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Abstract

In the literature on dark tourism, conceptual diversity has often been addressed as a defini-
tional or thematic problem. This study was conducted to identify the dominant epistemo-
logical orientations in a focused corpus of 172 English-language, open access articles in-
dexed in Scopus that explicitly use the term dark tourism. An additional aim was to describe
the temporal and methodological distributions of these articles. The articles were analysed
using qualitative content analysis on a systematically constructed corpus. They were coded
in terms of representational/heritage-centred, functional/social practice, motivational/audi-
ence-typology, experiential/affective, and activity-based/performative visitor orientations.
Thirty-five randomly selected articles were re-coded by a second researcher, who was blind
to the initial coding decisions. The percentage agreement for the dominant orientation was
71.4%, with Cohen’s k = 0.641, and the percentage agreement for method classification was
94.3%, with k = 0.888. In the post-consensus distribution, the representation/heritage orien-
tation was the largest category, with 54 articles. Motivation, experience, and performative
visitor orientations together constituted 52.3% of the corpus. These findings do not indicate
a linear paradigm shift but rather a descriptive pattern in which different forms of
knowledge production coexist within the corpus examined. This study extends beyond the-
matic classification by providing evidence for and explaining how dark tourism is con-
structed as an object of inquiry. The results should be interpreted only with respect to the
defined Scopus-based open access corpus.

Academic Editor: Maximiliano

Korstanje Keywords: dark tourism; epistemological orientations; qualitative content analysis;

Received: 4 May 2026 knowledge production; inter-coder reliability

Revised: 29 June 2026

Accepted: 6 July 2026

Published: 7 July 2026

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. 1. Introduction
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. . . . P . . :

Dark tourism is a heterogeneous concept encompassing the visitation of sites associ-

This article is an open access article . . . . .

ated with death, disaster, violence, and trauma for purposes of commemoration, education,

conditions of the Creative Commons identity, experience, or entertainment (Foley & Lennon, 1996; Seaton, 1996; Stone, 2006). As

Attribution (CC BY) license. the scope of research on dark tourism has expanded, the boundaries of the concept, its rela-

distributed under the terms and

tionship to neighbouring research traditions, and the ethical implications of its commercial

Tour. Hosp. 2026, 7, 198 https://doi.org/10.3390/tourhosp7070198


https://doi.org/10.3390/tourhosp7070198
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Tour. Hosp. 2026, 7, 198

2 of 21

representation have become more visible (Sharpley, 2009; Light, 2017). This study addresses
this diversity not only in terms of the topics examined but also how dark tourism is con-
structed as a definable and explicable subject. The aim is to map the dominant epistemolog-
ical orientations in a defined, Scopus-based open access corpus and examine their descrip-
tive distribution across periods and methods.

1.1. Dark Tourism

Dark tourism was conceptualised as an academic term in the 1990s. Foley and Lennon
(1996) highlighted it in the context of modern media, representation, and consumption,
while Seaton (1996) emphasised the historical and anthropological dimensions of death-ori-
ented travel behaviour in the form of thanatourism. Stone’s (2006) dark tourism spectrum
approach demonstrated that sites do not share the same intensity in terms of authenticity,
commercialisation, time distance, and purpose.

Subsequent research has examined visitor motivations and profiles (Magano et al.,
2022), collective memory and commemorative functions (Gonzalez, 2018), affective and
bodily encounters (Martini & Buda, 2020), and the ethical and political dimensions of rep-
resentation (Chen & Xu, 2021). This accumulation of knowledge shows that dark tourism
cannot be explained in terms of a single site type or visitor motivation.

Thanatourism, memorial tourism, disaster tourism, and difficult heritage are concep-
tual traditions that intersect with, but are not entirely synonymous with, dark tourism
(Light, 2017; Gonzalez, 2018). This study does not unify all these traditions; it only examines
the epistemological structure of a defined, Scopus-based open access corpus that explicitly
uses the term dark tourism.

1.2. Dark Tourism Research

Examples of recent literature reviews conducted in the context of the dark tourism phe-
nomenon and the thematic areas identified as a result of these studies are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Dark tourism literature reviews and identified emergent themes.

