in a network (Table 4); the higher the correlation 

between each node, the higher its centrality and the more 
important the node is in the field. The centrality values 
for Italy and the United States are 0.34 and 0.26, respec-
tively, indicating that Italy and the United States have 
had more cooperation with other countries in the field of 
cultural heritage tourism. Although China had a higher 
number of papers, its centrality was lower (0.07), which 
suggests that its cooperation with other countries in cul-
tural heritage tourism research has been relatively weak.

Co‑citation analysis
To understand author and journal status systematically, 
we selected the “cited author” and “cited journal” options 
in the node type column of CiteSpace 5.8.R2 software 
and set the time to 2002–2022. We thus obtained the net-
work graphs of cited authors and academic journals sum-
marized in Tables  5 and 6. Through analysis of journal 
co-citations, a knowledge base of a research field can be 
obtained.

The three most cited authors are UNESCO (cited 129 
times), E. Cohen (cited 90 times),andRICHARDS G(cited 
87 times). The most cited journal is Annals of Tourism 
Research, with 441 citations and impact factors for 2018, 

Table 4 Top 10 countries and regions in the field of cultural heritage tourism, 2002–2022

Serial number Cited times Centrality Country Proportion (%)

1 125 0.07 PEOPLES R CHINA 16.45

2 95 0.22 SPAIN 12.50

3 90 0.34 ITALY 11.84

4 76 0.26 USA 10.00

5 66 0.18 ENGLAND 8.68

6 54 0.23 AUSTRALIA 7.11

7 30 0.01 POLAND 3.95

8 30 0.03 NETHERLANDS 3.95

9 26 0.00 SOUTH KOREA 3.42

10 23 0.07 GERMANY 3.03

Table 5 The top 8 cited authors in the field of cultural heritage 
tourism, 2002–2022

Serial 
number

Cited times Centrality Cited author name

1 129 0.03 UNESCO

2 90 0.14 COHEN E

3 87 0.03 RICHARDS G

4 86 0.04 MCKERCHER B

5 70 0.09 PORIA Y

6 68 0.07 MACCANNELL D

7 59 0.02 SMITH L

8 59 0.12 HALL CM
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2019, and 2020 of 5.493, 5.908, and 9.011, respectively. 
Tourism Management, Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 
Sustainability, and Journal of Travel Research follow, with 
433, 202, 191, and 169 citations, respectively. The specific 
rankings of different influential authors and journals are 
given in Tables 5 and 6.

Keyword co‑occurrence analysis
As Professor Chen has pointed out, analyzing keywords 
is the most suitable means to identify the evolution of 
this research field and related research hotspots and 
fronts [35]. In the following analysis, keywords are ana-
lyzed using CiteSpace 5.8.R2 to generate keyword co-
occurrence maps, time zone maps, and cluster maps.

Co-occurrence analysis of high-frequency keywords 
can reveal research hotspots in the field of cultural 
heritage tourism  [50]. Figure  2 gives the keyword co-
occurrence map of cultural heritage tourism research 
keywords from 2002 to 2022, obtained by merging over-
lapping keywords while removing search terms. The 
five most frequent keywords with high centrality are 
authenticity (frequency = 90, centrality = 0.15), attitude 
(frequency = 28, centrality = 0.13), conservation (fre-
quency = 57, centrality = 0.08), identity (frequency = 36, 
centrality = 0.08), and China (frequency = 46, central-
ity = 0.05). By applying criteria based on frequency and 
betweenness centrality  [51], five research hotspots were 
extracted: authenticity, attitude, identity, conservation, 
and China. The following subsections consider these five 

Table 6 Top 8 journals with articles in the field of cultural heritage tourism, 2002–2022

Serial number Cited times Centrality The impact of factors 
(2018–2020)

CITED JOURNAL NAME

1 441 0.31 5.493、5.908、9.011 Annals of tourism research

2 433 0.02 6.012、7.432、10.967 Tourism management

3 202 0.06 3.400、3.986、7.968 Journal of sustainable tourism

4 191 0.03 2.592、2.576、3.251 Sustainability

5 169 0.17 5.338、7.027、10.982 Journal of travel research

6 165 0.02 3.395、4.147、7.430 Current issues in tourism

Fig. 2 Co-occurrence map of keywords in cultural heritage tourism research
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hotspots in relation to articles by key scholars around the 
world.

