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A B S T R A C T   

COVID-19 caused a shockwave in all facets of the contemporary tourism industry, triggering a surge in relevant 
research. Responding to the sheer magnitude of the event, and the plethora of research opportunities, scholars 
have been investigating the pandemic from an array of perspectives, at both a micro and macro level. With the 
aim of advancing the existing conceptual capital, this study uses a systematic integrative review to summarize, 
critique and synthesize the COVID-19-related studies published in hospitality and tourism journals; it identifies 
important gaps and highlights a future research agenda. We select 362 articles relevant to our analysis and 
conduct our research using VOSviewer visualization software. Findings, of particular interest and importance to 
scholars, illuminate thematic areas that may stimulate further research endeavors.   

1. Introduction 

Hospitality and tourism (henceforth, H&T) research is experiencing a 
renaissance caused by an unexpected event, COVID-19. The pandemic, 
which paralyzed the industry’s sectors at a global scale, causing 
devastating and still rising economic and operational externalities, 
inspired an unprecedented research explosion (Sigala, 2020). Indica-
tively, in the first 14 months since the outbreak of the pandemic back in 
December of 2019, more than 400 articles have been published in H&T 
journals: a remarkable feat considering academia’s normally weak 
performance in reflecting current events. Seeing these cataclysmic 
events unfolding in front of a global audience, a number of scholars have 
taken the opportunity to investigate the impact of the pandemic from an 
array of perspectives. 

COVID-19 is by nature a transformational event, thus bearing the 
ability to significantly change both the industry’s strategic and opera-
tional norms and the specificities of relevant research. Reflecting on the 
above, and by espousing Elsbach and Knippenberg’s (2020, p. 1277) 
notion that integrative literature reviews “are among the most useful 
vehicles for advancing knowledge and furthering research in a topic 
domain”, this research note aims to: a) provide a brief visual description 
of the COVID-19-related work published in H&T journals, and b) via 
synthesis and integration, to identify existing research gaps and suggest 
an agenda for future research. In line with the conceptual reflections of 
Furunes (2019), our work goes well beyond a mere description of 
existing literature by elaborating on ideas that could identify new 

research opportunities and thus drive relevant future research. 

2. Methodology 

Despite an absence of widely accepted standards, especially in the 
field of H&T (Furunes, 2019), we turn to an integrative literature review 
as a systematic and appropriate way of conducting our study. Furunes 
also states that such reviews tend to a) include articles that utilize a 
variety of methodologies, and b) espouse a specific methodology out-
lining how the review was performed. Reflecting on the study’s purpose, 
the following three research objectives were set: a) to explore the 
emerging COVID-19 themes in H&T literature, b) to illustrate the evo-
lution of COVID-19 research in H&T since the outbreak of the pandemic 
by identifying research trends, and c) to develop a visualization of 
bibliographic coupling. 

An extensive search of the Scopus database revealed 417 COVD-19- 
related articles published in H&T peer-reviewed journals (English lan-
guage only) between December 1st, 2019 and March 7th, 2021. The 
search terms utilized (i.e., terms included in the publication’s title, ab-
stract and/or keywords) were “COVID-19” and “Hospitality or Tourism 
industry”. The prescribed systematic screening procedure used to refine 
our search results, and ensure the validity of the study, reflecting both 
inclusion (mentioned above) and exclusion criteria (e.g., direct rele-
vance to the H&T industry), yielded 362 articles that fit our research 
purposes. Fifty-five articles were excluded on the grounds of being un-
related with the H&T industry, despite including the specific terms in 
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their abstract, title, etc. Relevant information pertaining to the “title”, 
“year of publication”, “author(s) name”, “affiliations”, “keywords”, 
“abstract”, “journal” and “citation count” was exported from the system 
for subsequent analysis, using VOSviewer visualization software. 

3. Findings 

Reflecting on our first objective to explore emerging COVID-19 
themes in H&T literature, a network map of co-occurrence of the 
terms in the title and abstract of recorded papers was developed (see 
Fig. 1). We note that each node is associated with a specific term and its 
size indicates the frequency of occurrence in all 362 documents included 
in our analysis. The curved links between nodes indicate co-occurrence 
in the same publication, the thickness denotes the strength of this 
relationship, and the in-between distance, the relatedness of the links. 
Nodes with common attributes are assigned to color-coded clusters; an 
exercise ideal for identifying different conceptual subfields and notable 
gaps, thus highlighting an agenda for future research. 