Author(s) (Year) Review Themes

Rasool et al.
(2025)

(1) Dark tourism insights; (2) dynamics of dark tourism; (3) dark tourism review; (4) dark tourism

experiences

Saha and Husain (1) War memorials and battle-related dark tourism; (2) experiential dark tourism; (3) natural disas-
ter-related dark tourism; (4) dark exhibition

(2025)

Hernandez-Gar-
rido et al. (2026)

(1) Emotions in dark tourism research; (2) motivation for the death of dark tourism; (3) authenticity
in dark heritage; (4) disaster tourism; (5) battlefield tourism

Kumar et al.
(2024)

(1) Echoes of sorrow: lure and legacy of dark tourism; (2) experiential odyssey of dark tourism; (3)
dark tourism: motivations and perspectives; (4) dark tourism dynamics shaped by death and disas-
ter; (5) ethical dynamics in dark tourism; (6) methodology, emotion, and trends in dark tourism; (7)

historical re

flections to adventures of dark tourism

Kiralova and

(1) Dark tourism as a product; (2) the subject of dark tourism; (3) motivations in dark tourism; (4)

Sperkova (2024) emotions in dark tourism
Mora Forero et (1) Dark tourism conceptual (2) management and development; (3) emerging themes; (4) dark tour-
al. (2023) ism categorisation
Fauzi (2023) (1) Niche .area of dark tourism; (2) motivation and drivers of dark tourism visitation; (3) progress in
dark tourism
(1) Genesis, theories, and dark tourism motivation; (2) dark tourist behaviour and economics; (3)
Valeri (2022) marketing of dark tourism; (4) man-made destinations and dark tourism; (5) colonisation and dark

tourism; (6)

methodology

Source: Authors.
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The recent reviews summarised in Table 1 highlight themes such as motivation, expe-
rience, ethics, management, disaster, battlefield, and site types. However, these studies pri-
marily categorise what has been published in the literature and do not systematically com-
pare which types of evidence, analytical objects, or explanatory levels make dark tourism
explicable. Therefore, the primary objective of this research was to address this gap in the
literature, as the epistemological orientations underlying the existing thematic diversity
have not yet been mapped within a clear coding framework.

In this study, theme is considered to describe the subject matter of a research project.
For example, it can refer to motivation, commemoration, disaster, ethics, or authenticity.
The epistemological orientation, on the other hand, refers to which analytical object dark
tourism is established as, which evidence is accepted as valid, and at what level the expla-
nation is provided (Crotty, 1998). Therefore, the same theme can be examined with different
epistemological orientations. A monument may be considered in different ways in terms of
how representation and heritage are established, how they serve social memory, what emo-
tions they evoke in the visitor, or how they are co-produced through visitor practices.

1.3. Epistemological Orientation as an Analytical Framework

In this study, the concept of epistemological orientation is used to move beyond the-
matic classification and to examine how dark tourism is constructed as an object of
knowledge. While existing reviews often categorise the literature according to topics such
as motivation, experience, ethics, or site type, such classifications primarily describe what
is studied; they do not systematically address how knowledge about dark tourism is pro-
duced, what counts as valid evidence, or at which level explanation is formulated.

Following Crotty (1998), epistemology refers to assumptions about the nature of
knowledge and the ways in which knowledge about a phenomenon can be generated and
justified. Building on this perspective, in this study, epistemological orientation is defined
through three interrelated dimensions:

(1) The analytical object through which the phenomenon is made visible,
(2) The type of evidence accepted as valid;
(38) The level of explanation at which claims are constructed.

This distinction allows for a separation between theme and orientation. A theme re-
fers to the substantive focus of a study (e.g., disaster tourism, memorialisation, visitor moti-
vation), whereas epistemological orientation refers to the logic through which the phenome-
non is explained. The same theme can, therefore, be examined through epistemological orien-
tations. For instance, a study of a memorial site may analyse representation and authenticity
(representational/heritage), collective memory and social identity (functional/social practice),
visitor motivations (motivational/audience typology), emotional responses (experien-
tial/affective), or on-site interactions and practices (activity-based/performative visita-
tion).

In this sense, categories such as motivation or experience are not treated merely as
topics but as epistemological orientations when they constitute the primary explanatory
framework of a study. A motivation-oriented study establishes dark tourism as a demand-
side phenomenon explained through measurable preferences, intentions, and profiles. An
experiential study, by contrast, constructs the phenomenon through affect, embodiment,
and emotional intensity. Thus, the distinction lies not in the vocabulary used but in the
dominant evidentiary logic and explanatory level of the research.

