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Abstract
This study confirms that tourism policy research in developing countries has evolved from descriptive inquiry toward analytical, evidence-based, and sustainability-oriented approaches, with rapid growth in publication output, thematic diversity, and international collaboration aligned with the SDGs. Theoretically, findings reinforce the integration of policy evaluation and sustainability governance theories in developing country contexts. Practically, results guide policymakers in designing more inclusive and participatory governance frameworks. Limitations include sole reliance on Scopus, the quantitative constraints of bibliometric methods, and exclusion of non-English publications. Future research should incorporate multiple databases and blend bibliometric mapping with qualitative reviews to examine tourism governance models across diverse institutional landscapes of the Global South.
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INTRODUCTION
Sustainable tourism development in developing countries plays a strategic role in balancing economic growth with environmental conservation and social well-being. Policy evaluation is a crucial mechanism for assessing alignment between objectives and implementation outcomes, with evidence confirming that policies integrating stakeholder participation, digital technology, and transparent monitoring enhance effectiveness and support the SDGs (Štreimikienė et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2020; Cahyono et al., 2025). However, implementation continues to face structural challenges including weak inter-agency coordination, limited institutional capacity, and insufficient community participation (Guo et al., 2019; Hussain et al., 2024; Reindrawati, 2023). High economic dependence on tourism further generates socio-ecological risks, while systematic reviews of policy evaluation concepts remain scarce and the gap between formulation and implementation persists (Tosun, 2001; Zambrano-Mieles et al., 2025).
A significant knowledge gap remains in the comprehensive mapping of global trends, collaboration patterns, and thematic evolution of tourism policies in the Global South. Although publication volume has increased rapidly, systematic analyses connecting global research trajectories, collaborative networks, and policy dynamics cohesively remain scarce (Zhang et al., 2020; Heriyanto et al., 2024). Tourism policy research continues to be dominated by developed-nation institutions, leaving Global South knowledge construction skewed toward external perspectives (Judijanto et al., 2025). Emerging themes on climate change, community empowerment, and digital transformation remain unintegrated within coherent policy frameworks (Setiawati et al., 2024; Archi et al., 2023), while most evaluation frameworks remain normative and confined to community participation without accounting for institutional complexity and capacity disparities in developing country contexts (Yanes et al., 2019; Mihalic, 2024).
This study addresses existing gaps through a bibliometric analysis of tourism policy research in developing countries spanning 2001 to 2025, pursuing four primary objectives: examining global publication trends and citation patterns; identifying leading authors, journals, and contributing countries; analyzing the intellectual framework and thematic progression of tourism governance research; and proposing a forward-looking research agenda for evidence-based and collaborative governance. The study contributes to the literature by providing one of the most comprehensive bibliometric mappings of tourism policy in developing countries over two decades, extending prior analyses that have largely overlooked policy dynamics in these contexts, and identifying emerging themes, including participatory governance, digital tourism policy, and climate resilience, that collectively offer practical insights for policymakers and researchers toward more inclusive, adaptive, and evidence-based tourism governance frameworks.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Tourism Policy Evaluation and Governance: Conceptual Foundations
In tourism covers the entire cycle of formulation, implementation, monitoring, and results. Hall (2008) and Dredge & Jenkins (2011) describe tourism policy as a dynamic process involving various actors within a governance framework, which requires the integration of planning and implementation into a sustainable evidence-based evaluation system. Hall (2009) identifies three implementation archetypes, top-down, bottom-up, and hybrid, each of which varies in effectiveness depending on the governance context and institutional capacity (Rodríguez et al., 2014). In the policy cycle, formulation sets goals, implementation translates policy into field actions, and monitoring serves as a feedback mechanism that measures performance indicators (Taplin et al., 2014; Gasparini & Mariotti, 2021). Adaptive and collaborative governance models that include hierarchies, markets, networks, and communities produce more responsive and contextual policies (Hall, 2011; Beaumont & Dredge, 2010).

