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Introduction

The tourism and hospitality industry was ex-
ponentially growing and progressing in in-
novations before the worldwide lockdowns 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Over time, 
increasing numbers of destinations have 
been opening up and investing in tourism 
growth, making modern tourism one of the 
core drivers of socio-economic change. Due 
to the strengthening competition, innovation 
became a crucial element of tourism develop-
ment (Streimikiene, D. et al. 2020). Despite 
the increasing study on dark tourism, there is 
still much to learn about its potential to boost 

the travel and tourism sector after COVID-19. 
Most of the researches ignored dark tourism’s 
inventive and economic contributions to the 
industry’s comeback in favour of concentrat-
ing on its psychological and social elements.

Technological change, governmental at-
titudes and aims, changing regulations (e.g. 
permeability of borders), and evolving cus-
tomer motivations influence the direction of 
tourism development. Thus, various direc-
tions have emerged recently in innovative 
global tourism. Innovation includes new 
things not done before and a recreation of 
existing tourism products to be more com-
petitive. There are different processes forc-
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ing innovation in the tourism industry. In 
our paper, innovation is understood as oc-
curring in three directions. First, innova-
tive mass tourism uses smart tourism tools 
such as digitalization, artificial intelligence, 
5G, and service-oriented robotics. Second, 
technological change has contributed to the 
emergence of a sharing economy in tourism. 
For instance, Airbnb (Cheng, M. and Foley, 
C. 2019; Bresciani, S. et al. 2021) and other 
peer-to-peer platforms pose new and robust 
competition for traditional accommodations 
(e.g. hotels). Third, niche tourism prompts in-
novation. On the one hand, governments con-
sider economic aspects; on the other, they of-
ten focus on social, cultural, or even spiritual 
aspects of tourism. Changing regulations have 
made travel more accessible (i.e. easier, faster, 
and cheaper), contributing to the growing 
number of domestic and international tourists 
(Proos, E. and Hattingh, J. 2022). More and 
more customers seek individualized and per-
sonalized experiences that differ from mass 
tourism. Thus, there is a growing demand for 
niche tourism (Bunghez, C.L. 2021).

The significance of the dark tourism con-
cept can be explained with the help of the 4E 
model which combines four fields: emotions, 
experiences, education, and entertainment 
(Assylkhanova, A. 2022). This model under-
scores the multifaceted nature of dark tourism, 
balancing theoretical concepts with practical 
tourism products (Isaac, R.K. 2022). Moreover, 
other factors such as the growing popularity 
of the co-creation of knowledge and recogni-
tion of the importance of commemoration are 
also significant aspects to be considered when 
planning and implementing tourist activities. 
Dark tourism aims to use underutilized poten-
tial attractions such as battlefields, cemeteries, 
disaster sites, concentration camps, memori-
als, volcano creeks, and killing fields to pro-
vide answers to the challenges concerning the 
abovementioned factors. 

This paper presents a critical review of 
dark tourism literature, which began gain-
ing research interest around 30 years ago 
and is generating increasing curiosity 
among researchers. This paper’s primary 

aim was to analyse the scientific literature 
on dark tourism. Thus, this work identifies 
the state of current dark tourism literature, 
trends in the topics, and areas for future 
research and dark tourism sites. The study 
aims to co-create knowledge about dark 
tourism activity and support cooperative 
education between dark tourism sites and 
academic researchers. Previous studies have 
examined several aspects of dark tourism, 
such as its causes and effects (Sharpley, R. 
and Stone, P.R. 2009; Biran, A. et al. 2011; 
Causevic, S. and Lynch, P. 2011). However, 
there is a knowledge deficit about its imple-
mentation and ramifications in emerging 
markets because these studies mainly con-
centrate on Western contexts. This study fills 
this gap by looking at dark tourism from a 
broader, international viewpoint, enhanc-
ing current research. Recent studies (Cai,  
et al. 2022; Radzevičius, M. 2022) have begun 
to explore the intersection of dark tourism 
and post-pandemic recovery, indicating a 
burgeoning interest that this paper seeks to 
develop further.

This study addresses the following gaps:
 – Comprehensive literature review: Mapping 
the current landscape of dark tourism re-
search to identify prevailing trends and 
gaps.

 – Post-pandemic recovery: Exploring the 
role of dark tourism in the recovery and 
innovation of the tourism industry follow-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic.

 – Sustainable integration: Proposing frame-
works for integrating dark tourism into sus-
tainable tourism practices to enhance eco-
nomic resilience and cultural preservation.
The practical significance of this research 

is twofold. Firstly, dark tourism offers a 
means to transform mindsets and com-
memorate crucial moments in human his-
tory, thereby enriching collective memory 
and cultural heritage. Secondly, in the wake 
of the COVID-19-induced crisis and reces-
sion within the tourism sector, dark tourism 
presents a viable source for economic revi-
talization and innovation, contributing to the 
broader recovery efforts of the industry.
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A review of dark tourism studies

Dark tourism is not a new phenomenon; re-
search began in the 1990s, and its popularity 
has increased, despite most of the relevant 
articles were published after 2010. The rap-
idly expanding body of research should be 
surveyed systematically to provide an over-
view of the state of the art in the field, sup-
porting future studies. We comprehensively 
reviewed existing English-language peer-re-
viewed articles on dark tourism from Scopus, 
Web of Science, and Google Scholar, collect-
ing the data on the year of publication, loca-
tion of university affiliation of the authors, 
research area, study topics and categories, 
and keywords used. We compiled these into 
a database we could use for the data analysis.

