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Phenomenology has become a popular approach in studying tourism experiences, rising to the forefront of
methodological practice in the field. While phenomenological research numbered only in the dozens before the
millennium, its application has since expanded to hundreds of studies. This rapid growth not only calls for a meta-
analytical examination but also provides an opportunity to assess the suitability of various methodological tools and
software for data construction, analysis, and visualization. This study is the first to critically examine the veracity of
potential knowledge claims arising from the use of bibliographic data and VOSviewer by conducting a meta-analysis of
phenomenological research in tourism. The results reveal that, despite VOSviewer’s visually appealing imagery, notable
epistemological pitfalls exist. The critical insights offered are valuable for navigating the evolving technological and
methodological landscape in the field, particularly in understanding tourism experiences.
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Introduction: Bibliometrics and
Tourism Research

Bibliometrics originated as a subset of scientometrics, a
broad term encompassing the quantitative measurement of
scientific activities. In today’s academic landscape, biblio-
metrics and scientometrics are often used interchangeably to
refer to the analysis of scientific output, occupying “a central
position in the study of the dynamics of science” (Gingras,
2016, p. 1). The ability to apply statistical methods to ana-
lyze large sets of bibliographic data—including publishers,
abstracts, journal and article titles, publication dates, and
keywords—has made bibliometrics an appealing solution for
addressing the challenge of keeping pace with the rapidly
expanding body of research.

In tourism and hospitality studies, bibliometric analyses
have been instrumental in understanding research progress

and bibliometric networks, with detailed reviews of the evo-
lution and advances in scholarship provided by Ulker et al.
(2023) and Ustunel et al. (2021). Notably, the first meta-anal-
ysis study was published in 1994, leading to a significant
uptake of meta-analytical techniques after 2014 (Ustunel
et al., 2021). Contemporary research (Cheng et al., 2018;
Jiang et al., 2019; Koseoglu et al., 2016; Mody et al., 2021;
Pelit & Katircioglu, 2022; Utkarsh & Sigala, 2021) has made
significant strides in identifying intellectual foundations,
impact factors, and overall contributions in the tourism lit-
erature. For instance, bibliometric analyses and visualiza-
tions have been used to determine future research agendas in
domains such as disasters and crises in tourism (Ritchie &
Jiang, 2019; Utkarsh & Sigala, 2021), travel experience (Au
& Tsang, 2024), sustainable tourism (Mishra et al., 2022;
Prerana et al., 2024), and other subfieclds. Moreover, an
increasing number of bibliometric studies examine
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knowledge structures and publication patterns, including the
use of terminology (Fauzi & Battour, 2024; Leiras &
Caamano-Franco, 2024; Sevilla-Sevilla et al., 2024).

Although bibliometric data analysis is often considered
objective, the evaluation of science mapping and the inter-
pretation of intellectual structures are regarded as both
objective and subjective (Donthu, 2021; Koseoglu et al.,
2016). As Wallin (2005) puts it, bibliometric methods are
“quantitative by nature, but are used to make pronounce-
ments about qualitative features” (p. 260). In other words,
they can lead to assertions and judgments about the signifi-
cance, quality, and impact of research. While noted for being
particularly useful in investigating the historical and socio-
logical dynamics of various disciplines and fields of study,
scholars have emphasized the need for vigilance regarding
the politics of evaluation (Gingras, 2016). In tourism stud-
ies, the broader issues of metric applications have been dis-
cussed, for example, by Hall (2011), who considers the
implications for performance evaluation, career develop-
ment, and the future directions of the field. Similar concerns
have been echoed in other domains of knowledge (Werner,
2015), including by academics who argue that quantitative
metrics are inadequate to “what should be the gold standard:
reading the scholar’s publications and talking to experts
about her work™ (Bergstrom et al., 2008, p. 11433).

