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ABSTRACT: Studies are increasingly pointing to responsible tourism (RT) as an 

alternative approach to overcome the negative effects of mass tourism while supporting 

the economic, social, and environmental considerations of the destination stakeholders. 

However, there is ambiguity and confusion among academics and practitioners over the 

actual meaning and implementation of RT and its terminology. Furthermore, although 

news reports are the primary reference for the general public, past studies have not yet 

explored how RT is represented in the mass media. This study conducts a comparative 

analysis of the development of the concept of RT and travel using data from scholarly 

journal articles and news reports from 1993 to the present. A comparative automated 

content analysis (ACA) was used to generate, compare, and contrast the themes and 

concepts in academic journals and news reports to provide a deeper understanding of RT. 

The findings reveal that both academic articles and news reports focus on the approaches 

and practices of actors and stakeholders on both the supply and demand sides, but present 

some differences due to their respective intended audiences. This study identifies areas 

for future research and news reporting. 

 

KEYWORDS: responsible tourism; responsible travel; automated content analysis; 

Leximancer; comparative analysis 

 

 

Introduction  

 

The potential contribution of tourism to economic growth and social benefits worldwide has 

been recognized in the literature. Prior to COVID-19, various stakeholders (e.g., hotels, tour 

operators, restaurants, destination management organizations [DMOs], and local communities) 

in the tourism industry prioritize profit maximization. However, the rapid increase in inbound 

and outbound travel has generated negative impacts globally. For the past 30 years, this 

situation has alarmed different tourism stakeholders and actors, prompting growing concerns 

about overcoming these effects by implementing sustainable practices (Sica, Sisto, Bianchi, & 

Cappelletti, 2021). Responsible tourism (RT) is deemed to be a viable alternative (Wheeller, 

1991) to maintain the economic and social benefits while preserving the environmental 

conditions of tourist destinations(Burrai, Buda, & Stanford, 2019). 
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The emergence of RT as a domain of its own has gained attention and critiques from tourism 

researchers (Burrai et al., 2019; Leslie, 2012; Mathew & Sreejesh, 2017). However, the 

various claims made about the terminology, ideology, and characteristics of RT have led to 

confusion in the current discourse among academics and stakeholders alike (Cheng, 2016). 

This has pushed scholars to reconceptualize RT (Burrai et al., 2019) and reduce the ambiguity 

of the term so that stakeholders can more easily implement RT in the industry. For example, a 

systematic review of RT by Mondal and Samaddar (2021) identifies six key areas of RT 

research (e.g., environmentally responsible behavior, pro-environmental behavior, 

environmental knowledge and training, and corporate social responsibility). Despite this 

contribution, their study focuses only the literature on the Scopus database published from 

2002, arguing that this covers the period since RT was first proclaimed. However, there are 

earlier references to RT. For example, Wheeler (1990) recognizes RT in their debate on 

creating an alternative form of tourism. Other papers arguing for and against RT prior to 2002 

include Cooper and Ozdil (1992), Sirakaya and Sonmez (2000), Szczepanski (1992), and 

Wheeller (1991). Therefore, the study by Mondal and Samaddar (2021) is unlikely to resolve 

the confusion over the meaning of RT since the term was first coined and investigated in 

tourism studies.  

 

Furthermore, to the best of our knowledge, no existing study has explored how the media 

(e.g., radio and television, news articles, magazines, the Internet) have portrayed and reported 

on RT. Understanding how RT is framed in news articles is important, as the news media 

play a distinct role in shaping and reinforcing public perceptions, especially in relation to 

social issues (Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). A 

comparison of scholarly articles and media content offers an opportunity to identify the 

themes and concepts that are crucial to the deeper meaning of the concept of RT. This study 

aims to fill this knowledge gap by systematically reviewing and comparing the related 

academic literature and news reports to offer insights for future research and practice. 

Specifically, this paper attempts to answer the following research questions: 

 

RQ1: What are the themes and concepts on RT published by in academic literature and new 

reports? 

RQ2: What are the similarities and differences between themes and concepts discussed by 

these two sources?  