Literature review

Articles regarding dark tourism began ap-
pearing in well-cited peer-reviewed journals 
in 1996. However, the number of studies on 
the discussed topic has sharply increased in 
the last decade. The overall trends in fresh 
articles have been more about defining the 
scope of dark tourism; identifying visitors’ 
experiences and emotions at dark tourism 
sites; and political dimensions regarding the 
relationship with collective memory (Buckley, 
R. 2012; Light, D. 2017). Light identified key 
issues and themes in dark tourism and as-
signed priority levels to the individual topics: 
one star for the lowest research priority and 
three for the highest priority (Light, D. 2017). 

Dark tourism research works have con-
centrated on the following directions of the 
currently discussed area: the concept of dark 
tourism itself (Cole, T. 1999; Lennon, J.J. and 
Foley, M. 1999; Lennon, J.J. and Malcolm, 
F. 2002; Lennon, J.J. and Seaton, A.V. 2004; 
Bowman, M. and Pezzullo, P. 2009; Sharpley, 
R. 2009; Sharpley, R. and Stone, P.R. 2009); 
ethical issues related to the living and the 
dead (Cole, T. 1999; Lennon, J.J. and Foley, 
M. 1999; Stone, P.R. 2006; Sharpley, R. 2009; 
Sion, B. 2014); the politics of the dark tour-

ism industry (Sharpley, R. 2009; Causevic, 
S. and Lynch, P. 2011; Carrigan, A. 2015); 
the main motives of visitors (Best, M. 2007; 
Biran, A. et al. 2011; Hyde, K. and Harman, 
S. 2011; Biran, A. and Hyde, K.F. 2013). From 
the literature, there is no globally accepted 
definition of dark tourism or what it encom-
passes. All authors have operated from their 
understandings of and explanations for it. 

Spanning educational purposes to 
thrill-seeking and commemorative motives, 
dark tourism research has examined a vari-
ety of tourist motivations and experiences 
(Biran, A. et al. 2011; Dunkley, R.A. et al. 
2011). At dark tourism sites, visitors fre-
quently experience emotional reactions like 
sadness, curiosity, and excitement. Their 
actions often reveal a complicated interplay 
between sensationalism and sincere com-
memoration (Wight, C.A. and Lennon, J.J. 
2007; Stone, P.R. and Sharpley, R. 2008). 
The management of dark tourism destina-
tions presents particular difficulties on the 
supply side, such as ethical issues regarding 
the depiction of tragedy and the participa-
tion of tourists in delicate historical contexts 
(Ashworth, G.J. 2004; Hartmann, R. 2014). 

Several general patterns and directions 
emerge from the studies we analysed. For 
example, researchers from former colonizing 
countries use ample accessible data to con-
duct comprehensive investigations of dark 
tourism sites within their previous colonies 
(Burroughs, J. 2015; Sharma, N. and Rickly, 
J.M. 2018; Jamalian, M. et al. 2020). Another 
trend is the regretful and commemorative 
writing in Jewish, Polish, and German re-
searchers’ works about the Holocaust (Biran, 
A. et al. 2011; Cohen, E.H. 2011; Bakota, D. 
et al. 2020; Sawczuk, M. 2020), or Ukrainian 
authors’ writings on the Chernobyl nuclear 
accident (Zerva, K. 2017; Bakota, D. et al. 
2020). What is evident from these observa-
tions is that the primary research sites are in 
the past colonies of developed countries, in 
underdeveloped and developing countries, 
and in places that have experienced war or 
other disputes. In the study of dark and dis-
cordant heritage, Ashworth’s work has been 
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essential, especially when analysing how so-
cieties commemorate difficult pasts like slav-
ery (Ashworth, G.J. 2004). In his discussion of 
the function of heritage tourism in presenting 
contested histories, Ashworth draws atten-
tion to the “dissonance” that might occur 
when various groups have divergent inter-
pretations of historical events (Ashworth, 
G.J. and Tunbridge, J.E. 1996). His observa-
tions offer a starting point for comprehending 
the difficulties and moral dilemmas of over-
seeing dark tourism destinations. It is import-
ant to highlight these evident logical research 
tendencies to create groupings related to the 
study areas of the articles on dark tourism. 

Although research on dark tourism has fo-
cused on a variety of historical and cultural set-
tings, slavery history has received a lot of atten-
tion as a critical component of dark tourism in 
Africa, particularly in Ghana. The cultural and 
ethical challenges of portraying this traumatic 
past have been demonstrated by researchers 
such as Yankholmes, A.K.B. and McKercher, 
B. (2015), who have investigated visitors’ expe-
riences and perceptions of slavery heritage sites 
like Ghana’s Cape Coast and Elmina Castles 
(Yankholmes, A.K.B. 2009; Mowatt, R.A. and 
Chancellor, S.H. 2011). Notwithstanding these 
efforts, there is still a demand for more research 
in this field since it does not thoroughly exam-
ine other African countries or relate the broader 
ramifications of slavery tourism to dark tour-
ism practices elsewhere.