In this regard, most studies that use bibliometric analysis
acknowledge certain constraints—namely, specific databases,
language barriers, publication types and outlets, selected
journals, and sample sizes—as the primary limitations of bib-
liometric methods. Several researchers (Cheng et al., 2018;
Donthu, 2021) have recognized that the evaluative and rela-
tional techniques (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013) used in
bibliometric methods may not truly reflect knowledge struc-
tures, and have called for a more robust methodological
approach to evaluate the progress of research. Despite these
calls, to date, no studies have systematically scrutinized
the potential discrepancies that may exist between the actual
literature and the knowledge outputs produced by means of
bibliometric analyses and related tools.

To carry out network analyses and visualizations in biblio-
metrics, researchers can utilize a range of software with differ-
ent capabilities, including Gephi, Pajek, CiteSpace, Netdraw,
Sci2, and VOSviewer (see van Eck & Waltman, 2014). Among
these, VOSviewer has gained popularity as a tool for visual-
izing progress and developments, as well as for assessing gaps
in tourism research. For instance, Merig6 et al. (2019) have
used it to highlight major trends and dominant issues in the
journal Tourism Geographies; Yanhao et al. (2024) have
deployed it to scientifically map research on travel live stream-
ing; Palacios et al. (2021) have applied it to examine trust in
hospitality and tourism; and Singh and Bashar (2023) have
turned to VOSviewer to reveal developments in e-tourism.
VOSviewer is, therefore, a pertinent example of software that
has garnered increasing interest in the academic community.

However, the potential epistemological shortcomings of rely-
ing excessively on such software and bibliometric data to
make evaluative claims remain largely elusive.

Although researchers have conducted comparative studies
of different science mapping software tools (e.g., Cobo et al.,
2011), there are no publications in the tourism literature that
provide rich and thick descriptions of bibliometric data visu-
alization and analysis using VOSviewer. Moreover, discus-
sions on the technical requirements and epistemic implications
of such methods are still lacking. Among the salient issues to
consider is whether the insights derived from VOSviewer
analyses and visual maps accurately reflect the state of knowl-
edge in the investigated field, as opposed to merely represent-
ing the epistemic practices of researchers. Therefore, the aim
of this paper is to critically examine the veracity of potential
knowledge claims arising from the use of bibliographic data
and VOSviewer by conducting a meta-analysis of a specific
domain of research in tourism: phenomenology.

Phenomenological Research in Tourism

More than 4 decades have passed since Cohen (1979) contes-
ted the views of tourist experiences as superficial, frivolous,
and trivial. Dissatisfied with these limited understandings,
he set out to perform a phenomenological analysis—a
project that sought to challenge the then received view
of “the tourist In search of a middle ground, he challenged the
main perspectives that dominated the sociological tourism
landscape. At one end were those thinkers according to whom
tourism was an “aberration”—with the main targets of Cohen’s
criticism being Boorstin (1964) and Turner and Ash (1975)—
and at the other were those who championed a view of tourism
as a quest for authenticity, with MacCannell (1973) leading the
way. Cohen’s (1979) ambition was to broaden the theoretical
base. His contribution heralded the complexity attached to the
tourism experience, which was yet to be recognized and ade-
quately explored in the field. Cohen’s pronouncement that “dif-
ferent kinds of people may desire different modes of touristic
experiences; hence ‘the tourist’ does not exist as a type” (p.
180, italics in original) paved the way for more assiduous
inquiries into the tourist experience, although, methodologi-
cally speaking, his work is considered to be “highly specula-
tive” (p. 198). The invitation to phenomenological research
remained largely unanswered for the next 2 decades.
Contributions before the turn of the century were sporadic and
accompanied by methodological ambiguity (Pernecky &
Jamal, 2010), and it is only in the past 20 years that phenome-
nology has gained prominence among tourism academics.

The range of topics examined has been rich and diverse,
encompassing a wide spectrum of research focuses, includ-
ing experiences of international retirees in second home des-
tinations (Wong & Musa, 2015); ayahuasca experiences in
the Upper Amazon (Wolff et al., 2019); luxury experiences
in hotels (Cetin & Walls, 2016); house music event
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experiences (Grebenar, 2020); experiences of spirituality in
tourism (Willson et al., 2013); travel writing (Blaer et al.,
2020); dark tourism (Boateng et al., 2018); and lived experi-
ences of visiting remote destinations such as North Korea
(Wassler & Schuckert, 2017). It is worth underscoring that
the study of experience through a phenomenological lens has
served as a foundational element in the acquisition of tour-
ism knowledge, providing valuable insights into the motiva-
tions for travel and direct encounters with diverse places and
cultures (Sharpley, 2016; Sharpley & Stone, 2012).