As exhibited in Figs. 1 and 2, three distinct clusters were revealed 
from this analysis. The first cluster, coded in green, revolves around the 
pandemic’s impact on the industry with the most frequent keywords 
being “pandemic”, “impact”, “crisis”, “health”, “safety” and “economy”. 
The second cluster, coded in red, entails keywords relevant to the in-
dustry in the post-COVID era. Indicative terms included in this cluster 
are “post-COVID”, “development”, “change”, “opportunity”, “sustain-
ability” and “challenge”. Finally, the third cluster, coded in blue, is 
related to research on the pandemic’s effect on tourist perceptions, 
including terms like “study”, “research”, “analysis”, “model”, “percep-
tion”, “intention”, “attitude”, “behavior” and “practical implications”. 

Our second objective was to illustrate the evolution, over time, of 
COVID-19 research in H&T by identifying research trends that may 
inform future studies. For such a purpose, an overlay visualization map 
(see Fig. 3) of co-occurrence of the terms in the title and abstract of 
recorded papers over time was developed. The size of the circles in-
dicates the frequency of the term’s appearance, whereas the distance 
between two circles indicates their correlation. The overlay color de-
notes the average publication year of the papers that include the specific 
term. In our figure, the terms colored blue indicate studies published 
early on in the pandemic, whereas yellow terms represent endeavors 
with a more recent publication date. 

The visualization map that was developed indicates that studies 
focused on “change”, “opportunities”, “post COVID”, and “future” ten-
ded to be published in the early stages of the pandemic. In contrast, 
studies revolving around “model”, “data”, “practical implications”, 
“behavior” and “attitudes” were those more recently published. It is 
clear that relevant research in this field has evolved considerably over 
the past 14 months, with early studies—at the time unaware of the 
severity and magnitude of the pandemic—focusing on the potentially 
vast opportunities for sustainability, transformation and operational 
change. This narrative saw the pandemic as a transient event that could 
nevertheless substantially change the industry’s deeply rooted opera-
tional paradigms, thus the focus was primarily on the post-COVID-19 
era. We note that most of these early studies were of a conceptual na-
ture, due to the paucity of data at the time, and were based on the 
theoretical foundations of existing literature on pandemics, crisis 

Fig. 1. Network map of co-occurrence of terms in the title and abstract of recorded papers. 
Note: Minimum number of occurrences of a term = 10 (109 terms). 

Fig. 2. Clusters of most frequent terms in COVID-19 research in H&T (Green, Red and Blue). 
Note: Wordclouds were developed using a free online software tool at https://www.wordclouds.com. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure 
legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.) 
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Fig. 3. Overlay map of co-occurrence of terms in the title and abstract of recorded papers over the time.  

Fig. 4a. Bibliographic coupling of H&T 
COVID-19 papers (weight=number of cita-
tions). 
Note: The weight of the publication reflects 
the number of citations. Ninety-one articles 
with a minimum of five citations were 
included in this analysis (only first authors 
are named). Nine articles with a total 
strength of 0 (not connected to each other) 
were also excluded from the diagram, thus 
reducing the total number included in our 
bibliographic coupling visualization to 82. 
The top five publications with the greatest 
number of citations are presented in the 
table.   

Fig. 4b. Bibliographic coupling of H&T 
COVID-19 papers (weight=total link strength). 
Note: Our second version of bibliographic 
coupling is based on Total Link Strength. 
Ninety-one out of 362 articles met the 
threshold of minimum five citations. Nine 
articles with a total strength of 0 (not con-
nected to each other) were also excluded 
from the diagram, thus reducing the total 
number included in our bibliographic 
coupling visualization to 82. The top five 
documents with the greatest total link 
strength are presented in the table (only first 
authors are named).   
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management and recovery.1 

As the uncertainty caused by the pandemic persisted, a shift in 
scholars’ thematic focus and interest became evident. The impact and 
detrimental effects of the event came to the forefront, with studies 
exploring related topics from diverse perspectives, with a focus on the 
risks and challenges for the industry’s operations, its employees, and its 
customers. Subsequently, and with ever-increasing primary data at the 
disposal of the academic community, studies began to empirically 
explore attitudes and behaviors, develop relevant models, and highlight 
implications for both hospitality operations and tourism destinations. 

Finally, our third objective was to further dissect the intellectual 
structure of the domain by identifying the publications with the highest 
contribution to the body of COVID-19 literature via a bibliographic 
coupling approach. Bibliographic coupling—the opposite of co-citation, 
which was deemed unsuitable for our purposes2—exists when two 
publications cite the same third publication. This approach provides, via 
a cluster method, an in-depth overview of the mapping of a specific 
scientific domain by identifying how scholars synthesize knowledge and 
construct links in existing literature (Biscaro & Giupponi, 2014; Jar-
neving, 2007), whereas Glanzel and Czerwon (1996) argue that this is 
considered ideal at the early stages of a discipline’s evolution, especially 
when highly cited publications are not yet available. According to Van 
Eck and Waltman (2014, p. 287) “the larger the number of references 
two publications have in common, the stronger the bibliographic 

coupling relation between the publications”. As exhibited in Fig. 4a and 
b, each circle represents a publication, with larger circles indicating 
those with greater importance. Depending on how the weight of each 
publication is calculated, the size of the circle represents either the 
power derived from bibliographic citations (Fig. 4a), or the total link 
strength of coupling (Fig. 4b). The closeness of the publications suggests 
citing of the same journals, whereas the color-coded clusters indicate a 
strong relationship between them. 