Researchers have used both inductive and 
deductive approaches to studies of dark tour-
ism. Some authors apply a specific theory to 
the dark tourism industry (Ivanova, M. and 
Buda, D.M. 2020); others perform standard 
empirical research, reviewing the literature 
to develop hypotheses, conducting the study, 
collecting and analysing the data, and drawing 
generalizations from the results (Hartmann, R. 
2014; Light, D. 2017; Pliakas, T. 2017; Mionel, 
V. 2020; Lim, S. and Kim, J. 2023; Mora Forero, 
J.A. et al. 2023). Ivanova, M. and Buda, D.M. 
(2020) apply Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of 
“rhizomatic thinking” to dark tourism in the 
context of communist heritage; their analysis 
enables openness through a dynamic, hetero-

geneous, non-linear, decentralized approach. 
Rhizomes are networks cutting across bound-
aries of hierarchies, categories and move be-
yond dualistic understandings of concepts or 
legacies. Via rhizomatic thinking, the authors 
connect experiences and memories of com-
munism with the present interpretations of 
communist heritage, exploring the topic as a 
process of shifting connectivity rather than a 
confined and permanent construct. Moreover, 
the importance of historical and cultural mem-
ory in the growth of post-communist tourism 
is highlighted by studies on dark tourism in 
Romania and Bulgaria. Schneider, A. et al. 
(2021) highlight the possibility of targeted 
tourism policies by identifying the variables 
that motivate tourists to visit Romania’s dark 
sites, including the Sighet prison. Mileva, S. 
(2018) examines Bulgaria’s undeveloped dark 
tourism industry, emphasizing the necessity 
of a culturally sensitive strategy that considers 
the country’s distinct historical background. 
Patrichi, I.C. (2013) provides other examples 
of the allure of dark tourism destinations, such 
as Romania’s Merry Cemetery, by shedding 
light on their reflecting and emotional appeal. 
When taken as a whole, these studies highlight 
how the niche might influence post-communist 
identity and economic development.

Furthermore, there have been significant 
deductive contributions to the notion of dark 
tourism. In one, Light, D. (2017) introduces 
the term thanatourism to describe dark tourism 
and tracks the evolution of academic research 
on the topic over the 1996–2016 period. He 
also provides a kind of categorization of sites 
that are analysed in dark and thanatourism 
research. Similarly, Light, Pliakas provides 
a comprehensive content analysis, focusing 
on definitions of dark tourism, theories, and 
dark tourism spots around the globe (Pliakas, 
T. 2017). Hartmann, R. (2014) presents new 
directions in contemporary tourism research 
by investigating previously studied dark tour-
ism concepts, in reviewing the history of the 
field, Hartmann highlights the focus on sites 
with shadowed history. Focusing on devel-
opment possibilities, a group of Colombian 
researchers has prepared an analytical review 
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of the tendencies of dark tourism as a new in-
dustry direction in Cundinamarca, Colombia 
(Moisés, J. et al. 2020).

Starting from the results of the previous 
analyses aims to extend the knowledge of dark 
tourism by updating the time frame and offer-
ing a broader multidimensional perspective 
that includes emerging non-Western markets 
that are often underrepresented in earlier anal-
yses. Unlike Light, D. (2017), and Moisés, J.  
et al. (2020) which focused primarily on the-
matic and conceptual categories, this study 
integrates regional variations and explores 
the role of black tourism recovery after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. By examining the inter-
sections between sustainable tourism practices 
and economic resilience, this study provides a 
new framework for understanding the evolv-
ing impact of dark tourism worldwide. 

The methods for analysing the spheres 
of tourism are diverse, although qualitative 
methods are used most often (Wight, C.A. 
2006; Biran, A. and Hyde, K.F. 2013; Friedrich, 
M. and Johnston, T. 2013). Commonly, the 
studies are conducted as observations of tour-
ists’ behaviours and in-depth interviews; ex-
tensive surveys are not particularly popular in 
dark tourism papers (Wight, C.A. 2006; Biran, 
A. and Hyde, K.F. 2013). One additional quali-
tative method in dark tourism research is criti-
cism of secondary textual materials (Lennon, 
J.J. and Foley, M. 1999) such as books, travel 
blogs, movies (Zerva, K. 2017; Bakota, D. 
et al. 2020), and website content including 
social media posts (Bertoldi, D. et al. 2020; 
Kerr, M.M. et al. 2020; Wyatt, B. et al. 2021). 
Compared to the previously published review 
articles, our research has a different focus on 
analysing regional differences. Moreover, by 
using Light’s (2017) research as a starting 
point, we aim to logically categorize topics. In 
addition, we explore the connection between 
various dark tourism-related topics. 