Tourism Development in Developing Countries: Structural Challenges and Paradigm Shift
In developing countries faces complex structural challenges including weak institutional capacity, unsynchronized inter-agency coordination, resource constraints, and limited community participation in policy processes (Telfer & Sharpley, 2015; Hussain et al., 2024; Tosun, 2000). Over the past two decades, a significant paradigm shift has occurred from top-down, growth-centric approaches toward more sustainable, inclusive, and participatory models, marked by the adoption of community-based tourism and collaborative governance frameworks emphasizing equitable benefit distribution and environmental protection (Yanes et al., 2019; Buzinde & Caterina-Knorr, 2022). Nevertheless, participatory implementation continues to encounter structural and cultural constraints in hierarchical governance systems (Reindrawati, 2023; Krittayaruangroj et al., 2023). Tourism policy is now increasingly directed toward integrating economic, social, and environmental dimensions aligned with the SDGs through strengthened institutional capacity, policy decentralization, and multi-stakeholder collaboration (Kurniawan & Khademi-Vidra, 2024; Bentley & Halim, 2024).

Table 1.	Summarizes The Principal Structural Challenges and Corresponding Policy Paradigm Shifts.
	Structural Challenge
	Policy Paradigm Shift
	Key Citations

	Weak institutions, limited data
	Community participation & inclusion
	Yanes et al. (2019); Reindrawati (2023); Lambulira & Bello (2022); Abeer (2023)

	Limited resources
	Multi-stakeholder collaboration
	Buzinde & Caterina-Knorr (2022); Tosun (2000); Bentley & Halim (2024)

	Centralization & coordination gaps
	Integration of economic, social & environmental dimensions
	Kurniawan & Khademi-Vidra (2024); Ariyani & Fauzi (2022); Khan et al. (2020)



Bibliometric Approach in Tourism Studies
Is a quantitative method for analyzing scientific literature, mapping publication trends, collaboration networks, and knowledge structures within a research domain. In tourism studies, it plays a critical role in understanding research evolution, identifying major themes, and uncovering research gaps through two principal analytical dimensions: evaluative analysis measuring productivity and impact, and relational analysis tracing co-citation, co-authorship, and keyword co-occurrence (Donthu et al., 2021; Ülker et al., 2022; Della Corte et al., 2019). Foundational studies by Xiao and Smith (2006) and Ruhanen et al. (2015) established key patterns in research topics and sustainable tourism scholarship, subsequently enriched by network visualization tools such as VOSviewer and CiteSpace that enabled thematic mapping and co-authorship analysis (Jiang et al., 2019; Niñerola et al., 2019), collectively documenting a thematic shift toward sustainable tourism, digital tourism, and smart experiences (Asif & Fazel, 2024).
Contemporary bibliometrics has evolved considerably, now integrating collaboration network analysis, thematic evolution mapping, and evaluation of the intellectual structure of scientific ecosystems (Ruhanen et al., 2015; Niñerola et al., 2019; De Bruyn et al., 2023). These capabilities allow researchers to identify not only what has been studied but how knowledge clusters have formed, fragmented, or converged over time, enabling identification of research fronts, understudied areas, and the emerging themes that will shape tourism's scholarly future. Applied to tourism policy in developing countries, this approach offers a systematic and transparent foundation for mapping global knowledge trajectories, identifying influential actors, and directing future scholarly and policy attention toward the most pressing governance challenges. Critically, the use of bibliometrics in this context goes beyond description: it provides a structured empirical basis for theory development, policy-relevant knowledge synthesis, and the identification of collaborative gaps that, if addressed, could significantly strengthen the evidence base for sustainable tourism governance across the Global South.