On a methodological front, phenomenology has long been
a key method for grasping the intricacies of tourism phenom-
ena, arguably surpassing other philosophical approaches in
its prevalence. What sets phenomenology apart from other
methods is its distinctive focus on first-person (lived) experi-
ence, leading to deeper understandings of the subjectivities
that constitute the multifaceted nature of the tourism phe-
nomenon at large. Although too ambitious to examine in
depth here, it is crucial to acknowledge that various phenom-
enological approaches and schools of thought exist, ranging
from the descriptive and transcendental phenomenology
of Edmund Husserl to the ontological focus of Martin
Heidegger, as well as the French phenomenological move-
ment, which includes Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, Paul Ricoeur, and others (see, for example, Luft &
Overgaard, 2014). Collectively, these make phenomenology
a heterogeneous and multifaceted field. Given the richness
and centrality of experience, it is not surprising that the value
of phenomenology has continued to be emphasized across
the terrains of tourism, hospitality, events, and leisure schol-
arship (Fendt et al., 2014; Kirillova, 2018; Ziakas & Boukas,
2014), and has even been extended to more-than-human per-
spectives (Dashper & Brymer, 2019).

However, the growing popularity of phenomenology in
tourism studies poses the broader concern of navigating and
synthesizing large volumes of scholarly literature. The expo-
nential surge in academic publications is accompanied by
logistical constraints, managerial limitations, and organi-
zational hurdles in consolidating insights. This not only
prompts meta-analytical examinations but also provides an
opportunity to critically evaluate the suitability of various
methodological tools and software for constructing, analyz-
ing, and visualizing data. By amalgamating the identified
challenges—specifically, the use of bibliographic data and
VOSviewer, along with the growing number of phenomeno-
logical studies being conducted in tourism—this paper seeks
to tackle the veracity of knowledge claims, centering on
VOSviewer.

Methodology

As knowledge in tourism studies continues to proliferate, the
use of diverse methodological tools and software for construct-
ing, analyzing, and visualizing data has become invaluable. In

this regard, the significance of meta-epistemological works has
increased in the endeavor to digest the ever-growing number of
published manuscripts (Mody et al., 2021; Ritchie & Jiang,
2019; van Eck & Waltman, 2014). Using phenomenology as a
delimited epistemic territory, this study examined the ability of
VOSviewer to capture and visualize progress in phenomeno-
logical research in tourism since the turn of the millennium.
The selection process for relevant literature (Mody et al., 2021;
Ritchie & Jiang, 2019) involved a database search using generic
keywords within the research domains of tourism. The cyclic
act of the database search used Boolean search (i.e., the key-
words “phenomenology” and “tourism”; “‘phenomenological”
and “tourism”) to identify and retrieve scholarly works from
the Web of Science and Scopus.

The algorithms used in the search engines of these data-
bases, aiming for optimum results, scoured article titles,
abstracts, and author keywords, ultimately generating a list of
relevant articles published between 2000 and 2021. The
selection of the timeframe was driven by the specific aim of
assessing the capability of VOSviewer to accurately depict
and analyze data within a contemporary context. While the
range of years was not inherently critical to the examination,
focusing on this extended timeframe allowed for the inclusion
of a diverse array of studies and insights relevant to the soft-
ware’s performance. To further refine the search, publications
beyond the scope of this study or those lacking institutional
affiliation were excluded. Moreover, only abstracts of articles
published in English were included, as the natural language
processing algorithm of VOSviewer is unable to process lan-
guages other than English (van Eck & Waltman, 2011).