Data and methods

With this study, our aim was to categorize and 
sort the currently available literature regarding 

dark tourism and highlight the gaps in the re-
search. The sources of the articles obtained for 
this study were Scopus, Web of Science, and 
Google Scholar. For this research, we considered 
both touristic and non-tourism and hospitality 
journals. We collected peer-reviewed articles 
written in English and research in various other 
languages with translated abstracts to English 
from 1996 to 2024 (first quarter). We collected 
the sample data over a reasonably limited period 
because the main aim was to show the patterns 
and trends in the research on dark tourism rath-
er than discuss details of each empirical study 
and identify gaps in the literature.

Regarding data availability, Google Scholar is 
open to everyone, whereas the other two were 
available through our institution’s subscriptions. 
We identified a final number of 519 papers on 
dark tourism, which served as the only search 
term; adding more search terms would have in-
evitably yielded more results, but we wanted 
to focus solely on the results on dark tourism. 
For each paper, in a database created with the 
following fields: the title, location of affiliation 
of authors, the study area of the paper, year of 
publication, top-cited articles, top productive 
journals in dark tourism studies, keywords, 
whether the author was internal or external to 
the site being studied, and the abstract. 

As stated in A review of dark tourism studies 
section, previous researchers have used quali-
tative methods such as observations of tourists’ 
behaviours and in-depth interviews and quanti-
tative methods such as clustering subtopics. We 
analysed review articles published from 1996 
to 2024 applying qualitative methods. First, we 
sorted the collected review data for input into an 
Excel tool called Pivot Table to produce graphs, 
maps, and tables for analysis; we also compiled 
a categorization table that emerged from the 
document analysis. Each heading is derived 
from a combination of the NVivo word cloud 
of the keywords in the works reviewed. 

Results

Here we present and discuss the study find-
ings according to our three main groupings. 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Avital%20Biran
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For descriptive analysis we have statistically 
processed the data; analysing the year of pub-
lication and the university affiliation of the 
authors, the study area, and the geographical 
relation of the authors to the study area. Last 
but not least, we also analyse the connection 
between the keywords and research topics.

Year of publication and authors’ location of 
university affiliation

In 30 years, 519 published peer-reviewed arti-
cles related to dark tourism were included in 
Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. 
In the first decade, there were fewer than ten 
studies because dark tourism as an industry 
sector was not yet recognized at all. Between 
2001 and 2010, there were slightly more sci-
entific papers about dark tourism (36), but 
the highest interest in dark tourism and its 
constituents has been observed in the last 
decade. Rapid growth in the amount of work 
is connected to different reasons that will be 
discussed later in this paper. 

One of the crucial factors in the analysis is 
the settings of the dark tourism studies and the 
authors’ university locations; this elucidates 
the global interest in dark tourism research.  

Figure 1 presents the top 10 authors’ university 
locations of dark tourist studies. We counted  
71 authors’ university locations among the  
519 papers.

Two main groups of countries emerge from 
the analysis: the first one is where most of the 
research funds, opportunities, and infrastruc-
tures are concentrated, while the countries in 
the second experienced events that can be the 
basis of dark tourism activities. Figure 1 presents 
countries that have been researching the topic 
of dark tourism for the last thirty years. Five 
countries are in Europe, and the United States, 
and Australia. The European nations are the de-
veloped countries, the remainings are countries 
that have suffered various forms of brutality, 
mass mortality, or other violent events in their 
history. There were also a small number of ar-
ticles by multiple authors collaborating from 
varying countries. Figure 2 presents a Leopold 
matrix of articles released yearly from 1996 to 
2024 in the top ten author source countries.

Publications on dark tourism increased in 
number over time. The UK, the United States, 
and Australia were the first countries where 
dark tourism was considered independently 
before 2011. It can be stated that 2011 marks the 
take-off point of the global scientific interest in 
dark tourism itself. 

Fig. 1. Top 10 authors’ university locations of dark tourism-related articles. Source: Elaborated by the authors
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Targeted study areas and their internal/external 
relation to the university affiliation of authors

In addition to knowing the location of the uni-
versity affiliation of authors of dark tourism-
related articles, it was essential to see the in-
vestigation target countries. Figure 3 presents 
a world map highlighted to reflect regions 
analysed in the last three decades; the colours 
reflect the intensity of research output based 
on the number of published articles (darker 
colour means more articles). The United King-
dom, the United States, and China produced 
darkest tourism papers, from 16 to 40 on a 
particular study area. There was a moderate 
number of papers on sites in Australia, Indo-
nesia, Japan, the Central European states, and 
Turkey, and there were few sites investigated 

in Canada, African countries, Central Asia, 
and some Western European states. The map 
visually highlights the research gaps in grey 
as undetected dark tourism sites. We note that 
the authors of 135 articles examined the dark 
tourism industry worldwide rather than in 
particular locations. Most of these articles are 
theoretical or conceptual papers, that mention 
specific locations as examples but have not 
conducted any particular empirical research. 