 

This study applies comparative automated content analysis (ACA) to address the challenge of 

analyzing a large quantity of data related to RT, producing over past decades. Using the ACA 

approach, this study observes current scholarly knowledge of RT and practice in the real 

world as described in the news media. Analyzing the relevant themes of RT in both the 

academic literature and news reports can help overcome the confusion and ambiguity in the 

RT discourse and identify the limitations of RT in practice. A comparative study between the 

current literature and news media discourse can offer insights into RT and help identify future 

research directions and practical implications. This may also help unify the efforts of 

governments, policymakers, DMOs, and other tourism stakeholders. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chen et al. Journal of Responsible Tourism Management, 1(2), 21-42 

 

Published by Sarawak Research Society and 23 

Faculty of Hospitality and Tourism Management, UCSI University 

Supported by Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture Sarawak 

Literature Review 

 

Responsible Tourism  

 

Awareness of the negative impacts of mass tourism and the rapid growth of travel has given 

rise to the reflection of tourism’s role in the host communities.  According to Wheeller (1990), 

tourism should be practiced with the tourists’ responsibilities and respect to the natural, built, 

and cultural environments and the interests of all stakeholders in the host communities. This 

form of tourism seems a reasonable solution to the growing issue of mass tourism (Cohen, 

1987; Nash & Butler, 1990; Wheeller, 1994) and provokes the discussion of the responsibility 

of tourism in the literature (Valene L  Smith, 1990). The term ‘responsible tourism (RT)’ was 

reportedly coined during the Cape Town Declaration on Responsible Tourism in 2002, which 

advocated for stakeholders in the tourism industry to take accountable and responsible actions 

to promote sustainability (Goodwin & Font, 2014).  

 

The existing body of knowledge commonly describes RT as all practices and approaches that 

highlight the importance of ethical and respectful behavior by tourism stakeholders, which 

can contribute to sustainability (Moscardo & Murphy, 2014; Tay, Chan, Vogt, & Mohamed, 

2016). For example, in the Responsible Tourism Handbook of 2003, RT addresses the “triple 

bottom line,” representing economic, social, and environmental responsibility (Mondal & 

Samaddar, 2021). It can be relating to all forms of tourism, which are designed to promote 

business opportunities while taking into consideration the residents, environment, and natural 

resources of a given area (Spenceley et al., 2002). Furthermore, RT can be regarded as a form 

of sustainable activity that involves practices to alleviate the negative impacts of conventional 

tourism on destinations (Gong, Detchkhajornjaroensri, & Knight, 2019). Therefore, the 

overall promise of RT revolves around creating meaningful destinations that both residents 

and tourists can share and benefit from (Goodwin, 2011). Namely, the ability of RT is to unite 

tourism stakeholders in realizing the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN 

SDGs) to end poverty, protect the environment, and maximize benefits for all (Burrai et al., 

2019; United-Nations, 2017).  

 

However, the concept of RT is not without any criticism. For example, Wheeller (1990) 

criticizes RT as merely “a pleasant, agreeable, but dangerously superficial, ephemeral, and 

inadequate escape route for the educated middle classes unable, or unwilling, to appreciate or 

accept their/our own destructive contribution to the international tourism maelstrom” (p.96). 

Furthermore, Cooper and Ozdil (1992) argued that RT shows trivial consideration and 

understanding of what responsibility is. Scholars and practitioners simply want to build an 

alternative to mass tourism. Another issue is that the concept of RT is often associated with 

sustainable tourism due to the overlap of their respective definitions and purpose (Bramwell, 

Lane, McCabe, Mosedale, & Scarles, 2008). RT has been widely discussed along with 

sustainability since the concept of sustainable tourism emerged (Bramwell et al., 2008). The 

early Brundtland Report (1987) defines sustainable development as “development that meets 

the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (p.41). Both concepts are associated with the problems emerging from 

the rapid growth of travel in tourism. At first, RT was treated as an alternative sustainable 

development method in tourism (Godfrey, 1998). The conceptualization and ideology of RT 

and its contribution to sustainable development are widely discussed in many studies (see 

Mody, Day, Sydnor, Jaffe, and Lehto, 2014; Burrai et al., 2019; Merwe and Wocke, 2007). 

However, some scholars have the opposite perspectives and argue that sustainable tourism 
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cannot be achieved through ‘alternatives’ to mainstream tourism (Budeanu, 2005). 

Additionally, RT is not merely a niche market of sustainable tourism (Casellas, 1997). In a 

nutshell, the lack of accurate definitions of RT and the unclear distinctions between 

sustainable tourism and RT have led to ambiguity and confusion among scholars and 

practitioners (Burrai et al., 2019). 