Authenticity
Authenticity is recognized by a wide range of research 
scholars as a universal value that drives people to leave 
familiar regions and travel to far-flung places [52]. 
Authenticity research is essential for tourism in general 
and for heritage tourism in particular [53, 54]. The prem-
ise of protection is the maintenance of the authenticity of 
cultural heritage, which means avoiding overemphasis on 
economic value [55]. At present, the research hotspots of 
authenticity in the field of cultural heritage tourism focus 
on the following two aspects: what authenticity is [56–
58], that is, the basic concept of authenticity, and what 
effect the authenticity of cultural heritage has on cultural 
heritage tourism [59–62] that is, whether authenticity 
can promote cultural heritage tourism. Authenticity is 
a concept that does not appear in UNESCO’s intangible 
cultural heritage (ICH) discourse, but is emphasized in 
the official Chinese ICH discourse [63]. Since authentic-
ity is a complex concept, it has different manifestations 
[64], and the inability of heritage managers to adopt a 
holistic approach to shaping the meaning of authentic-
ity has resulted in inadequate definitions of the concept 
[56]. In recent years, some scholars have tried to establish 
an inclusive and comprehensive concept of authenticity, 
focusing on the perspective of tourists and on the materi-
ality and immateriality of cultural heritage [65, 66]. Other 
scholars have considered authenticity in terms of subjec-
tivity and objectivity. For example, Junjie Su proposed 
through empirical research that heritage practitioners 
describe the ability to create substantial object-related 
value through subjective authenticity. This approach 
illustrates how subjective authenticity can overcome the 
inappropriateness of materialism or objective authentic-
ity [57]. In terms of the impact of authenticity on heritage 
tourism, most scholars focus on the psychological per-
ception or behavior of consumers, such as satisfaction, 
engagement [59], and perceived value [62]. In explor-
ing the relationship between authenticity and consumer 
psychology or behavioral intention, the empirical results 
show that authenticity has a significant impact on con-
sumers’ psychological perceptions.

Attitude
Attitude is the psychological perceptions of consum-
ers under the combined action of various internal and 
external factors such as tourism product quality or the 
tourism environment, and is an important predictor of 
behavior. In the field of cultural heritage attitude, the 
focus of research has been on the effect of individual 
characteristics on cultural heritage tourism and how to 

enhance consumer tourism attitudes. Kastenholz et  al. 
identified three categories of outcomes with multiple 
behavioral attitudes that affect sustainability: in their 
study, one group showed a greater focus on the environ-
ment and cultural heritage, a second group showed the 
most sustainable behaviors overall, while a third group 
reported less sustainable behaviors globally [67]. Some 
scholars have carried out research from the perspective 
of residents of cultural heritage tourism destinations, 
for example by adopting a normative framework of val-
ues and beliefs to measure the intentions of Carthagin-
ians to support sustainable cultural heritage tourism [68, 
69]. In addition, scholars conducting empirical research 
on the internal and external factors that affect consum-
ers’ tourism attitudes have concluded that perception 
control, tourism experience, and cultural tourism partici-
pation can strengthen tourists’ attitudes to cultural herit-
age tourism [25]. Attitude is an important issue for both 
tourists and residents of heritage sites. The question of 
how to enhance the attitude of tourists in cultural herit-
age sites while also strengthening the attachment of the 
residents to the cultural heritage of their hometown is 
fundamental to the ongoing protection of cultural herit-
age [70].