Figure 4 presents the number of works 
produced based on whether the author was 
internal or external to the study area. It was 
considered an indicator of unevenness (e.g. 
centre-periphery relations) in producing scien-
tific output within dark tourism as a research 
topic. We consider an author internal if their 
institutional affiliation was in the same country 

Fig. 2. Number of articles by year of publication and the origin of authors by countries (top 10). 
Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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Fig. 3. World map of the dark tourism study areas in this review. Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Fig. 4. Internality and externality of the authors to the analysed region (top 10). Source: Elaborated by the authors.

where their study located and external if it was 
outside the country. Only the affiliations were 
considered; i.e. the authors’ nationalities were 
not analysed since these data are often unavail-

able. Only the first authors were analysed – but 
according to our survey, in most cases, the lists 
of authors were entirely internal (59.3%) or ex-
ternal (34.9%). The figure shows that the UK is 
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the leader in publishing articles on dark tour-
ism themes in all aspects: external, internal, 
and mixed study areas (a combination of in-
ternal and external). Overall, authors from the 
UK, the United States, Australia, and Germany 
studied areas outside their own countries; in 
the remainder of the top 10 countries, authors 
studied dark tourism within their own coun-
tries. We suggest that the first four states, being 
developed Western nations, simply have more 
resources and possibilities to conduct and pub-
lish research worldwide. 

Most cited articles and their brief content

To understand the overall trends, topics, and 
comprehension of the highly cited articles, we 
have compiled Table 1 of the top 10 most cited 
articles in dark tourism research (as per Web 
of Science, Google Scholar, and Scopus). The 
leader in this list is Philip R. Stone with his 
article “A dark tourism spectrum: Towards a 
typology of death and macabre related tourist 
sites, attractions, and exhibitions” published 
in 2006 in Tourism. This article discusses the 
concept of dark tourism and proposes a typol-
ogy to categorize various dark tourism sites 
based on their intensity and characteristics. 
Stone introduces the idea of a “spectrum” to 
illustrate the varying degrees of darkness as-
sociated with different tourist sites and attrac-
tions related to death and the macabre. 

The second cited article in the list is “Dark 
tourism” by John J. Lennon. He reviews two 
decades of research on dark tourism and 
thanatourism, highlighting key themes and 
debates (Lennon, J.J. 2017a). The article eval-
uates the definitions, ethical issues, political 
dimensions, demand, management, and re-
search methods related to dark tourism, and 
argues that dark tourism often overlaps with 
heritage tourism. Whereas, Light reviews aca-
demic research on dark tourism and thana-
tourism over 20 years, focusing on definitions, 
ethical issues, and the differentiation between 
dark tourism and heritage tourism (Light, D. 
2017). He critiques the progress made and 
identifies future research directions. 

The next popular paper in dark tourism re-
search is “Consuming dark tourism: A thana-
tological perspective” by Stone and Sharpley, 
where the authors explore dark tourism con-
sumption through a thanatological lens, exam-
ining how socio-cultural attitudes towards mor-
tality influence the demand for dark tourism 
(Stone, P.R. and Sharpley, R. 2008). They pro-
pose a model to understand the consumption 
patterns and motivations of tourists engaging 
with sites associated with death and disaster. 

It is crucial to state that Stone is the author 
has made significant contribution to the body 
of research in dark tourism. Almost half of the 
top ten cited articles were written by Stone. He 
is the editor of the Dark Tourism Forum. His 
research interests include the consumption of 
dark tourism within contemporary society. In 
2012, Stone examined how dark tourism medi-
ates the relationship between life and death in 
modern society (Stone, P.R. 2012). The paper 
argues that dark tourism sites serve as mediat-
ing institutions that help individuals construct 
meanings of mortality (539 citations).

It is also crucial that there are several re-
view papers among top cited studies. One 
of them is the work of Rudi Hartmann, who 
focuses on the management of heritage sites 
associated with death and disaster, discuss-
ing new concepts and research directions in 
dark tourism and thanatourism (Hartmann, 
R. 2014). The paper examines the dissonance 
in heritage tourism management and the ge-
ography of memory. 

There are two case studies on the list (see 
Table 1). Strange and Kempa compared the 
tourist experiences at two former prisons, 
Alcatraz and Robben Island, and discussed 
the multiple shades of dark tourism (Strange, 
C. and Kempa, M. 2003). The authors explored 
how these sites are marketed and interpret-
ed, considering the influence of memory 
managers and tourist expectations. Foley 
and Lennon explore dark tourism related to 
President John F. Kennedy’s life and death, 
focusing on the media’s role and the dilem-
mas faced by curators and staff at related sites 
(Foley, M. and Lennon, J.J. 1996). The paper 
examines how assassination sites are present-
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Table 1. Top 10 most cited articles in dark tourism research

Article Year of 
publication Journal Author(s) Citations Type of 

article
A dark tourism spectrum: To-
wards a typology of death and 
macabre related tourist sites, 
attractions, and exhibitions

2006

Tourism: An 
Interdisciplinary 
International 
Journal

Stone, P.R. 1608 Research

Dark tourism 2017

Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of 
Criminology and 
Criminal Justice