 

Despite these criticisms, RT is seen as a feasible method to respond to the urgent call for 

more responsible production and consumption of tourism in light of ‘overtourism’ before 

COVID-19 (Mostafanezhad, Cheer, & Sin, 2020). Scholars still believe that RT can point to a 

new era of tourism research with its recognition of environmental and ecological limits and a 

wider consciousness of social justice, equity, fairness, and responsibility (Jamal & Higham, 

2021). The research review by Mondal and Samaddar (2021) identifies six key research areas 

of RT: 1) environmentally responsible behavior, 2) pro-environmental behavior, 3) 

environmental knowledge and training, 4) corporate social responsibility agendas and RT, 5) 

green tourism and environmental responsibility, and 6) involvement and motivation in 

environmental management practices. This categorization complements the current discourse 

on RT, which strongly focus on environmental consciousness and promoting greater 

awareness among tourists and stakeholders. Although much has been written about tourists in 

the context of RT (e.g., environmental awareness and pro-environmental behavior among 

tourists), little work has been done on engaging tourists to become socially responsible for 

tourism development. 

 

Besides, there is a greater focus on tourists than on policymakers (i.e., governments and 

DMOs). This may be the result of the current dilemma in RT over the implementation stage, 

that is, reaching agreement among stakeholders regarding the implications of RT practices.  

 

When observing relevant academic journals focused on RT, we can conclude that although 

tourism-related studies attempt to conceptualize the characteristics of RT, the ambiguity of 

the concept has caused unsettled debates and arguments in our field. Furthermore, this 

confusion among researchers presents a challenge to the application of the concept in practice 

(R. Butler, 2015; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2010). Specifically, the lack of clarity over the meaning 

of this concept to the satisfaction of all stakeholders remains a fundamental issue for its 

implementation and practice, including monitoring and assessment (R. Butler, 1990). 

Evidently, more systematic reviews should be conducted in both academic studies and 

industrial documents to clearly guide RT research agendas and industrial development in the 

future. 

 

Industry–Academia Collaboration in Tourism Management: Challenges and Research 

Status 

 

Collaboration between industry and academia provides an opportunity to advance not only 

economic gains but also research and development (Chang & Fu-Sheng, 2017). A strong 

working relationship between these two can yield mutually beneficial outcomes and new 

theoretical and managerial insights (Zaharia & Kaburakis, 2016). Tourism education has 

played a major role in both theory and practice as industry practitioners can provide a glimpse 

of what actually happens beyond the classroom (Anderson & Sanga, 2019). However, there is 

a disjunction in the integration of industry and academia (W. Griffin, 2020), as there are 

doubts about the receptiveness of academia to substantial input from the industry and about 

its responsiveness to the industry’s needs (Assante, Huffman, & Harp, 2008; Milman, 2001). 
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This disconnect may be one cause of the ambiguous understanding of RT in the literature, as 

the ambiguous ideological characteristics of RT in the literature fail to raise awareness among 

stakeholders, who are the target audience of news articles (Burrai et al., 2019; Mondal & 

Samaddar, 2021).  

 

According to Zaharia and Kaburakis (2016), successful collaboration between industry and 

academia can be achieved by understanding the distinct role each plays in society. Indeed, 

such collaboration is a consistent theme in the literature (W. C. Griffin, 2019). However, 

communication is critical to meaningful collaboration (Berman, 2008), because the mass 

media play an intermediary role between academics and the general public, for whom news 

reports are a major point of reference, especially for currently unfolding phenomena 

(Zimmerman, Bisanz, Bisanz, Klein, & Klein, 2001). Thus, the ambiguity and 

misunderstanding around RT among stakeholders can potentially be addressed by assessing 

the status of the relevant literature from industry and academia. 

 

However, it may be challenging and tedious to manually examine the large quantity of data 

from academic literature and news articles generated over the past decades.  Therefore, to 

effectively uncover the themes and concepts of RT developing from academic literature and 

news articles, this study applies ACA, which is a technique with performing statistical 

algorithms to detect hidden themes and conceptual patterns from a large quantity of text data 

(Cheng, 2016; Cheng, Edwards, Darcy, and Redfern, 2018; Jin and Wang, 2016). More 

details of ACA are explained in the following section. 

 

Methods 

 

Data Collection 

 

The academic literature was selected using the preferred reporting items for systematic 

reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA), illustrated in Figure 1, to guarantee the quality of the 

review process (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & Group, 2009). To ensure 

comprehensiveness, the authors first extracted data from academic journals using two 

databases: (1) Web of Science (WOS) and (2) EBSCO Tourism and Hospitality Complete 

from January 1989 to November 2020, to cover the earliest possible entries in the databases. 

The keywords used for this search were “responsible tourism” and “responsible travel.” The 

initial criteria identified 585 journal articles, from which 19 duplicate titles were removed. 