Conservation
Since the formulation and adoption of the World Herit-
age Convention in 1972, the protection of cultural herit-
age has attracted worldwide attention. Cultural heritage 
conservation can determine the cultural connotation of 
tourism to a certain extent, and it constitutes the internal 
demand for the development of in-depth tourism. Given 
the special role of fragile and non-renewable cultural her-
itage in modern tourism, there are particular issues fac-
ing the protection of cultural heritage [71]. Since cultural 
heritage is the vehicle for a deep integration of culture 
and tourism [70], it should be afforded special protection.

Current research hotspots can be divided into two cat-
egories, the first of which focuses on macro-level cultural 
heritage protection planning and measures. Snowball and 
Courtney have argued that protecting cultural heritage is 
a challenge for developing countries, more and more of 
which are linking small sites of mainly local significance 
into a heritage route and selling them as a package. How-
ever, this may actually have non-market value in protect-
ing cultural capital, which will not only fail to generate 
economic value in the short term but may also endanger 
the sustainability of cultural heritage protection [72]. In 
this connection, scholars have taken the Saida Cultural 
Heritage and Urban Development (CHUD) project in 
Lebanon as a case study for analyzing the role of the tour-
ism pathway approach in achieving sustainable urban 
development in historic areas [73]. The focus of the 
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second category is the construction of cultural heritage 
evaluation indicators. Against the background of sustain-
able development, some scholars have drawn on cul-
ture-led regeneration projects to propose an evaluation 
index system capable of assessing the multidimensional 
benefits of cultural landscape conservation or apprecia-
tion, with a focus on the relationship between the tour-
ism sector and climate change [74]. Other scholars have 
assessed cultural heritage risks. For example, in view of 
the risks to cultural and natural heritage, a landscape risk 
assessment (LRA) model and landscape decision support 
system (LDSS) have been developed through the Med-
Scapes-ENPI project [75].

Identity
Identity is a research hotspot in the field of cultural herit-
age because identity can enhance the cultural confidence 
of heritage residents in cultural heritage, maintain cul-
tural heritage, and promote local social and economic 
development while enhancing people’s national pride 
[51]. This hotspot emphasizes that in the development 
of cultural heritage tourism, tourists and local residents 
reach a common cognitive basis for cultural heritage 
through cultural identity, which guides tourists to con-
sume and promotes national brand building [76]. For 
example, to encourage the continuous development of 
cultural heritage tourism [46] and to facilitate the for-
mation of identity, Carnegie suggests reenacting cultural 
historical events [77]. In recounting the past and present 
of cultural heritage, it is helpful for the cultural heritage 
industry and tourists to understand the issues of authen-
ticity and identity in the production and consumption of 
postmodern cultural heritage attractions [77]. In addi-
tion, Tian found that shaping the identity of tourists to 
Celadon Town, a classic scenic spot of ICH in Zhejiang 
Province, China, improved tourist satisfaction and loyalty 
to the destination [78].

China
Since China signed the World Heritage Convention in 
1985, its contribution to world heritage has developed 
rapidly. As of July 25, 2021, the total number of world 
heritage sites in China had increased to 56, and the num-
ber of natural heritage sites had increased to 14. In terms 
of natural heritage sites, China ranks first in the world, 
making it a veritable center of heritage. As a result, the 
types of cultural heritage tourism found in China are 
diverse [79], providing research objects for cultural her-
itage research in different fields. The focus of studies on 
China has been to seek innovative means of developing 
high-quality cultural heritage tourism and of leading the 
development of global cultural heritage tourism [80]. 
Wang noted that tourism heritage has been destroyed 

during urban reconstruction in China [81], creating an 
urgent need to identify key stakeholders capable of meet-
ing the responsibility to protect [81]. However, Yan and 
Bramwell argued that each country is in a unique position 
to determine how its cultural heritage should be used for 
tourism. It follows that, in response to the increasingly 
tense and unstable relationship between the traditional 
cultural activities of tourist sites and Chinese society, the 
Chinese government should streamline administration 
and delegate power in order to protect the cultural herit-
age [82].