Lennon, J.J. 661 Review

Progress in dark tourism and 
thanatourism research: An un-
easy relationship with heritage 
tourism

2017 Tourism 
Management Light, D. 660 Review

Consuming dark tourism:  
A thanatological perspective 2008 Annals of Tourism 

Research
Stone, P.R. and 
Sharpley, R. 596 Research

Dark tourism and significant 
other death: Towards a model 
of mortality mediation

2012 Annals of Tourism 
Research Stone, P.R. 583 Research

Dark tourism, thanatourism, 
and dissonance in heritage 
tourism management: New 
directions in contemporary 
tourism research

2014 Journal of Heritage 
Tourism Hartmann, R. 376 Review

Shades of dark tourism: Alcatraz 
and Robben Island 2003 Annals of Tourism 

Research
Strange, C. and 
Kempa, M. 343 Research

JFK and dark tourism: A fascina-
tion with assassination 1996 International Journal 

of Heritage Studies
Foley, M. and 
Lennon, J.J. 288 Research

Educational dark tourism at an 
in populo site: The Holocaust 
Museum in Jerusalem 

2010 Annals of Tourism 
Research Cohen, E.H. 222 Research

Dark tourism: Morality and new 
moral spaces. 2009 Channel View 

Publications Stone, P.R. 168 Research

ed and interpreted by tourists. This paper was 
one of the first dark tourism-related studies. 

The ninth most frequently referenced ar-
ticle belongs to Erik Cohen, who introduces 
the term “in populo” to describe dark tour-
ism sites at the population centres of those 
affected by a tragedy (Cohen, E.H. 2011). The 
study focuses on Yad Vashem, the Holocaust 
memorial museum in Jerusalem, and dis-
cusses such sites’ educational impact and 
authenticity. One more conceptual article by 
Stone closes the list of widely cited articles 
(168 citations). Author delves into the moral 
implications and ethical challenges posed by 
dark tourism, exploring how it creates new 

“moral spaces” for interpreting death and 
suffering within tourism contexts (Stone, 
P.R. 2009). It also critically examines the rela-
tionship between dark tourism sites, visitors, 
and the societal representations of mortality.

Top leading journals publishing dark tourism 
papers

The field of dark tourism, which explores 
travel to places associated with death, trag-
edy, and macabre, has attracted great aca-
demic interest in recent years. The main 
engine of this progress is the publication of 
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high-quality studies in the most prestigious 
journals. These journals provide a platform 
for scholars to disseminate their findings 
and shape debates by highlighting emerging 
trends, theoretical advances, and case studies 
around the world. Having examined the con-
tributions of these prominent publications, 
researchers can gain an in-depth understand-
ing of the current state and future direction of 
dark tourism research. The five leading jour-
nals and their H-index is shown in Figure 5.

The Annals of Tourism Research is the lead-
ing journal in publishing dark tourism-related 
studies, known for its high impact and rigor-
ous selection process. Tourism Management is 
the second most productive journal (22 pa-
pers). Current Issues in Tourism ranks third in 
the articles published on dark tourism. The 
Journal of Heritage Tourism (16 papers) and 
Tourism Geographies (12 papers) round out 
the top five, highlighting their contributions 
to the field with a substantial number of pub-
lished papers. Notably, the leading two jour-
nals are published by Elsevier, whereas the 
other three by Taylor & Francis.

Keyword analysis and categorization of 
the articles by topics

We analysed the articles based on the key-
words to define the popularity of research 
topics within dark tourism. NVivo analytic 
software was used to produce a word cloud of 
the list of keywords from all articles (Figure 6). 
The words in orange were the most often used: 
dark tourism, experience, death, war, and her-
itage. All of the words below are closely related 
to the topic of the review paper. They describe 
the essence of the articles on dark tourism. 

Because one of our main aims with this ar-
ticle was to categorize research on dark tour-
ism, we created a different categorization 
compared to Light’s (2017) analysis which 
gives a more comprehensive mode to under-
stand research made on dark tourism and 
highlights several research gaps. The reason 
for the changes is on the one hand, that new 
categories emerged from studies published 
following Light’s review of the dark tourism 
literature. On the other hand, recent literature 
also identified previously unused categories. 

Fig. 5. Leading journals in publishing research on dark tourism (top 5). Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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Finally, the number of previous categories 
was too high, and different scales and logic 
were applied. For example, some categories 
were defined based on a single event, while 
others included multiple events and locations 
that were connected thematically. We present 
the findings in Table 2. To save space, we do 
not list every article that fits in a category. It is 
also essential to highlight, that an article can 
be classified into multiple categories.

Before we began our review, an important 
issue was what would constitute the initial 
requirements for considering a paper topic 
in a particular category; we determined that 
a category required at least five papers. One 
category, the role of social media in dark tour-
ism, contained only four papers. However, 
social media has a crucial role in the modern 
world, and emerging research direction, so 
we considered it equivalent to the other cat-
egories. Another significant matter that arose 
because – as we mentioned above – some 
articles could be included in more than one 
category. We were interested in the intercon-
nections that answer to the actual core ideas 
and what drives the research of dark tourism 
literature. Therefore, we created a connection 
web. Figure 7 visually presents the connec-
tions among the papers studied in this review. 