The articles were further screened to include only full-length peer-reviewed articles published 

in English, leaving 197 eligible articles. Finally, the authors manually analyzed the abstract 

and keywords to remove articles not focused on tourism and hospitality. Ninety-five articles, 

mostly from the field of environmental science and marine science, were thus eliminated. As 

a result, 102 titles were selected for analysis.  
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Identification

Screening

Identified in WOS

N = 139
Identified in EBSCO

N = 446

Eligibility

Included 
Included in synthesis 

N = 102

Records screened

N = 566

excluded based on criteria

N = 369

excluded based on focus

N = 95

Records eligible 

N = 197

Total Identified

N = 585
Duplicates removed

N = 19

 
Figure 1: PRISMA Diagram 

 

The news articles and reports were drawn from the ProQuest Newsstand database and the 

global news stream through the Google website (i.e., www.news.google.com), where 

categories of news articles can be selected using key terms. These two databases are believed 

to provide comprehensive, reliable, and complete English news articles from thousands of 

reputable sources (Cheng & Edwards, 2019; Roblek, Thorpe, Bach, Jerman, & Meško, 2020). 

The key terms used were “responsible tourism” and “responsible travel.” The same search 

parameters and time frame used for the academic journals was applied to ensure 

comparability. Screening by the authors ensured that only news articles and reports discussing 

RT and responsibility were included. The initial search gathered 125 full-length news articles, 

from which three duplicate titles were discarded, leaving 122 news reports for analysis (see 

Appendix 2). 

 

Data Analysis 

 

ACA was chosen to analyze the data because it analyzes texts using an algorithm-based 

software program to extract concepts and themes(Blei, Ng, & Jordan, 2003). ACA was 

carried out using Leximancer V.5. This natural language processing software undertakes 

automated semantic analytics and provides a visual map containing the textual concept 

structure based on the data provided (Leximancer, 2018; A. E. Smith & Humphreys, 2006). It 

is often applied to tourism studies (Boo & Busser, 2018; Cheng et al., 2018; Rodrigues, 

Brochado, Troilo, & Mohsin, 2017; J. Wang et al., 2021), because of its capacity to generate 

insights into the analytical relationships between texts and documents using an algorithm 

grounded in Bayesian theory(Boo & Busser, 2018; Cheng & Edwards, 2019; Sotiriadou, 

Brouwers, & Le, 2014; Stepchenkova & Morrison, 2006). The visual map shows concepts 

with strong semantic relationships and colored themes to denote their strength and 

significance(Angus, Rintel, & Wiles, 2013; Campbell, Pitt, Parent, & Berthon, 2011). 
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Leximancer also calculates the connectivity rate of connected concepts within the themes 

(Leximancer, 2018). However, as human interpretation and understanding of the results are 

still required using macro- and micro-level insight into the data(McAbee, Landis, & Burke, 

2017), the authors familiarized themselves with the literature during the data collection 

process prior to using the ACA tool. ACA was performed in three stages. First, the journal 

articles selected were collated and transferred into a single document. The data were cleaned 

by removing irrelevant information such as author details, references, and acknowledgements 

that could influence the analysis phase(Cheng, Wong, Wearing, & McDonald, 2017). 

Moreover, academic words that were common but irrelevant (e.g., “paper,” “article”) were 

deleted(Roblek et al., 2020; J. Wang, Liu-Lastres, Shi, & Li, 2019). Second, a visual map of 

the concepts and themes was generated showing word frequency, co-occurrence, and the 

strength of the relationships between concepts and themes (J. Wang et al., 2019). Third, the 

comparison between the academic articles and news articles was facilitated by comparing and 

contrasting their themes and concepts to synthesize the findings. 

 

Findings 

 

Responsible Tourism and Travel in the Academic Literature 

 

The final sample comprised 102 articles published in 43 journals from the WOS and EBSCO 

databases. Table 1 (see Appendix 1) shows the distribution of articles by journal. The results 

show that 47% of the titles came from three journals, namely the International Journal for 

Responsible Tourism, Sustainability, and Journal of Sustainable Tourism. These journals 

focus specifically on the principles of RT and travel. Intriguingly, among all journals, 

Sustainability is the only non-tourism journal, and it has published the second most papers on 

RT. This may indicate that scholars in other fields are also interested in investigating RT or 

maybe because tourism scholars are interested in publishing their works in other areas to raise 

more attention on RT. This result deserves more research in the future.  