Keyword time zone analysis
The time zone map generated by CiteSpace 5.8.R2 soft-
ware shows the evolution of research hotspots over time. 
As shown in Fig.  3, this study divides the evolutionary 
process of cultural heritage tourism research into three 
stages, each of which is discussed in conjunction with 
representative articles and key events of the time.

First stage (2002–2007)
Cultural Heritage Protection. As Fig. 3 shows, the high-
frequency keywords related to the first stage include cul-
tural heritage tourism, sustainable, conflict, authenticity, 
and China. This indicates that the most obvious features 
of cultural heritage tourism in this period are cultural 
heritage protection and sustainable development, an 
outcome that is jointly determined by a number of fac-
tors. First, in 1992, the World Heritage Headquarters 
was established in Paris to be responsible for the coor-
dination of world heritage-related activities, ensuring the 
implementation of the Convention Concerning the Pro-
tection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage and 
taking urgent action on threatened heritage. Then, on 
October 17, 2003, the 32nd General Conference of UNE-
SCO adopted the Convention for the Safeguarding of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage. In the wake of these devel-
opments, more and more researchers began to pay atten-
tion to the field of cultural heritage [51], and this marked 
a new stage in the protection of human cultural herit-
age. In 2002, the 16th National Congress of the Commu-
nist Party of China (16th NCCPC), adopted continuous 
enhancement of the capacity for sustainable development 
as part of the overall goal of building a moderately pros-
perous society in China. Since 2006, the Chinese govern-
ment has designated the second Saturday of every June as 
Cultural Heritage Day. In this context, Chinese academia 
has finally reached a consensus on cultural heritage and 
sustainable development. Cultural heritage and the nat-
ural environment on which it depends are the concen-
trated carriers of the cultural essence of all ethnic groups 
in the world, the precious wealth left to people by human 
ancestors, and a non-renewable precious resource. 
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The development and utilization of cultural heritage 
by human beings should proceed under the premise of 
maintaining the authenticity and integrity of that herit-
age. In order not to damage the ecological balance and 
sustainable development capacity of the natural system, 
we must adhere to the path of sustainable development of 
cultural heritage [83].

Second stage (2008–2013)
Comprehensive Development of Cultural Heritage. As 
Fig. 3 shows, the related high-frequency keywords in the 
second stage include management, ecosystem, policy, 
landscape, community archaeology, agriculture, climate 
change, and tourism development. This indicates that 
the comprehensive development of cultural heritage and 
tourism industry emerged during the second stage. The 
present study offers two possible explanations for this 
emergence. On the one hand, with the development of 
social economy, environmental problems are becom-
ing more serious, the tide of global warming is surging, 
and environmental problems are prominent on a global 
scale. In order to address environmental problems and 
promote the harmonious coexistence of man and nature, 
researchers began to explore green development models 
and paid more and more attention to cultural heritage, 
especially the economic, social, and ecological value and 
unity of cultural heritage in agriculture [84]. At the same 
time, there were attempts to link ecological structure 
and function with cultural values and interests through 

cultural ecosystem services, thereby facilitating commu-
nication between scientists and stakeholders [85]. On the 
other hand, steps were being taken to use archaeologi-
cal knowledge to improve people’s attitudes to cultural 
heritage, to mobilize relevant individuals and groups to 
protect and preserve the cultural heritage of all mankind, 
and to understand the value of the past in order to avoid 
the tragic loss caused by the destruction of cultural her-
itage resources. As a result, more and more researchers 
became involved in community archaeology research [85, 
86] As a new practice of archaeology and a new way of 
managing cultural heritage, the concept remained origi-
nal, unbalanced, and pluralistic [87].