A total of 376 journal articles were identified as having
made some contribution to tourism phenomenology. The
article title, author(s), year, journal name, author-provided
keywords, abstracts, and URL/DOI/ISSN information that
emerged from multiple databases were documented and
stored in a spreadsheet. Article information was manually
checked to avoid duplication, and full articles were down-
loaded and archived for an in-depth qualitative analysis. Due
to the vast number of articles that have identified phenome-
nology as a significant component of their research, it was
deemed unfeasible to undertake an in-depth analysis of the
methodological treatment and contribution of each paper to
the field. Rather, given the large sample size, the opportunity
was to examine the progress of phenomenological research
by focusing on bibliographic data, namely distance-based
mapping of the co-occurrences of keywords. A total of 2100
author-provided keywords from the 376 articles were checked
for errors in transferring data to the spreadsheet and to ensure
consistency in spelling before creating term maps based on a
corpus of documents. Another attempt at data cleaning con-
firmed that there were no duplicates or incorrectly formatted
data within the dataset of the corpus document.

In the first cycle of data visualization using VOSviewer
(Waltman et al., 2010), a full count of terms (i.e., authors’
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Figure |. Representation of All Keywords Without Exclusion Criteria.

keywords, with a threshold of two occurrences) provided a
list of 1,046 terms. Terms with a frequency of < 2 do not
appear in the mapping. Based on the number of occur-
rences (2 =) and a relevance score (0.00-6.94), 250 terms
were selected to create a term map and analyze the dataset
(Figure 1). In this cycle of visualization, the largest set of
connected items within the visuals formed a cluster of 12
items (Figure 2).

In the following cycle of visualization and analysis, the
dataset within the corpus for Figure 3 was manually edited to
create a more meaningful visualization of term co-occur-
rences. More specifically, the keyword “phenomenology”
was treated as a generic term in the context of this study and
was removed from the dataset. Furthermore, for a compre-
hensive review and nuanced assessment of the state of phe-
nomenological research in tourism, all terms representing
different types, modes, and forms of tourism were edited
and synthesized into an overarching keyword: “tourism.” In
this distance-based approach of visualization (van Eck &
Waltman, 2010), terms represented by nodes in Figures 3
and 4 are positioned in two-dimensional space to visualize
the relatedness and linkages between the keywords. The size
ofthe nodes in this mapping (Figures 1-4), using VOSviewer,

is determined by the respective weights of the nodes (van
Eck & Waltman, 2010). As the distance and links between
the nodes clustered into groups reflect the links and related-
ness in terms of frequency of co-occurrences (Mody et al.,
2021; van Eck & Waltman, 2014), selected articles associ-
ated with those keywords were critically reviewed to inter-
pret the visuals of keyword mappings in this study.

In VOSviewer-generated visuals (Figures 1-4), an exten-
sive analysis of co-occurrences of author keywords explored
the clusters of the articles and provides an aerial view of the
trend and patterns in phenomenological research. Although
the keywords “tourism” and “phenomenology” were used
for identifying and retrieving relevant literature, this does not
mean that these are necessarily the largest nodes, because the
way in which VOSviewer algorithms visualize the data is
different. The number of co-occurrences of two keywords
provides the number of publications in which both keywords
occurred together in different articles.

The mapping algorithm of VOSviewer (van Eck &
Waltman, 2010) applied association strength normalization,
created color-coded clusters of closely related nodes, and
provided a two-dimensional space for the relationship net-
work of clusters to interpret how the co-occurrence relations
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between keywords of scientific publications reflect on the
“essence” of the research and complement phenomenology.
Density visualization identified the dense areas of nodes and
offered a deeper understanding of how respective researchers
in tourism associated their phenomenological research with
or within the subfields of tourism. However, computational
limitations in analyzing the keywords, normalization of the
differences between nodes, positioning of the nodes in clus-
ters, and understanding the relatedness of any pair of nodes
were critical in creating and analyzing the visuals.