 
Table 1: List of Academic Journals where Articles were Published 

Journal Name Number of studies Percentage 

International Journal for Responsible Tourism 18 17.65% 

Sustainability  15 14.71% 

Journal of Sustainable Tourism 15 14.71% 

Annals of Tourism Research 4 3.92% 

Tourism Geographies 3 2.94% 

Tourism Management Perspectives 3 2.94% 

Current Issues in Tourism 2 1.96% 

Tourism Management 2 1.96% 

International Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Systems 2 1.96% 

Others 38 37.25% 

Total  102 100% 

 

Chart 1 shows the trend line of the selected articles from the two databases over the past 27 

years. The earliest entry was published in 1993. Between 1993 and 2008, scholarly articles on 

RT and travel appeared on average once a year. The low number of publications may result 

from an overlap with the concepts of ecotourism, nature-based tourism, and sustainable 

tourism, which were gaining ground at that time. After 2009, there was a noticeable increase 
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in the RT and travel literature, peaking in 2014. Although ecotourism remained popular 

during this time, there was a growing trend in community-based tourism(Sin & Minca, 2014), 

volunteer tourism (McGehee, 2014; Sin, 2010; Victoria Louise Smith & Font, 2014), and 

socially responsible tourism development (Gendzheva, 2014; Musavengane & Steyn, 2013; 

von der Weppen & Cochrane, 2012). This was followed by a decline from 2016 to 2018 when 

most research focused primarily on tourism impact assessments, framework development, 

and policy planning. However, research on RT and travel became flourish during 2019 and 

2020. 

 

 
Chart 1: Trend Line on Articles Published in WOS and EBSCO 

 

The visual map produced by Leximancer for the dataset of journal articles reveals 116 

concepts and 5 themes. The large colored spheres indicating the themes are grouped and 

interconnected by small grey dots signifying the concepts (Wu, Wall, & Pearce, 2014). The 

themes pertain to the clustering of concepts that are associated with each other based on 

common characteristics or connections, indicated by the closeness of the links in the map 

(Roblek et al., 2020). As illustrated in Figure 2, the themes include “Tourism” (7,176 hits), 

“Tourists” (1,533 hits), “Studies” (503 hits), “Countries” (451 hits), and “Hotels” (414 hits). 

Moreover, the conceptual map shows that these themes tend to overlap, especially when the 

concepts appear to fall under more than one theme. The five significant themes mentioned 

above are considered to be the primary foci in the academic literature. Additional significant 

concepts under the themes are also considered (see Table 2). 
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Figure 2: Concept Map of Responsible Tourism and Travel in Academic Literature 

 

The theme “Tourism” occurs most often in the data and covers concepts such as 

“responsible” (n = 1,703, 24% relevance), “development” (n=1,480, 21% relevance), 

“sustainable” (n=1,096, 15% relevance), and “industry” (n=795, 11% relevance). Furthermore, 

most of the concepts of the “Tourism” theme in academia are interrelated with words 

connected to the contribution of RT (such as “economic,” “social,” “environmental,” 

“development,” and “growth”) and the implications of RT (such as “government,” “policy,” 

and “practice”). The research stream in this area broadly covers the planning, development, 

and management approaches of various stakeholders in RT and travel. Governments and 

businesses are seen to be creating, enforcing, and engaging in policies and practices to 

support economic, environmental, social, and cultural sustainability. This is evidenced by 

approaches to improve the sustainable management of various tourism destinations 

(Conaghan, Hanrahan, & McLoughlin, 2015), implement green strategies in hotels (Jelica, 

Dragica, Lukrecija, Ivana, & Srdjan, 2015), and safeguard cultural preservation through 

balanced business models (Karolev & Olson, 2017). 

 

“Tourists” is also a key theme covering “people” (n=780, 11% relevance), “experience” 

(n=520, 7% relevance), and “activities” (n=471, 7% relevance). This theme emerges from the 

literature discussing the individual actors involved in travel and tourism. It is linked with the 

concepts “destination,” “impact,” “quality,” and “role.” As the participants in tourism 

activities, tourists play an important role in responsible and sustainable travel. Studies 

classified under this theme mainly discuss consumers’ motivations, perceptions, attitudes, 

values, involvement, understanding, satisfaction, and behavioral intention toward RT and 

travel (Chen, Jong, Hsu, & Lin, 2021). This can be attributed to the effects of tourist behavior 

tourist 

studies 

tourism 

countries 
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on environmental phenomena such as climate change (Paris, Hopkins, & Westbrook, 2011). 

For instance, tourists’ attitudes and values are observed to have a high preference for RT 

behavior (Parsons et al., 2003). The concept “impact” suggests assessment of the positive and 

negative effects on a destination. Studies widely discuss the impact of tourism and its 

assessment and monitoring to support RT development and facilitate a practical approach 

(e.g., McCombes, Vanclay, and Evers, 2015; Pope, Wessels, Douglas, Hughes, and Morrison-

Saunders, 2019; Wang, Chang, Cui, Qi, and Li, 2020). The role of governments and DMOs is 

to minimize negative impacts and secure the involvement of stakeholders, including local 

communities, while contributing to the quality of life in the destination area (Musgrave & Raj, 

2009).  