We agreed to place a paper with two multi-
ple possible categories into just one if the core 
words in that category were mentioned in 
the article’s topic; if the list of keywords con-
tained core words from both categories, we 
considered the article to be in both categories.

Keywords from the titles and abstracts of 
the research papers were analysed to deter-
mine any interconnections between the catego-
ries mentioned before. It was crucial to show 
that the topics are interrelated to explain the 
dark tourism processes widely. According to 
the analytical framework, the connections web 
illustrates that the 4E (experience, emotion, 
education, and entertainment) have central ar-
rangements among the topics. The strongest 
connections can be observed between motiva-
tions and experience. Further, war and mem-
ory are often connected. Not surprisingly, the 
most frequently analysed topics have more 
connections to other categories.

Discussion

As stated in A review of dark tourism studies 
section, although there were attempts to 
categorize published articles on dark tour-
ism by research topic; further analysis was 

Fig. 6. Word cloud of the keywords in the studies in this review. Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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needed in this direction. This study offers 
several distinctive contributions compared 
to prior reviews of publications on dark tour-
ism. First of all, it provides a more up-to-date 
analysis, encompassing themes and trends 
that have surfaced recently. The paper offers 
a comprehensive, coherent framework that 
considers recent advancements in the disci-
pline by methodically classifying research 
subjects beyond specific events or places. It 
also provides a more inclusive viewpoint by 
highlighting significant geographical and 
thematic gaps, such as the underrepresenta-
tion of regions like post-communist countries 
(Patrichi, I.C. 2013; Mileva, S. 2018), Africa, 
and Latin America. To demonstrate interdis-
ciplinary opportunities and the possibility of 
further investigation, the study also graphi-
cally depicts the thematic linkages among 
dark tourism subjects (see Figure 7). 

Our aim was to create a categorization 
that includes the new topics and does not 
establish categories based on a single event 
or location. On our own, we identified 20 cat-
egories from among 428 studies. Generally, 
we found that mass publication in dark tour-
ism research started in earnest in 2011 and 
increased extensively after 2016. According 
to Buckley, R. (2012) and Light, D. (2017), 
themes such as definitions and scope of dark 
tourism, ethical debates, collective mem-
ory issues, motives for visiting dark spots, 
and visitors’ experiences were the highest  
research priority between 2006 and 2016.  
A very high-priority topic emerged during 
our research on dark tourism: war and con-
flict zones. Current conflicts such as the ones 
in Israel and Ukraine will change the state of 
affairs when they end, but we do not have 
clear evidence for new destinations and di-
rections in dark tourism. However, we be-
lieve it is likely that Bucha and Azovstal are 
potential destinations for dark tourism in the 
category of war zones where human rights 
were violated.

Following Duncan Light’s influential 
work in 2017, several reviews have further 
explored emerging trends and gaps in dark 
tourism research, which could add signifi-
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cant depth to this manuscript. For instance, 
a bibliometric study on the evolution of dark 
tourism was presented by Mora Forero, J.A., 
Nieto Mejia, J. and León-Gómez, A. (2023), 
with particular attention to the reasons be-
hind tourist visits, moral dilemmas, and the 
cultural significance of locations connected 
to tragedy and death. This study shows that 
there is a growing interest among academics 
in comprehending the ethical issues of dark 
tourism, especially when it comes to places 
like concentration camps and disaster sites 
(Mora Forero, J.A. et al. 2023). Expanding on 
this, Shekhar and Valeri (2022), who looked 
at the study trajectory of dark tourism, there 
was a noticeable surge in publications during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which suggests that 
themes of mortality and memorialization are 

becoming a growing trend. This paper addi-
tionally stresses knowledge clustering and 
network analysis in dark tourism research, 
mapping academic collaboration with tools 
like Sci2 and Gephi. Shekhar and Valeri also 
emphasized the significance of investigating 
dark tourism’s sociocultural, psychological, 
and ethical aspects and advocated for greater 
regional and cultural variety in the industry 
(Shekhar, A. and Valeri, M. 2022).

In analysing the categories by the key-
words used, the categories identified by 
previous studies were the most popular. 
Visualizing the connection between the 
categories also highlights possible research 
directions, and the combinations of multi-
ple categories could enable us to grasp the 
complexity of dark tourism. Furthermore, 

Fig. 7. Connection between categories of dark tourism. Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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the underrepresentation of postcolonial or 
post-socialist studies is also reflected in the 
thematic connections since these categories 
are not embedded in the wider net of topics. 

One of the essential aims of this paper 
was to identify research gaps in the litera-
ture on dark tourism (Borén, T. and Gentile, 
M. 2007). Generally, identified gaps can be 
divided into three groups of understudied 
topics. First of all, there are territorial gaps. 
Figure 3 shows countries with no dark tour-
ism studies (coloured in grey). Historically, 
there has been tremendous suffering in 
Africa, Latin America, and Central Asia, and 
these areas offer many sites for dark tour-
ism. For instance, Africa can be studied in the 
context of slavery tourism, which has been 
explored in numerous studies. Scholars like 
Yankholmes and McKercher have exten-
sively examined slavery heritage in Ghana 
(Yankholmes, A.K.B. and McKercher, B. 
2015), alongside other studies focusing on 
the representation and remembrance of 
slavery across various heritage sites (Beech, 
J. 2008; Yankholmes, A.K.B. 2009; Mowatt, 
R.A. and Chancellor, S.H. 2011). 