Third stage (2014–Present)
Consumer Behavior in Cultural Heritage Tourism. Fig-
ure  3 shows that the high-frequency keywords related 
to the third stage include behavior, perception value, 
customer satisfaction, motivation, consumption, place 
attachment, involvement, and consumer-based model. 
This reflects the fact that consumer behavior has become 
the most popular research in the field of cultural herit-
age tourism, followed by customer satisfaction [88], per-
ception value [89, 90], place attachment [91], consumer 
perceived trust [92], and other psychological perspec-
tives. It is precisely because of the interdisciplinary inte-
gration of psychology and management that widespread 
use has been made of consumer behavior as a perspec-
tive on business and tourism research, and that it has also 

Fig. 3 Time zone perspective of cultural heritage tourism research, 2002 to 2022
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become an important factor in the field of cultural herit-
age tourism research.

Keyword cluster analysis
Using CiteSpace 5.8.R2 software, the keywords were clus-
tered and divided into topics. Through the CiteSpace 
clustering function, using keywords to extract informa-
tion and using the logarithm likelihood ratio statistic 
(LLR) as the calculation method, 13 valid clustering labels 
were obtained (Silhouette > 0.5). After removing clus-
ters with the same words as subject headings and a small 
number of articles, the first five clusters were selected 
for analysis. The results, which are shown in Fig.  4 and 
Table 7, include #0 Tourist satisfaction, #2 Rural develop-
ment, #3 Cultural heritage management, #5 Stakeholders, 
and #8 China. The size of each cluster is determined by 
the number of articles it contains. To better interpret the 
clustering results, data have been selected at random as 
examples for each cluster.

#0 Tourist satisfaction. As shown in Fig. 4 and Table 7, 
tourism satisfaction has attracted the attention of schol-
ars since 2016. Research on tourism satisfaction has 
focused on the application of empirical analysis methods. 
For example, in order to explore whether tourism com-
mercialization can have a positive impact on tourists’ 
perceptions of authenticity and satisfaction in the con-
text of cultural heritage tourism, Zhang et al. used partial 

least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to 
conduct empirical analysis on 618 valid questionnaires 
collected to explore the relationship between variables 
[93]. To clarify the links between local community par-
ticipation (LCP), authenticity, access to local products, 
destination image, tourist satisfaction and tourist loyalty, 
Jebbouri et  al. conducted a survey of 406 respondents 
who visited Kaiping City, Guangdong Province, China, 
and tested their hypotheses empirically tested using 
moment structural analysis [94].

#2 Rural development. Research on rural development 
has focused on protection practices in relation to agri-
cultural cultural heritage [95]. Some scholars have con-
ducted case studies on the impact of cultural heritage on 
rural development. For example, Egusquiza et al. summa-
rized the results of an analysis of data collected in 20 case 
studies to develop a multilevel database of best practices 

Fig. 4 Keyword clustering map in cultural heritage tourism research. Note: Q = 0.4552 (> 0.3) indicates that the cluster map is significant. The value 
of Silhouette = 0.722 (> 0.7) reflects that the results are credible

Table 7 Clustering of keywords in cultural heritage research

Cluster ID Size Silhouette Year Top terms (LLR)

0 66 0.657 2016 Tourist satisfaction

2 50 0.711 2015 Rural development

3 44 0.708 2016 Cultural heritage management

5 36 0.766 2015 Stakeholders

8 29 0.835 2015 China
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for extension in rural areas with common characteristics 
[96]. Meanwhile, Sardaro et  al. conducted a case study 
on a collaborative approach to conservation of the most 
representative historic rural building types in Apulia, 
southern Italy, to identify successful conservation and 
management strategies [97]. Rautio investigated ethnic 
minority villages in Southwest China that have recently 
experienced a dramatic increase in cultural heritage. He 
argued that with the development of China’s new rural 
development policy and tourism, villages are being trans-
formed into heritage sites that can protect the beauty of 
the countryside and the nation [98].

#3 Cultural heritage management. As Fig. 4 and Table 7 
show, the theme of cultural heritage management has 
attracted the attention of scholars since 2016, and has 
become an important focus of academic research. Some 
scholars have concluded that a hybrid approach that uni-
fies the fields of heritage management and sustainable 
tourism can realize the social value of heritage and sus-
tainable tourism [99]. However, issues of low quality and 
vaguely defined management of cultural heritage sites 
persist. In this connection, Carbone et  al. explored cul-
tural heritage managers’ perceptions of quality and used 
a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods to identify 
four types of cultural heritage managers: reactive, silent, 
pragmatic, and enthusiastic [100].