Epistemological Analysis

As outlined in the preceding section, the methodology was
designed to demonstrate and, to some extent, replicate simi-
lar research in the field (e.g., Singh & Bashar, 2023) to assess
the efficacy of VOSviewer in accurately depicting knowl-
edge developments. The results, based on bibliographic data
visualized in Figures 1 and 3, indicate a notable increase in
phenomenological research in tourism. The range of topics
associated with phenomenological inquiries and the diverse
applications of phenomenology suggest a burgeoning inter-
est in this approach. Figure 3 portrays a densely populated
sphere with keywords and clusters of varying sizes, signaling
a heterogeneous landscape in phenomenological research on
tourism. However, significant limitations and epistemic pit-
falls emerged during the analysis. These are thematically
organized into three overarching themes and are addressed in
this order: (1) lack of traceability and limited programming
logic, (2) limited epistemic and methodological transpar-
ency, and (3) limited epistemic correspondence.

Lack of Traceability and Limited Programming Logic

The methodology section clarified that since the purpose of
this research was to evaluate phenomenological research in
tourism, it was expected that all studies identified during the
initial phase would address the theme of tourism phenome-
nology. In other words, all of the nodes represented in Figures
1 and 3 are significant for tourism and phenomenology
due to the initial search for the keywords “tourism” and
“phenomenology” and the screening process. Therefore, the
keywords “tourism” and “phenomenology” were removed
from the keyword pool in the VOSviewer data file before

generating the visuals offered in Figures 3 and 4. Notably,
VOSviewer regenerated the node “tourism,” as shown in
Figure 3, due to keyword phrases that included the word
“tourism,” such as “dark tourism,” “urban tourism,” “rural
tourism,” “tourism experience,” “cultural tourism,” “trans-
formation tourism,” “tourism destination,” and “fair tourism
experience.” As a result, the main cluster generated by
VOSviewer (Figures 3 and 4) labeled “tourism” implies,
oxymoronically, that tourism is one of the key clusters in
phenomenological research on tourism. This finding reveals
that VOSviewer may produce skewed interpretations when
keyword phrases are used.

Another related issue is that the programming logic of
VOSviewer makes it impossible to track the articles that were
included in any of the clusters, including the largest cluster
labeled “tourism” (Figure 4). In fact, VOSviewer does not
generate a file or a list of publications used to produce the
visual data. This means that detailed analysis and cross-check-
ing were not possible. Although it was feasible to consult the
master spreadsheet and attempt to identify phrases that may
have been included in the node “tourism” (i.e., “dark tour-
ism”), this could not be verified. The ramifications are note-
worthy for several reasons: the potential unpredictability of
co-word analysis and cluster composition, the inability to trace
articles through VOSviewer-generated results and conduct
detailed analyses within any of the generated clusters and
nodes, and the impossibility of validating results without a
methodological tool to maintain an audit trail.

EEINT3

EEINT3

Limited Epistemic and Methodological
Transparency

The inability to track academic articles representing the
nodes and clusters (as shown in Figures 1-4) poses a signifi-
cant challenge to epistemic transparency. Epistemic trans-
parency—a concept in the philosophy of knowledge that
emphasizes the importance of clear evidence, reasoning, and
processes to justify knowledge claims (Smithies, 2012)—is
compromised when it is not possible to trace and verify how
data are processed and interpreted to produce meaningful
information and knowledge. In instances where this involves
specific steps, such as data availability, coding, and proce-
dures, there is also a lack of methodological transparency
(Marsden, 2020).
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As acknowledged by the VOSviewer architects, in a dis-
tance-based approach, “loss of information takes place in
reducing bibliographic data to a bibliometric network. For
instance, when textual data are reduced to a co-occurrence
network of terms, information on the context in which terms
co-occur is lost” (van Eck & Waltman, 2014, p. 28). In the
context of this research, this means that epistemic and meth-
odological transparency could not be established because the
nodes and clusters produced by VOSviewer could not be
evaluated with sufficient clarity and accuracy. Furthermore,
the distance between any pair of nodes or clusters of nodes
does not reflect their relatedness with the accuracy needed to
explore and analyze the co-occurrences of terms in biblio-
metric networks.