Latin American states could be case stud-
ies for tourism in dangerous postcolonial 
zones, and Central Asia and Eastern Europe 
historically are the cores of post-socialist and 
communist frames of reference (Cristiana, 
P.I. 2013; Mileva, S. 2018; Schneider, A. et al. 
2021) based on factors such as built environ-
ment, exploitation, violation, and conquer-
ing. The second group of gaps can be called 
topic gaps (analytical framework gaps). We 
identified the following topics as little seen 
in the current research body: postcolonial 
context in dark tourism (Carrigan, A. 2015), 
use of communist heritages in dark tourism 
(Borén, T. and Gentile, M. 2007; Mileva, S. 
2018), terrorism-related research, and social 
media links have not been elucidated insuf-
ficiently. Thirdly, interconnections shown 
on the connections web would be helpful to 
observe which topics are poorly studied in 
an interdisciplinary manner. 

By showing how locations connected to 
trauma, humiliation, or conflict can produce 

or reinforce conflicting memories and nar-
ratives, Ashworth’s work has been essen-
tial in exploring the function of “dissonant 
heritage” in dark tourism (Ashworth, G.J. 
2008). His studies of dark heritage and slav-
ery heritage broaden our knowledge of how 
challenging histories are portrayed and un-
derstood for various audiences, which can 
enhance our examination of heritage tourism 
in postcolonial settings and conflict areas. 
Since Ashworth highlights the management 
of intricate historical narratives at dark tour-
ism sites and raises the possibility of educa-
tion and reconciliation, this viewpoint meets 
the gaps in our study (Ashworth, G.J. and 
Hartmann, R. 2005).

Due to the complex meanings of dark tour-
ism, extending analyses to these understud-
ied regions and topics could benefit educa-
tion on the events and provide the basis for a 
shared understanding and commemoration. 
To this end, an increasing role of internal 
authors would be also beneficial to fulfil the 
potentials (emotions and experiences, edu-
cation and entertainment) of dark tourism.

Dark tourism connects interdisciplinary 
directions regarding its touristic and service 
object qualities. According to Isaac, R.K. 
(2022), this is an emerging subject in the anal-
ysis of dark tourism, but further research is 
needed to grasp the various types of visitors 
and experiences and the diversity of mean-
ings associated with tragic events. Our study 
supports this statement by highlighting re-
gional and thematic gaps in the existing body 
of literature.

Conclusions

Dark tourism is an intangible product aimed 
at commemorating and co-creating knowl-
edge. It is an essential tool in cooperative 
education because evolving popularity al-
lows forgotten history to be revised and 
transferred to the public. With this paper, 
we demonstrated a considerable gap in the 
research on the dark tourism industry, and 
we offer unique ideas concerning tourism 
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development. By highlighting this issue, we 
hope this research will provide future poten-
tial study topics. As highlighted in the dis-
cussion part, several development pathways 
offer unique ideas concerning tourism devel-
opment, but these are not being addressed in 
the literature: For example, speaking about 
death camps, forced labour camps, and other 
dark events in East European and Central 
Asian countries is crucial, and dark tourism 
with communist heritage and postcolonial 
context is less studied. It would not only pro-
vide valuable contributions to the scientific 
work on the topic but could also contribute 
to wider social and political aims.

This paper’s main empirical contribution 
is mapping the most common dark tourism 
study themes and identifying their intercon-
nections. Our updated classification of dark 
tourism research offers a framework for com-
prehending the field’s changing geography. 
Further investigation into the relationships 
between dark tourism and social, cultural, 
and political goals is also encouraged by this 
article, especially in post-conflict and post-
communist settings.

It is important to highlight the primary 
limitation of this paper, which is that we only 
searched one term “dark tourism”; we would 
have inevitably retrieved more articles if we 
had used more search terms. So far, there 
are only a few reviews on overall dark tour-
ism studies, thus, our reference point was 
Duncan Light’s (2017) prototype; we revised 
the existing categorization and analysed the 
connections between research topics. The 
main contributions of this research are the 
following: the most often discussed research 
topics and their connections are identified, 
and the uneven geography of the studies is 
highlighted. Based on these findings, several 
possible directions for future research are 
indicated. Besides the above, another pos-
sible study topic concerns the circumstances 
around the emergence of the novel corona-
virus infection. As is known, the first per-
son infected with COVID-19 was identified 
in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China. Experts 
claim that the illness was traced to Wuhan’s 

wet market (Le Page, M. 2021; Xiao, X. et al. 
2021). Considering this background, Wuhan 
could be viewed as a possible dark tourist 
site – creating a new category: pandemic-
related destinations.
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