Eighty-two publications are included in our bibliographic coupling 
visualization. With regards to citations, the top five articles, up to March 
2021, were Gössling et al. (2020; n = 322), Hall et al. (2020; n = 91), 
Sigala (2020; n = 81), Higgins-Desbiolles (2020; n = 78) and Yang et al. 
(2020; n = 63). Nevertheless, the top five articles with the stronger 
bibliographic coupling relationship were Li et al. (2021; total link 
strength = 39.00), Gössling et al. (2020; total link strength = 32.00), 
Zheng et al. (2021; total link strength = 32.00), Hall et al. (2020; total 
link strength = 29.00), and Kaushal and Srivastava (2021; total link 
strength = 24.71). Similarities are also evident in relation to the pre-
viously presented network map for the co-occurrence of terms. In 
particular, the red cluster includes publications relevant to the indus-
try’s post-COVID-19 era, the green, to the pandemic’s impact, and the 
blue contains research related to themes connected to tourist percep-
tions, attitudes and behavior. 

4. Conclusion and future research 

The explosion of COVID-19 research in H&T has created both op-
portunities and challenges. With regards to opportunities, this review 
highlights gaps in extant literature and unveils interesting topics for 
further study. Research in certain thematic areas (see Table 1 for sug-
gested topics) could be further intensified with a particular focus on the 
post-COVID era. Our suggestions, reflecting the findings of this sys-
tematic integrative review, include topics that have yet to receive 

Table 1 
Suggested agenda for further research endeavors.  

Thematic area Potential topics 

Human Resource 
Management  

• Impact of the pandemic on the hospitality workforce (e.g., turnover intentions, burnout/stress, role-changing, work attitudes, absenteeism, personal 
safety, commitment, self-directed learning, engagement, job security, satisfaction, flexible work arrangements)  

• Post-crisis (e− )training and development  
• Psychological contract (PC) breaches  
• Resilience and HR practices 

Finance/Economics  • Tourist expenditure behavior (post-COVID)  
• Financial tools and bankruptcy models (post-COVID)  
• Investor confidence and trust towards the industry  
• The impact of financial assistance from governments (e.g., stimulus/aid packages, debt relief, subsidies)  
• Tourism economics in the post-COVID 19 era (e.g., changes in the industry’s financial landscape, economic drivers) 

Education & Research  • Post-pandemic research agendas and paradigm shifts (challenging hospitality orthodoxies)  
• The future of online learning (for both students and academics), new assessment methods and student engagement  
• Sustainable hospitality education via new technologies  
• Experiential learning (internships) in the post-COVID era  
• Post-COVID-19 hospitality curricula and expansion of the discipline’s conceptual boundaries  
• Conducting research in the post-COVID era 

Marketing • Tourist expectations, perceptions, and attitudes in the post-COVID era (e.g., risk perceptions, post-pandemic travel willingness, the impact of pro-
longed psychological strain on tourists, consumption traits, sentiment, decision-making)  

• Digital customer relationship management and tourists’ online behavior  
• Pent-up tourism demand 

Micro-level (operations)  • Technology/automation/service robots/artificial intelligence/digital transformation  
• Yield and revenue management in the post COVID-19 era  
• Reinventing the hospitality experience via innovation and technological advancement (a new modus operandi)  
• Management of health and safety in hospitality operations  
• Reinventing leadership in the hospitality industry 

Macro-level (destination)  • Politics, government interventions and tourism  
• Strategizing in the post-COVID era  
• Post COVID-19 recovery and image restoration  
• Sustainability/transformation  
• Tourism and local communities in the post COVID-19 era (community-based tourism)  
• Post-pandemic operational strategies for travel service providers.  
• Reinventing tourism crisis management (post-COVID)  

1 Subsequent investigations revealed that early COVID-19 studies were 
strongly influenced by the works of Faulkner (2001), Hall (2010) and Ritchie 
(2004).  

2 Extant literature (see, Boyack & Klavans, 2010) suggests that bibliographic 
coupling is ideal when clustering very recent papers—which is the case for 
COVID-19 literature—while co-citation clustering works best when examining 
papers are written over a much longer timespan. 
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adequate attention by scholars. Other positive impacts include the 
proliferation of research notes, pre-prints, and open access journals; all 
being positive developments for the scholarly community. 