#5 Stakeholders. As Fig. 4 and Table 7 show, the topic 
of stakeholders has attracted the attention of scholars 
since 2015. Research on stakeholders has focused on the 
relationship between people and cultural heritage. For 
example,Manyane drew on stakeholder theory and sus-
tainability thinking to argue that rethinking the increas-
ingly complex nature of borders and cultural heritage 
can enrich the supply of eco-culture based on a better 
understanding of cross-border rural tourism opportu-
nities [101]. Ji et al. focused on the Grand Canal, which 
was designated as a World Heritage Site in 2014, apply-
ing stakeholder theory to explore how residents and non-
residents may have different perceptions of the value and 
meaning of cultural heritage [102].

#8 China. As Fig.  4 and Table  7 show, China has 
become an important research object of cultural herit-
age tourism research. This is in line with the results of 
the keyword co-occurrence analysis, and reflects China’s 
vast and rich historical and cultural heritage [103]. In 
recent years, with the improvement of China’s compre-
hensive strength, the Chinese government has paid more 
attention to the ongoing protection, development, and 
utilization of cultural heritage. Cultural heritage protec-
tion sites have been established, providing a wide range 
of research objects for researchers in the field. At the 
same time, with the rapid development of China’s econ-
omy, now the second-largest in the world, the per capita 

income of Chinese residents has increased significantly, 
providing more potential customer groups for cultural 
heritage tourism [104]. With this rapid development of 
tourism resources and the tourism economy, the contra-
diction between economic growth and cultural heritage 
has become increasingly prominent [81]. Accordingly, 
exploring how to maintain China’s economic growth 
while protecting its cultural heritage is the mainstream of 
current research.

Trends in cultural heritage tourism research
In CiteSpace, emerging words are keywords that increase 
rapidly in a given period of time. Research fronts are con-
cepts and research directions that are constantly emerg-
ing and that represent frontier issues in the research 
field. Therefore, in the present study, mutation analysis 
of cultural heritage tourism keywords is an important 
indicator of the research frontier of a topic. In general, 
emerging keywords represent dynamic new directions 
in cultural heritage tourism research. In order to cap-
ture objectively the latest research frontier characteris-
tics of cultural heritage tourism, we used the CiteSpace 
5.8.R2 software settings for “keyword” to “node types”. 
The resulting knowledge map of keyword mutation rates 
identifies mutated words that began to appear from 2002 
to 2022, generating a total of six knowledge maps of 
cultural heritage tourism keyword sequences. As Fig.  5 
shows, these are cultural tourism, tourism development, 
heritage, museum, technology, and satisfaction.

In the field of cultural heritage tourism research, cul-
tural tourism, heritage tourism, and tourism develop-
ment have long been a focus. Understanding how to 
promote the experience of local culture in cultural her-
itage tourism is an important prerequisite for ensuring 
the long-term healthy development of cultural heritage 
tourism. In this connection, Chang et al. considered the 
natural tourist attractions, unique cultural performances, 
and diverse heritage goods that diverse indigenous com-
munities offer. They applied a model of creative destruc-
tion to explore the impact of these developments on the 
Ainu community in Hokkaido, Japan [105].

The keywords of cultural heritage tourism changed 
abruptly in 2016. Museum, technology, and satisfac-
tion became the latest keywords in cultural heritage 
tourism research. These keywords characterize the cut-
ting-edge research of cultural heritage tourism, which 
indicates that scholars have been focusing on the impact 
of museum tourism, technology tourism, and consumer 
satisfaction on cultural heritage tourism. It also shows 
that with advances in science and technology, virtual 
reality technology has received more attention in the 
field of cultural heritage tourism [106–108]. Meanwhile, 
Dominguez-Quintero confirmed the direct and indirect 
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effects of variable authenticity on satisfaction in its dual 
perspectives (objective and existential authenticity) in 
the context of cultural heritage tourism [61]. The present 
findings also shed light on the mediating role of quality of 
experience on authenticity and satisfaction.