To address these challenges to a limited capacity, the only
viable approach was to conduct a thorough review of the
dataset in conjunction with VOSvisuals. Focusing on Figure
4, it became imperative to meticulously scrutinize the origi-
nal master spreadsheet to pinpoint potential articles that
could have contributed to the generation of clusters by
VOSviewer. The process involved two main steps: (1) con-
sulting the VOSviewer data file and corpus of documents to
determine how nodes may have been generated (as in the
case of the node “tourism” in Figure 4), and (2) consulting
the original master spreadsheet and using keyword searches
to identify the articles that may have been used by VOSviewer
to form the nodes. While acknowledging the inherent chal-
lenge of verification, these steps enabled a limited analysis
of the smaller nodes in Figure 4, namely “child” and “soci-
ety.” It is important to emphasize that attempting the same
process for larger nodes, such as “tourism,” proved futile due
to the sheer volume of articles using the term “tourism,” the
application of exclusion criteria (as detailed in the methodol-
ogy section), and the general inability of VOSviewer to rec-
oncile the corpus file and the master spreadsheet.

Regarding the first node, “child,” two publications were
manually identified in the master document (Sedgley et al.,
2017; Sojasi Qeidari et al., 2021). The first article, by Sojasi
Qeidari et al. (2021), was a descriptive phenomenological
account of the learning experiences of children using inter-
views and paintings. The second article (Sedgley et al.,
2017), grounded in interpretative phenomenological analysis
and psychological methodology, explored the lived experi-
ences of mothers of children with developmental difficulties.
Assuming that these were the articles that might have con-
tributed to the generation of this node, no discrepancies were
noted regarding the thematic relevance of the “child” node,
as both studies appeared to align well with the theme.

In contrast, the node “society” in Figure 4 was manually
linked in the master spreadsheet to a single article titled
“Sustainable Community Tourism in Puerto El Morro:
Analysis of Its Application and Economic Impact” (Torres,
2019), which listed the term “society” as one of the keywords.
Upon detailed inspection and translation of this article, it was
found that it only mentioned the phrase “phenomenological
action” in the abstract, without further explanation in the

methodology section or in the remaining parts of the paper. It
is questionable whether this article should be considered a
contribution to tourism phenomenology, given its lack of
methodological details, phenomenological analysis and dis-
cussion, as well as the absence of any references to phenom-
enology. This finding highlights that VOSviewer is restricted
to structured data, such as keywords, and is otherwise unable
to read and interpret the contents of documents—a task tradi-
tionally performed manually by researchers. Consequently,
this may result in a superficial clustering of keywords and
the inclusion of research articles that have little to do with
phenomenology.

Conversely, through manual analysis of the master spread-
sheet, it was possible to identify other research articles with
societal significance that were not included in the node
“society.” For instance, a study by Aquino and Andereck
(2018) examined the experiences of volunteer tourists in host
communities, evaluated using social representations theory.
However, since articles like this one did not use the word
“society” as a keyword, they were excluded by VOSviewer
from the node “society.” Thus, relying solely on VOSviewer
may not only result in the inclusion of non-phenomenologi-
cal studies or those only loosely related to phenomenology—
such as the aforementioned research by Torres (2019)—but it
may also overlook other relevant research, potentially dis-
torting the depiction of phenomenological coverage in tour-
ism studies.

Furthermore, it is important to highlight that nodes such
as “disability,” “transformation tourism,” and “social respon-
sibility” in Figure 3 all have societal relevance, yet none of
them were detected or linked by VOSviewer to the node
“society” (in Figure 4). This suggests the possibility of alter-
native nodes—and possibly more rigorous ones—trevealing a
significant interpretative and analytical constraint. These
observations are somewhat supported by van Eck and
Waltman (2014), who contend that “even if we are aware that
there may be inaccuracies in a bibliometric network visual-
ization, it remains difficult to assess the magnitude and the
consequences of these inaccuracies” (p. 30). The visual map-
ping facilitated by VOSviewer raises important questions
about interpretative validity and accuracy, particularly if
researchers rely solely on bibliographic data sourced from
databases and processed without further intervention and
critical scrutiny. This leads to the final observation regarding
limited epistemic correspondence.