METHODOLOGY
Employs a bibliometric approach with a quantitative design supported by scientific visualization to comprehensively map the research landscape on tourism policy in developing countries. Publications indexed in Scopus were retrieved using the following search string:
Title-abs-key ("tourism policy evaluation" or "tourism governance" or "tourism policy analysis") and title-abs-key ("developing countries" or "emerging economies" or "global south").
This string was designed to capture articles relevant to policy evaluation and tourism governance in developing country contexts. Strict inclusion criteria were applied, comprising: (1) document types limited to articles and reviews, to ensure peer-reviewed quality; (2) English as the publication language, for consistency of analysis; and (3) a year range of 2001–2025, to capture the full arc of modern tourism policy scholarship from the foundational work of Tosun (2001) through to the most recent contributions. The search terms were selected to capture literature addressing tourism policy processes and governance dynamics within developing country contexts. Keywords related to tourism policy ("tourism policy evaluation", "tourism governance", and "tourism policy analysis") were combined with geographical descriptors ("developing countries", "emerging economies", and "Global South") to ensure comprehensive coverage of research addressing governance challenges in less-developed tourism contexts.
The retrieved data were analyzed using Biblioshiny (R package Bibliometrix) for descriptive statistics, performance indicators, and thematic mapping, and VOSviewer for the visualization of keyword co-occurrence networks and co-authorship patterns. The bibliographic dataset was exported from the Scopus database in CSV format, including full records and cited references. The dataset contained bibliographic information such as authors, titles, abstracts, author keywords, affiliations, citation counts, and reference lists, which enabled comprehensive bibliometric and network analyses using Bibliometrix and VOSviewer. Analysis was organized across three indicator categories: (1) descriptive indicators covering total publication count, author count, sources, annual growth rate, and citation metrics; (2) performance analysis via a three-field plot assessing the productivity and influence of authors, countries, and institutions; and (3) science mapping through keyword co-occurrence analysis, thematic evolution analysis, and co-authorship network visualization. A PRISMA Flow Diagram documents the full screening process, ensuring transparency and replicability from identification through to final inclusion of analyzed documents.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Main Information
Analysis of tourism policy research in developing countries over the period 2001–2025 retrieved a total of 757 documents by 2,326 authors across 321 publication sources, including journals, conference proceedings, and scholarly books. The annual growth rate of 20.22% reflects a sustained and accelerating global academic interest in tourism policy evaluation and governance. The complete absence of single-authored documents and an average of 6.18 authors per document confirm the inherently collaborative and multidisciplinary nature of the field. International co-authorship stands at 29.99%, demonstrating active involvement from researchers across Asia, the Americas, and Europe in shaping the global discourse on tourism policy.
The 2,095 author keywords span a wide thematic range from sustainable tourism and community participation to policy implementation and governance frameworks, while 6,584 references signal the depth of theoretical and empirical foundations underpinning research in this domain. An average of 42.32 citations per document indicates significant academic influence, and a mean document age of 5.77 years confirms the currency and relevance of the literature to contemporary challenges of sustainability, inclusion, and the digitalization of tourism policy. These indicators collectively reflect a field that has undergone substantial intellectual growth characterized by increasing scientific collaboration, thematic breadth, and academic impact.
[image: ]Taken together, the main information indicators confirm that tourism policy research in developing countries has achieved both scale and depth. The field has expanded from a modest body of isolated studies in the early 2000s into a globally networked, high-impact domain that is actively shaping the international policy evaluation discourse. The combination of rapid growth, diverse authorship, and strong citation performance positions this literature as a robust and maturing field with considerable potential to inform evidence-based policy reform in the Global South.








Figure 1. Annual publication output

Three-Field Plot Analysis
Plot maps relationships among author countries (AU_CO), principal research keywords (KW_Merged), and publication sources (SO). Research is dominated by the United Kingdom, India, China, and the United States, reflecting their central roles in shaping global discourse on tourism policy and sustainability. Meanwhile, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Pakistan have demonstrated growing engagement over the past decade, signaling the expanding scientific contributions of the Global South. Dominant keywords such as "sustainability", "sustainable development", "decision making", "governance approach", and "local participation" confirm a sustained focus on collaborative governance, with emerging terms such as climate change, ecosystem services, and environmental protection indicating a growing ecological resilience dimension.
[image: ]In terms of publication venues, Sustainability (Switzerland), Journal of Environmental Management, and Environmental Science and Policy emerge as the most productive outlets, reflecting the topic’s cross-disciplinary relevance to both tourism studies and environmental governance. The three-field visualization affirms that cross-country and interdisciplinary collaboration remains the primary driver of comprehensive and impactful research in the field.













Figure 2. Three-Field Plot
Country Collaboration Network
The country collaboration network reveals an extensive and dynamic international cooperation structure. The United States, United Kingdom, Australia, and China serve as principal global hubs, with the UK and Australia functioning as inter-regional bridges linking European, Asian, and Glo bal South research communities in sustainability governance and policy evaluation. Their high connectivity reflects not only prolific output but active facilitation of knowledge exchange across regions.
[image: ]Developing countries notably Indonesia, India, Malaysia, and Pakistan, are increasingly transitioning from research subjects to active collaborative partners, reflecting a gradual democratization of knowledge production in the field. This growing North–South collaboration is critical for strengthening research capacity, improving policy relevance, and fostering governance innovations adaptive to the specific social, economic, and environmental contexts of developing nations.