Discussion and conclusion
Discussion
In this study, the visual analysis software CiteSpace 5.8.R2 
was used to carry out bibliometric analysis. Analysis of 
805 papers on cultural heritage tourism research in the 
Web of Science SSCI from 2002 to 2022 yielded a visual 
network analysis graph that includes the distribution of 
published articles, the co-analysis of published authors, 
publishing institutions and countries, the co-citation 
analysis of published authors and published journals, 
keyword co-occurrence analysis, keyword time zone map 
analysis, keyword clustering graph analysis, and keyword 
emergence analysis. The conclusions can be grouped into 
four main themes.

First, in terms of the number of published papers, and 
according to the changes over time and in the number 
of publications, international cultural heritage tourism 
research from 2002 to 2022 falls into three stages: a slow 
growth stage (2002–2007), a stable growth stage (2008–
2016), and a rapid growth stage (2017–2022). The overall 
trend is upward. This trend also indirectly proves the reli-
ability of Zhang and Xu et al. ’s views that cultural herit-
age tourism, as a typical practice of cultural and tourism 
integration, has attracted wide attention in recent years 
[109, 110].

Second, in terms of cooperation analysis, there are 
several main researchers in cultural heritage tourism 
research; Zhang Mu [43], Timothy J Lee [111], LI XI 
[112], Jose Alvarez-Garcia [113], and Rob Law [7] have 
played an important role in research on international 
cultural heritage tourism, although no core network has 
yet formed. At the level of issuing institutions, a network 
of research institutions on cultural heritage tourism can 

be identified. These include Hong Kong Polytech Uni-
versity, the Chinese Academy of Sciences, Jinan Univer-
sity, Sun Yat Sen University, and City University Macau, 
although no core research network has yet been formed. 
At the national level, research on cultural heritage tour-
ism has attracted the attention of scholars from all over 
the world. China, Spain, Italy, the United States, and 
the United Kingdom have played an important role in 
the development of cultural heritage tourism research. 
Although Chinese scholars have published the largest 
number of papers in the world, their centrality is low. 
The centrality of Italian scholars, who have published the 
third-largest number of papers, ranks first in the world. 
This finding shows indirectly that Chinese scholars in the 
field of cultural heritage tourism should strengthen their 
international cooperation and improve their interna-
tional influence [30].

Third, in terms of co-citation analysis, since 2002, 
papers of UNESCO have been cited 129 times, and 
papers by E Cohen have been cited 90 times. Annals of 
Tourism Research is the most cited journal, with 441 
citations and impact factors of 5.493, 5.908, and 9.011 
for the years 2018–2020, respectively. Tourism Manage-
ment, Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Sustainability, and 
Journal of Travel Research follow, with 433, 202, 191, and 
169 citations respectively. The Research results indirectly 
indicate that the authors such as UNESCO and journals 
such as Annals of Tourism Research have made impor-
tant contributions to the study of rich cultural heritage 
tourism.

Fourth, in terms of research hotspots, as with most 
research hotspots, the evolution of cultural heritage 
tourism research is mainly influenced by politics, cul-
ture, ecology and technology. However, this study argues 
that the question of how to achieve sustainable devel-
opment has been the central concern of cultural herit-
age tourism in the past, which can be attributed to the 
non-renewable nature of cultural heritage. Furthermore, 
this research result further supports the notion that 