 

The themes “Countries” and “Hotels” complement the two abovementioned themes. They 

play an important role in the discourse as both affect the supply and demand sides of tourism. 

The reviewed studies point to hotels as prime venues for promoting and implementing RT 

strategies. Musavengane (2019) proposes an RT model suggesting that hotels engage with the 

public sector through education and economic and marketing stimulation, and create social 

connections to realize RT. Importantly, customers’ travel decisions and experiences are 

shaped and influenced by intersecting trends in sustainability and related issues affecting 

society (see, for example, d'Angella and De Carlo, 2016; Dragulanescu and Dragulanescu, 

2013; Saarinen, 2014; Dos Santos, Neves, Sant’Anna, de Oliveira, and Carvalho, 2019). Last, 

the theme “Studies” is related to the growth and development of RT and travel in the 

academic literature. The main concepts under this theme are “case” (n=439, 6% relevance), 

“value” (n=438, 6% relevance), and “literature” (n=401, 6% relevance). This may reflect the 

growing appeal for current empirical studies on RT in practice (see, for example, Gökdeniz, 

Erdem, and Çeken, 2014; Jelica et al., 2015; Wafik, Fawzy, and Ibrahim, 2011). 

 
Table 2: Significant Themes and Concepts in Relevance of RT Literature 

Theme Concepts No. of occurrences Relevance (%) 

Tourism 

Responsible 1703 24 

Development 1480 21 

Sustainable 1096 15 

Industry 795 11 

Tourists 

People 780 11 

Experience 520 7 

Activities 471 7 

Studies 

Case 439 6 

Value 438 6 

Literature 401 6 

*Other interrelated concepts with relatively low relevance are not described. 
 

Responsible Tourism and Travel in News Reports 

 

Figure 3 suggests five significant themes discussing RT and travel within news articles. These 

include “Tourism” (630 hits), “People” (253 hits), “Environment” (123 hits), “Hotels” (40 

hits), and “Experience” (30 hits). Additional significant concepts under the themes are 

included. (See Table 3). 
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Figure 3: Concept Map of Responsible Tourism and Travel in News Reports 

 

In the news media, “Tourism” is the dominant theme, associated with the concepts “travel” (n 

=146, 48% relevance), “sustainable” (n=131, 43% relevance), and “industry” (n=85, 28% 

relevance). This suggests that RT and travel are associated with sustainable practices initiated 

mainly by the different operating sectors in the industry in the form of private sector awards 

ceremonies for sustainable tourism(Skal-International, 2020), government support for 

sustainability (BTMI/MT/BGIS, 2016; Market, 2016), adherence to the UN SDGs (A. Butler, 

2017), and public–private collaboration on sustainable efforts (Wan, 2019). Leximancer 

further shows “covid” as an important concept despite its low relevance rate. This indicates 

increased concern over the importance of RT in COVID-19-conscious travel resilience, 

recovery, and the rebuilding of tourism (UNESCO, 2020). As a change in strategy in light of 

COVID-19, the UNESCO debate on tourism recovery stresses the importance of responsible 

travel choices. This involves the idea of regarding tourists as respectful and responsible 

visitors during COVID-19 conscious travel (Kohler, 2020). 

 

The theme “People” consists of the concepts “local” (n=82, 27% relevance), “tourist” (n=35, 

11% relevance), and “community” (n=32, 10% relevance). The results reveal that these actors 

not only engage in RT and travel but are also affected by, and contribute to, irresponsible 

tourism activities. For example, Seoul has been keen in promoting responsible behavior for 

locals (Germier-Hamel, 2018), while Iceland has used educational tools to reinforce positive 

behavior by visitors (Sziakov, 2018). Moreover, this shows how the media portray the 

importance of tourists, locals, and the community as stakeholders in the tourism process. 
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Further concepts associated with both “Tourism” and “People” in news articles are 

“economic,” “social,” “cultural,” and “environmental” related to the triple bottom line to 

maximize economic benefits while minimizing the negative social, cultural, and 

environmental impacts for the people (Frey & George, 2010). 