Limited Epistemic Correspondence

Different theories of truth, supported by various philosophi-
cal traditions, have played a pivotal role in discussions on
knowledge, including within social science and qualitative
inquiry (see Pernecky, 2016). In epistemology, the correspon-
dence theory of truth puts forward a straightforward claim:
truth is determined by how well statements correspond to
reality (see, for example, Marian, 2022). Accordingly, state-
ments are only true if they accurately describe actual states of
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affairs. If statements do not accurately correspond to reality,
their veracity is undermined. The correspondence theory of
truth is particularly valuable in the epistemological assess-
ment of bibliographic research because if bibliographic
assessments of knowledge are true, then they should accu-
rately correspond to the research carried out. Thus, whereas
“epistemic correspondence” refers to the relationship between
reality and our knowledge of it, “limited epistemic correspon-
dence” is observed when the knowledge produced fails to
accurately capture the reality it aims to understand, as seems
to be the case with VOSviewer’s depictions of phenomeno-
logical research in tourism in this study. When epistemic cor-
respondence cannot be accurately established, it undermines
the value of the knowledge produced, resulting in compro-
mised insights and flawed conclusions.

It is important to reiterate that, although it is beyond the
limits of VOSviewer to analyze the content of documents, the
visual representations produced by VOSviewer may lack sub-
stance and rigor without researchers carrying out these steps,
potentially leading to pseudoepistemic claims. Taking the
nodes in Figure 4 as an example, it is questionable whether
the main cluster titled “tourism”—Ilinked to the nodes “child,”
“society,” “economy,” and “‘community”’—amounts to mean-
ingful, let alone accurate, knowledge. Unless researchers can
validate the nodes and clusters generated by VOSviewer and
evaluate the content of each study, the ability of VOSviewer
to provide an accurate depiction of any “developments” in a
given domain should be treated with caution.

Conclusions

As knowledge creation increasingly relies on software and
tools that facilitate the analysis, synthesis, and visualiza-
tion of extensive datasets, it becomes imperative to under-
stand the constraints and shortcomings associated with
these technologies. The primary focus of this meta-analyt-
ical review was to examine the processes through which
knowledge is generated with the assistance of the network
visualization software VOSviewer and consider the result-
ing implications for tourism epistemology. In this regard,
this article has been the first to scrutinize the methodologi-
cal approaches of data visualization for identifying and
understanding the inherent complexities that exist in the
knowledge structure of a large and diverse body of research
in tourism. The spotlight on phenomenology yielded sec-
ondary but useful insights, indicating that phenomenology
remains a popular approach in the field, with a growing
application and use for studying tourism experience.
However, despite the heterogeneity of approaches avail-
able in phenomenological inquiry, researchers may face
the same difficulties that have been identified in this paper
with respect to the visualization and mapping of knowl-
edge. Several noteworthy epistemological issues were
raised in the assessment of VOSviewer, which are summa-
rized as follows:

- Key epistemological shortcomings identified in this
research include the lack of traceability and limited pro-
gramming logic, limited epistemic and methodological
transparency, and limited epistemic correspondence.

- The ability to generate, cluster, and link nodes was
found to be constrained without substantial data
manipulation by researchers.

- Due to VOSviewer’s inability to discern and evaluate
the content and coverage of topics in scholarly articles,
providing qualitative assurances was not possible.

- There is no basis upon which to confirm that the visual
maps produced by VOSviewer accurately represent
the state of phenomenological inquiry in the field;
other, more accurate, representations may be possible.

- Failing to critically review and apply expert judgment
to the publications used by VOSviewer can compro-
mise the reliability of the resulting insights.

- Overdependence on VOSviewer may lead to pseu-
doepistemic assertions and a skewed portrayal of
knowledge.