Figure 3. Country Collaboration Network

Keyword Co-Occurrence and Word Cloud Analysis
[image: ]The keyword co-occurrence network identifies three principal thematic clusters. The first, centered on "sustainable development", connects climate change, policy making, and adaptive management reflecting the centrality of the SDG agenda in tourism policy research. The second emphasizes environmental conservation, with ecosystem services, biodiversity, and protected area management as dominant terms, indicating growing attention to the ecological-economic balance in tourism governance. The third focuses on participatory governance, linking economic development, public participation, and decision making, signaling the paradigm shift toward inclusive and community-driven approaches.













Figures 4. Keyword Co-Occurrence Network
The word cloud analysis reinforces these patterns, with "sustainable development" as the dominant anchor, followed by "ecosystem services", "environmental policy", "local participation", and "decision making". Together, these analyses demonstrate a convergence of sustainability, participatory governance, and environmental protection, affirming that sustainability now functions as an integrative policy framework encompassing social, economic, and institutional dimensions rather than a purely ecological concern. Future research should deepen the integration of policy evaluation, collaborative governance, and community-based innovation within sustainable tourism development.
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Figures 5. Word Cloud – images to be inserted from original document

Thematic Evolution Analysis
Thematic evolution analysis across four sub-periods reveals a clear paradigmatic progression. During 2001–2010, research was normative and conservation-focused, centering on environmental policy, biodiversity, and sustainable development as foundational governance concepts. The 2011–2015 period introduced social dimensions through community participation, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and climate change, integrating private sector and community agency into the policy discourse. Between 2016–2020, the field became markedly multidisciplinary, with ecosystem services, decision-making processes, and adaptive management reflecting a governance-based and ecologically-informed orientation that sought synergy across social, ecological, and economic domains.
The most recent period, 2021–2025, marks a phase of digital governance and socio-ecological resilience, with topics such as local participation, e-government, leadership, and cross-sector integration of tourism with agriculture and environmental conservation emerging prominently in a post-pandemic context. This trajectory demonstrates the field’s maturation from descriptive environmental policy toward sustainability governance, local empowerment, and technology-driven transformation.

[image: ]
Figure 6. Thematic Evolution

DISCUSSION
Interpretation of Findings
The bibliometric findings confirm a paradigmatic shift in tourism policy research in developing countries from descriptive and normative studies toward more analytical, evaluative, and evidence-based inquiry. Over the past two decades, research has progressively moved beyond localized case studies and policy descriptions, integrating evidence-based policy approaches through frameworks of governance, participation, and sustainability (Hall, 2008; Dredge & Jenkins, 2011; Bentley & Halim, 2024). The co-occurrence network and thematic evolution analyses reveal that core topics such as sustainable development and environmental policy have matured into multidimensional concepts that now encompass ecosystem services, local participation, adaptive decision-making, and digital governance.
The rapid annual growth rate of 20.22% and the high average citation count of 42.32 per document collectively signal that tourism policy evaluation in developing countries has established itself as a high-impact research domain. The absence of single-authored documents and the average of 6.18 co-authors per article underscore the collaborative and interdisciplinary ethos that now characterizes the field. International collaboration anchored by the UK, US, Australia, and China, has driven increases in co-authored output, methodological exchange, and citation impact, progressively extending knowledge transfer toward the Global South (Judijanto et al., 2025; Heriyanto et al., 2024; Mihalic, 2024). This collaboration dynamic is particularly meaningful: as developing countries transition from research subjects to active collaborative partners, the epistemic geography of the field is gradually becoming more balanced, even if asymmetries persist.
Conceptually, these findings illustrate that tourism policy approaches in developing countries are increasingly oriented toward adaptive and inclusive governance. Through the engagement of local communities, the private sector, and government within a participatory framework, tourism policy research contributes to the maturation of sustainability governance models and policy evaluation frameworks that are more contextually grounded, and evidence based. The convergence of sustainability, participatory governance, and environmental protection identified in the keyword analyses suggests that the field is approaching a more integrated and holistic policy paradigm, one capable of reconciling economic development imperatives with social equity and ecological resilience.