 

Under the theme “Environment,” the main concepts are “visitors” (n=60, 20% relevance), 

“international” (n=42, 14% relevance), and “development” (n=40, 14% relevance). This 

indicates the constant presence of the accommodation sector in news articles as hotel 

companies engage in green initiatives, such as minimizing their carbon emissions and carbon 

footprint, which complement the thrust of sustainability (Weston & Bondy, 2010). Because 

RT and travel are mainly concerned with the environment, this theme highlights the essential 

contribution of international visitors to the development of destinations. News reports attempt 

to support responsible tourist behavior for the benefit of the environment. Furthermore, the 

concept “impact,” linking the theme “Environment” with the previous themes (i.e., 

“Tourism” and “People”) indicates mutual concern about environmental impact among 

stakeholders in recent studies (see Pope et al., 2019; Wang, Yuen, Wong, and Li, 2020). 

 

Similarly, the theme “Hotel” focuses on the concept’s “hotels” (n=40, 13% relevance) and 

“company” (n=36, 12% relevance). This indicates the constant presence of the 

accommodation sector in news articles as hotel companies engage in green initiatives, such as 

minimizing their carbon emissions and carbon footprint, which complement the thrust of 

sustainability (Cheer, 2020). Furthermore, the results suggest that hotels are secondary to the 

environment when it comes to the destination where RT practices are observed. Apart from 

hotels, other destination operators such as restaurants, travel agencies, and transportation are 

hardly discussed. 

 

Finally, the theme “Experience” is associated with the concept’s “experience” (n=30, 10% 

relevance) and “private” (n=22, 7% relevance). Contrary to the conventional desire for quality 

and authenticity in travel experiences, the emphasis on experience in news articles is on the 

steadfast efforts of the private sector to create tour packages and activities focused on 

responsible behavior, prioritizing sustainability and pro-environmental activities(Fox, 2019).   

 
Table 3: Significant Themes and Concepts in Relevance of RT News Articles 

Theme Concepts No. of occurring Relevance (%) 

Tourism 

Travel 146 48 

Sustainable 131 43 

Industry 85 28 

People 

Local 82 27 

Tourist 35 11 

Community 32 10 

Environment  

Visitors 60 20 

International 42 14 

Development  40 14 

Hotel 
Hotels 40 13 

Company 36 12 

Experience  
Experience 30 10 

Private 22 7 

*Other interrelated concepts with relatively low relevance are not described. 
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Discussions 

 

Comparison of Themes in Academic Journals and News Reports 

 

The analysis of the data from both sources indicates some common topics related to RT and 

travel. First, both academic journals and news articles discuss tourism as a discipline and an 

activity (A. Butler, 2017; Conaghan et al., 2015). Interestingly, both sources link this theme to 

the discourse on sustainable approaches and practices by various institutions (e.g., 

governments, businesses, organizations) on the supply side. Second, both also relate this 

theme to the demand side, such as locals, tourists, and people (Font et al., 2021; Parsons et al., 

2003). Third, both sources link RT to sustainable development and the underlying concept of 

the triple bottom line, which complies with RT by contributing to the conservation of natural 

and cultural heritage while minimizing negative impacts (Frey & George, 2010). Fourth, the 

literature points specifically to hotels as a sector that influences both businesses and 

consumers. Hotels appear to be the common ground where RT practices are seen as critical. 

These can include internal initiatives by individual hotels or approaches by the hotel sector 

that contribute to sustainable behavior. Moreover, other equally important sectors of tourism 

(e.g., restaurants, travel agencies, and transportation) are rarely discussed, and technological 

intervention in RT is not significantly highlighted in either source. This paper suggests that 

although these two sources publish their articles separately and independently, they show a 

general consensus on the trends and issues in RT and travel, despite the ambiguity and 

confusion in the academic RT discourse.  

 

However, there are also striking differences in the themes emerging from the two sources. 

First, “countries” is a common theme in journal articles and tends to encompass macro-level 

destinations, whereas news reports tend to discuss RT issues and practices in specific 

geographical areas. Second, although most journal articles attempt to contribute to both 

theory and practice, our results reveal that the RT literature focuses more on scholarly 

discourse, whereas news reports have maintained their content possibly to suit their target 

readership. Although both sources agree on stakeholder involvement, only academic journals 

widely discuss the implications of RT for policy and practice. This suggests that although 

researchers realize the important implications of RT, the policy guidelines developed in 

academic journals have not yet drawn the attention and resulting intervention of policymakers. 

Most importantly, COVID-19, an emerging RT issue in news reports, remains rarely 

discussed in the literature. This phenomenon can attribute to the rapidity of publication of 

news report articles compared to academic journals. Therefore, to increase the timely impacts 

of academic research, researchers should try to engage with the public media to raise 

awareness about their findings to the public and policymakers. Finally, “studies” appears as 

a common theme in academic journals but is rarely mentioned in news reports, whereas 

“experiences” is a theme in tourism-related news reports but receives little mention in the 

literature. These differences reveal distinctions in the character, purpose, and intended 

audience of each source. However, awareness of these differences provides opportunities for 

both researchers and media practitioners for future inquiries into RT.  