In summary, while VOSviewer facilitates text mining and
provides visually appealing representations of mapping and
clustering, its utility is restricted by its technical parameters
and the listed epistemological challenges. The visual maps
presented in this study are more aptly understood as signify-
ing individual and collective social and cultural practices
within the field, akin to Bourdieu’s (1979/1984) notion of
habitus. In other words, they are windows into how research-
ers propose, justify, evaluate, present, and legitimize (phe-
nomenological) knowledge claims (Kelly, 2008). Therefore,
it is important to maintain vigilance about the types of under-
standings derived from VOSviewer analyses and visual
mapping, as these may not accurately reflect the state of
knowledge in the investigated domain but rather speak to the
epistemic customs of researchers. Sole reliance on tools like
VOSviewer—without understanding the noted pitfalls—
may lead to epistemic regress, wherein superficial visualiza-
tions replace comprehensive assessments.

Limitations, Recommendations, and Future
Research

The insights provided in this research ought to be understood in
light of several limitations. The study findings are constrained
by the use of VOSviewer and the steps outlined in the method-
ology section. Notably, the distance-based mapping of co-
occurrences was limited to keywords; these were deemed the
most relevant type of data, as academics strategically use them
to signpost and communicate the content of their research.
Future analyses could incorporate datasets that contain addi-
tional information, such as abstracts or a combination of
abstracts, titles, and articles. However, a significant limitation
of the software—which seems unavoidable—is the inability to
trace the scholarly publications associated with each node. As a
result, conducting an in-depth analysis of the visualized maps
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generated by VOSviewer becomes impractical. Furthermore,
the absence of audit trails for bibliometric data and the lack of
in-depth qualitative analyses of relevant publications pose a
danger of overstating the usefulness and implications derived
from bibliometric networks, leading to potential false assump-
tions or inferences about the epistemological state of the stud-
ied domains of knowledge.

In terms of objectivity, understood as “faithfulness to
facts” (Reiss & Sprenger, 2020), meaning accurately describ-
ing facts about the world, this study contends that using
VOSviewer to map phenomenological research and progress
in the field of tourism is subject to significant drawbacks.
These arise from the aforementioned difficulty in verifying
and further checking the sources from which nodes are cre-
ated, compounded by the possibility that the data used to pro-
duce nodes, such as keywords, may be used superficially and
may not accurately represent the actual content of studies.
One way to overcome these pitfalls could be to cross-check
the accuracy of all keywords and data used in the analysis.
However, this means that researchers cannot rely solely on
bibliometric data derived from article titles, abstracts, and
keywords, which is often the motivation behind such analy-
ses. Relatedly, considering the richness and methodological
diversity that phenomenology, as a philosophy and approach,
offers, it is important to reiterate that VOSviewer’s capabili-
ties are limited to analyzing selected bibliometric data.
In-depth reading and analysis of individual manuscripts are
still required to discern the methods and philosophies under-
pinning each study, as VOSviewer may fail to capture crucial
methodological intricacies.

In addressing broader considerations related to the poli-
tics of knowledge production and the need to embrace pluri-
versality in the field (Pernecky, 2023, 2024; Rastegar, et al.,
2023), it is also paramount to emphasize that VOSviewer is
only able to process the English language (see van Eck &
Waltman, 2011). This has obvious ramifications for the visi-
bility/invisibility and inclusion/exclusion of research pub-
lished in other languages, highlighting the technological
hegemonies of which researchers should be aware. It is ques-
tionable whether software like VOSviewer can provide an
inclusive and encompassing picture of the social and intel-
lectual trends of a scholarly community based solely on cita-
tions, co-authorship, co-occurrence, and so forth, when only
the English language is included. In this regard, the use of
certain terminology in bibliometric studies is equally alarm-
ing, such as the notion of “certified knowledge” (Koseoglu
et al., 2016; Ramos-Rodriguez & Ruiz-Navarro, 2004) des-
ignated for articles published in leading scientific journals.
This raises troubling questions about the fate of knowledge
that is not disseminated through “leading” journals and other
publishing outlets, including publications in languages other
than English.

Finally, it has been argued that a lack of appropriate key-
words may lead to poor visibility in meta-analytical studies.
While not a sole solution to the nuanced epistemological and

methodological issues raised in this paper, this is a consider-
ation that researchers, as well as editors, may wish to address
as part of journal policies and practices to ensure a better
portrayal of published research.
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