Fig. 5 Top 6 emerging keywords in cultural heritage tourism research, 2002 to 2020
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achieving sustainable development goals is an essential 
task in tourism studies [114]. It requires striking a bal-
ance between the economic, environmental, and social 
needs of all stakeholders involved [115]. In addition, the 
consumer behavior of cultural heritage tourism is an 
issue that needs to be further explored in the context of 
interdisciplinary integration [116]. Whether it is possi-
ble for heritage residents [24] or tourists [117] to accept 
the development and utilization of cultural heritage, and 
whether they can preserve local culture through cultural 
heritage tourism experience is an area that needs further 
in-depth research. A finding that is perhaps surprising is 
that tourist satisfaction is at the forefront of cultural her-
itage tourism research [92]. One explanation is that with 
improvements in living standards, demand for cultural 
heritage tourism has gradually increased, which requires 
corresponding improvements in the provision of quality 
services within cultural heritage tourism. This echoes the 
conclusions of Atsbha et al. that heritage tourism should 
provide a reasonable level of visitor satisfaction and must 
ensure that it provides them with an important experi-
ence [53]. At the same time, this study finds that rural 
development [95], cultural heritage management [100], 
and stakeholders [102] are receiving more and more 
attention from scholars in the field of cultural heritage 
tourism. In particular, the countryside has a large amount 
of cultural heritage [118]. One focus of current research 
is how to realize the rational distribution of stakehold-
ers’ resources through effective management methods 
that take into account the economic, social, cultural, 
and ecological value of cultural heritage to rural devel-
opment [97]. China has more than 5,000  years of his-
tory and world-renowned cultural heritage [119]. How 
to combine China’s economic development with cultural 
heritage protection is also the mainstream issue of cur-
rent research [87]. Another research trend concerns 
museum tourism and science and technology tourism as 
new forms of cultural heritage tourism, which indicates 
that cultural heritage tourism has transformed from tra-
ditional tourism to in-depth tourism. At present, with 
the rapid progress of science and technology, the rise 
of virtual tourism will open new ideas for cultural her-
itage tourism [120]. How to improve tourist satisfaction 
in cultural heritage tourism is an important new trend in 
global cultural heritage tourism research; this study sug-
gests that promoting museum tourism and technology 
tourism can give tourists a better tourism experience, 
thereby improving consumer satisfaction.

Conclusion
This study provides cultural heritage tourism research-
ers with a quantitative, bibliometric review of the cul-
tural heritage tourism literature. The results offer a 

deeper understanding of the development and evolu-
tion of the global cultural heritage tourism field from 
2002 to 2022. The conclusions are basically consistent 
with those of other scholars in this field. However, the 
novelty of this study is threefold: the finding that China 
is a research object with great research potential and 
research value; the identification of the deep integra-
tion of cultural heritage tourism and technology, as well 
as cultural heritage tourism and museums, as the main 
trend in the development of cultural heritage tour-
ism development; and the clarification that consumer 
behavior will remain the focus of research in the field of 
cultural heritage tourism for a long time to come. This 
raises the question of how to enhance the identity and 
perceived value of heritage residents and tourists by 
improving the authenticity and sustainability of cultural 
heritage tourism. The answers lie in providing consum-
ers with satisfying travel experiences, thereby guiding 
heritage tourism toward a balance of consumption and 
the protection of the heritage and heritage residents.

This is the first English-language study to analyze cul-
tural heritage tourism systematically and comprehen-
sively using the SSCI database and bibliometric analysis 
methods. The results provide insights into cultural her-
itage tourism, giving researchers valuable information 
and new perspectives on potential collaborators, hot-
spots, and future research directions. In addition, by 
emphasizing the importance of cultural heritage tour-
ism as an issue of concern around the world, it provides 
a more comprehensive perspective from which schol-
ars from all over the world can conduct research into 
cultural heritage tourism. Its findings can be used as a 
reference on an international scale, especially in devel-
oping countries with rich cultural heritage resources 
and large populations.

However, this study has some limitations that should 
be noted. Because the data are taken from the SSCI 
database, the results apply only to humanities and 
social sciences research and cannot be generalized to 
other disciplines, especially science, engineering, and 
ecology. Different disciplines have their own databases, 
and it is therefore recommended that further research 
be conducted to compare and analyze results across 
disciplines.
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