 

These findings from the academic literature and news articles on RT reveal themes and key 

concepts and also identify new and emerging research areas and agendas. The analysis of both 

sources identifies important areas in the RT literature, such as RT planning and development, 

tourist behavior, stakeholder collaboration, and the roles of decision makers, and broader 

areas in news reports, i.e. stakeholder collaboration and environmental impacts. These 
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important areas align with the key research areas identified by Mondal and Samaddar (2021), 

especially in terms of RT behavior and associated research agendas, i.e., the involvement of 

stakeholders and their role in the implementation of RT. 

 

The comparison between the two data sources suggests that the RT literature has not yet fully 

addressed the issues emerging in news articles: (1) the need for policies and guidelines for 

decision makers; (2) RT recovery plans and initiatives for the COVID-19 era; and (3) RT 

experiences. Although many studies in the literature provide RT policies and guidelines that 

create opportunities for governments and stakeholders, future studies should address their 

awareness of such proposals. Governments play a positive role in implementing RT practices 

through collaboration with different stakeholders including DMOs (Font et al., 2021). To 

apply RT policies effectively, decision makers need binding frameworks for practice starting 

at the level of local implementation (Mondal & Samaddar, 2021). Future researchers should 

consider this gap so that RT can produce better outcomes for tourism stakeholders, which can 

inspire them to take responsibility themselves(Bibi et al., 2021). Furthermore, news articles 

raise the issue of COVID-19, demonstrating the role of RT in the recovery and rebuilding of 

tourism. Increasingly, researchers are required to demonstrate responsible recovery tourism to 

address the current issues in news articles. Finally, the results show that the involvement and 

contribution of technology are rarely discussed in both sources, suggesting the need to include 

RT and technology in the future research agenda. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study reviews the discourse in the academic literature and news media related to RT and 

travel, criticized for its ambiguous and confusing conceptual and ideological characteristics. 

ACA was applied to the large volume of qualitative data collected systematically to 

efficiently detect themes and concept patterns (Cheng, 2016; Cheng et al., 2017; Jin & Wang, 

2016; MacKinnon, 2015; Newman, Noh, Talley, Karimi, & Baldwin, 2010; J. Wang et al., 

2019). The use of Leximancer made it easier to systematically compare and analyze the 

different types of qualitative data (e.g., Cheng and Edwards, 2019; Cheng, 2016). 

 

Furthermore, the study compares the themes and concepts found in the academic literature 

with those found in news articles. Both sources emphasize responsible and sustainable 

approaches and practices in terms of individual actors and stakeholders on both the supply 

side (A. Butler, 2017; Conaghan et al., 2015) and the demand side (Germier-Hamel, 2018). 

Both sources also discuss the importance of ensuring sustainability in the triple bottom line 

through RT practices and contributions. However, there are also differences between the two 

sources as each focus on its own target readers. The results highlight two important gaps 

between the themes and concepts of the two sources. First, the urgency and importance of RT 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic is far stronger among the news articles aimed at the 

general public than the RT literature. In addition, although the RT literature emphasizes RT 

policies and guidelines, a lack of awareness of these suggested guidelines is revealed among 

policymakers, governments, and stakeholders.  

 

This study makes four contributions to the literature. First, it offers a visual map of the 

themes and concepts present in the current discourse on RT in both journal articles and news 

reports. Second, it compares the themes in the two sources to give meaning to the current 

body of knowledge on the topic. Third, it furthers the methodology of comparative ACA in 

the context of travel and tourism, which can be applied in future research. Finally, it offers 
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new avenues for future research and news reporting. In addition, the results tend to support 

the findings of other studies (Burrai et al., 2019; Mondal & Samaddar, 2021), concerning 

stakeholder awareness and the implementation of the guidelines proposed in the literature. 

 

Limitations and Future Research Suggestions  

 

Despite the contributions of this study, the authors acknowledge certain limitations. First, the 

literature sample was drawn from only two databases and subjected to further exclusion 

criteria. Thus, it did not contain all academic research on this topic. Future research could 

include more databases and expand the criteria (e.g., other languages, conference papers). 

Second, this study did not consider word-like and name-like frequencies when comparing 

academic articles with newspaper reports. Third, the concepts specific to each source were 

not mapped in this paper. More importantly, although this study focused on a comparative 

analysis of themes and concepts between academic journals and new articles, it did not 

explore the evolution of these themes over time or develop a conceptual framework. Future 

research could address these aspects to further compare the available literature. 
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