Comparison with Previous Bibliometric Studies
The findings of this study are consistent with, and extend, previous bibliometric work in tourism, particularly Ruhanen et al. (2015) and Donthu et al. (2021), which documented global sustainable tourism trends and the shift in focus from economic issues toward sustainability governance. However, unlike those studies, the present research explicitly centers the developing country (Global South) context, which has remained insufficiently examined in comprehensive bibliometric analyses.
Whereas Ruhanen et al. (2015) mapped sustainability research patterns broadly, the findings of this study add an evaluative dimension by foregrounding the policy formulation–implementation–outcomes linkage as elaborated by Hall (2020) and Della Corte et al. (2019). The longitudinal analysis (2001–2025) demonstrates that the evolutionary trajectory of tourism policy research follows global patterns, but with local specificities in institutional constraints, community participation dynamics, and resource limitations that distinguish the developing country context (Telfer & Sharpley, 2015; Yanes et al., 2019). This specificity is not merely empirical but theoretically significant: it suggests that evaluation frameworks developed in and for developed country contexts may require substantial adaptation to be effective in the Global South.
Additionally, this study enriches the literature by connecting tourism policy research with governance theory and public policy evaluation theory. In doing so, it provides a new empirical foundation for future research agendas that are more explicitly comparative and interdisciplinary, moving beyond single-country or single-region analyses toward systematic cross-national examination of policy effectiveness and institutional adaptation.

Emerging Research Themes
The thematic analysis identifies five emerging research themes in the developing country tourism policy literature, each representing a frontier for future empirical and theoretical inquiry:
1) 	Governance and Participation: Public participation has evolved from a normative aspiration to a strategic, empirically measurable component of effective tourism policy. Recent research demonstrates that participatory mechanisms, when well-designed and institutionally supported, significantly improve policy outcomes and community acceptance (Yanes et al., 2019; Reindrawati, 2023). Future work should focus on how participation can be scaled and institutionalized within hierarchical governance structures common in developing countries.
2) Evaluation Frameworks: A growing body of work is developing context-sensitive policy evaluation models that measure effectiveness against measurable social, economic, and environmental indicators, moving beyond input-output assessments toward comprehensive impact evaluation (Hall, 2009; Taplin et al., 2014). Longitudinal and multi-site designs are particularly needed to capture the long-term and cumulative effects of tourism policy interventions.
3)	Digital Tourism Policy: Digital transformation has become a primary catalyst for policy innovation. Issues such as e-government, smart destinations, and data-driven policy making have grown substantially in prominence during 2021–2025, marking the integration of technology into tourism governance systems at both national and local levels (Rodrigues et al., 2022; Kurniawan & Khademi-Vidra, 2024). Research is needed on how digital tools can enhance transparency, accountability, and citizen engagement in tourism governance.
4)	Climate Resilience and Ecosystem Management: A significant body of recent research focuses on adaptive strategies for addressing climate change and environmental degradation through policies grounded in ecosystem services and cross-sector conservation (Bentley & Halim, 2024; Khan et al., 2020). The intersection of tourism policy with climate adaptation frameworks and biodiversity governance constitutes a critical area for future interdisciplinary inquiry.
5)	Policy Innovation: The emergence of public–private collaborative policies, experimental governance models, and data-driven approaches signals a new research direction toward dynamic and uncertainty-adaptive policy innovation (Adekuajo et al., 2023; Zambrano-Mieles et al., 2025). Theoretical frameworks for understanding how policy innovation diffuses across countries and institutional settings in the Global South are still underdeveloped.
These five themes collectively affirm the field’s orientation toward evidence-based policy, interdisciplinary integration, and long-term sustainability, while simultaneously highlighting the governance and methodological gaps that must be addressed to advance both scholarship and practice. They provide a foundation for the development of new conceptual frameworks in sustainable tourism policy and open avenues for more empirical, comparative, and transformative future research.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This study demonstrates that tourism policy research in developing countries has evolved substantially over two decades, shifting from descriptive inquiry toward analytical, evidence-based, and sustainability-oriented approaches. The rapid growth in publication output, thematic diversity, and international collaboration confirms tourism policy evaluation as a strategically significant domain aligned with the SDGs. Theoretically, the findings reinforce the importance of integrating policy evaluation and sustainability governance theories within developing country contexts. Practically, the results offer policymakers a reference for designing more inclusive, participatory, and evidence-based governance frameworks. Despite these contributions, limitations include reliance on Scopus alone, the quantitative nature of bibliometric methods, and the exclusion of non-English publications. Future research should incorporate multiple databases, conduct comparative regional analyses, and blend bibliometric mapping with qualitative reviews to more deeply examine how tourism governance models and policy innovation respond to the diverse socio-economic and environmental challenges across the Global South.
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