Topics reflecting gaps in extant literature, thus considered ideal for 
future research endeavors, fall under six broad thematic areas, namely, 
a) human resources management (HRM), b) finance/economics, c) ed-
ucation and research, d) marketing, e) micro-level (operations), and f) 
macro-level (destination). With regards to HRM, notable topics include 
the impact of the pandemic on the hospitality workforce, and the status 
of relevant practices in the post-COVID era, with specific emphasis on e- 
training and development. Finance and economic topics, of particular 
importance for an industry striving to overcome the biggest financial 
crisis in its modern history, revolve around tourist expenditure behavior, 
investor confidence, corporate financial tools (including bankruptcy 
models), and the impact of government stimulus and aid packages. 
Furthermore, the theme of education and research may provide ample 
opportunity for those interested in post-pandemic research agendas and 
paradigm shifts, educational technologies, experiential learning activ-
ities, and the expansion of the discipline’s conceptual boundaries via the 
development of a post-COVID curriculum. 

The popularity of marketing topics will continue to rise, as many will 
likely embark on investigating the expectations, perceptions and atti-
tudes of post-pandemic travelers. Relevant topics may include tourists’ 
risk perceptions and travel willingness, consumption traits, pent-up 
tourism demand, and the impact of the prolonged psychological strain 
on travelers. The pandemic has also brought to the forefront numerous 
micro-level operational issues worthy of further investigation. Notable 
topics include digitalization and the use of robots in day-to-day opera-
tions, the resurgent importance of health and safety practices, yield and 
revenue management in the post-pandemic era, and developing the 
industry’s new modus operanti via innovation and technological ad-
vancements. Finally, macro-level (destination) themes, include post- 
pandemic recovery and image restoration, post-COVID crisis manage-
ment paradigms, politics and government interventions, sustainability 
and transformation, and operational strategies for travel service pro-
viders (intermediaries). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has without a doubt received unprece-
dented coverage by scholars; coverage which may help reform, reinvent 
or transform the industry’s operational paradigms in a way that goes 
well beyond what is envisioned by traditional theories of crisis man-
agement, communication and recovery. It is still unclear whether this 
explosion will expand our conceptual horizons by shifting to more 
transformative or interdisciplinary research paths, or whether this was 
just a sign of saturation of the discipline’s core themes and a once-in-a- 
lifetime opportunity for scholars to enrich their publication repertoire. 
What is clear is that COVID-19 will have a lasting effect on industry 
operations, relevant research, as well as on education. 

Unsurprisingly, this publication fever has also drawn criticism, with 
concerns ranging from poorly conceived methodologies, unsubstanti-
ated results and conclusions, quality deficiencies, disproportionate 
‘promotion’ of individual research agendas, personal bias, and ethical 
and academic integrity issues; all elements that have already caused a 
surge in retracted articles, although this has been most prevalent in 
medical journals (Soltani & Patini, 2020). Others (see, Dinis-Oliveira, 
2020) warn that due to the fluidity and urgency of the situation, the 
danger of nurturing a controversial ‘speed science’ publishing mentali-
ty—where a manuscript is submitted, reviewed and accepted in just few 
days—is higher than ever. Furthermore, Eichengreen et al. (2021) sug-
gest that such eventualities might diminish trust towards individual 
researchers and their work. Additional challenges caused by this 
narrative include the increased difficulty in publishing 
non-COVID-related research, and the vast peer-review problems expe-
rienced by the editorial teams of journals due to the volume of new 
submissions. 

Reflecting on the above, we also draw our attention to the idea of 
problematizing reviews, an alternative to traditional integrative 

systematic reviews such as the one presented in this paper. Responding 
to the need for more innovative ways to conduct literature reviews, and 
by challenging long-standing orthodoxies, Alvesson and Sandberg 
(2020, p. 1301) introduced this distinctly different approach whose 
“overall aim is to combine critical and constructive considerations of a 
research domain, to open it up for serious consideration and recon-
struction in ways that help us think ‘better’ and differently about the 
world and ourselves”. Espousing the fundamental principles of reflex-
ivity and selectivity, the proposed approach may provide scholars and 
industry stakeholders alike with a new-found vantage point on how to 
review, comprehend, utilize and further expand COVID-19-related 
literature. 

Finally, it is important to acknowledge the inherent limitations of 
bibliometric studies—well documented in extant literature—and the 
quantitative nature of this integrative review. Moreover, the utilization 
of only one database (Scopus) for retrieving relevant material, and the 
inclusion of only English language peer-reviewed articles may be scru-
tinized by some. 
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