Adopting an epistemological lens enables a more nuanced understanding of concep-
tual diversity in dark tourism research. Rather than interpreting diversity as a problem of def-
initional inconsistency, it becomes possible to view the field as a set of coexisting knowledge-
production strategies. These strategies differ not only in what they examine but also in how
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they render dark tourism intelligible. Therefore, mapping epistemological orientations
provides a complementary analytical layer to thematic reviews and helps clarify why
studies addressing similar topics may offer fundamentally different forms of explanation.

This framework also informs the coding procedure used in the present study. Articles
are classified according to their dominant epistemological orientation based on their research
question, object of analysis, type of evidence, and explanatory claims rather than keywords or
declared themes. In this way, the analysis captures not only the content of dark tourism re-
search but also the underlying structures through which knowledge is produced.

2. Materials and Methods

The main objective of this study is to map the dominant epistemological orientations
in dark tourism research through a focused analysis of a corpus of open access articles that
use the term dark tourism, were published between 2009 and 2026, and are indexed in Sco-
pus. This study does not produce an exhaustive bibliography covering all related concepts
in the field; instead, it shows how studies explicitly using the term dark tourism differ in
terms of their research objectives, theoretical frameworks, methodological choices, and
evidence-producing logic.

RQ1. Which dominant epistemological orientations can be distinguished in dark tourism
research?

RQ2. How are these epistemological orientations distributed across the 2009-2026 period?
RQ3. What descriptive patterns are observed within the corpus examined regarding the
relationship between epistemological orientations and research methods?

2.1. Research Design

A systematic, literature-based qualitative content analysis approach was adopted in
this study. Analytical coding was applied to a focused corpus of articles created with pre-
determined selection criteria. This study was not a comprehensive systematic review or bib-
liometric content analysis in the classical sense; therefore, the findings should be interpreted
as the results of systematic mapping that define the epistemological structure of the defined
corpus and not as universal results representing all concepts and databases related to dark
tourism.

Qualitative content analysis, which is well-suited to systematically identifying, classi-
fying, and interpreting conceptual patterns (Schreier, 2012; Krippendorff, 2018), was em-
ployed. Each article was evaluated considering its research objective, theoretical framework,
methodological approach, fundamental concepts, and the analytical level at which it ad-
dresses the phenomenon of dark tourism. The coding framework was created utilising both
theoretical discussions and conceptual indicators observed in the articles. In this respect,
the study is based on a theory-sensitive and interpretive qualitative content analysis logic
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).

In this study, epistemological orientation is considered the operationalised form of
the conceptual distinction. Coding was based not on keyword matching but on the re-
search question, primary object of analysis, type of evidence used, and level of explana-
tion. Category boundaries, decision rules, and the distribution of dominant epistemolog-
ical orientations are presented in Section 3.2.

2.2. Data Collection and Corpus

Data collection was conducted through the Scopus database. The search term used was
dark tourism. The search strategy was deliberately kept narrow as the aim of this study was
not to merge related but distinct conceptual traditions such as thanatourism, disaster tour-
ism, grief tourism, memorial tourism, trauma tourism, and difficult heritage into the same
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corpus but rather to examine the epistemological orientations of the core defined, Scopus-
based open access corpus that explicitly uses the term dark tourism. Therefore, studies pub-
lished on related concepts were included in the corpus only to the extent that they were
explicitly associated with dark tourism and met the search inclusion criteria.

The initial search covered the period 1990-2026 and yielded 1199 records. Subse-
quently, the records were filtered according to document type, publication status, lan-
guage, access type, and full-text suitability. The document type was filtered to article, pub-
lication status to final, language to English, and access type to open access. The open ac-
cess filter was used not to broaden the corpus’s representativeness but to enable transpar-
ent and re-verifiable qualitative coding at the full-text level.

The determination of epistemological orientation was not based solely on title, ab-
stract, or keyword. Since the research objective was based on the evidence statements in the
theoretical framework, methodology description, findings, and discussion sections, full-text
access was deemed mandatory. This choice may have led to the exclusion of some high-
impact studies that are not open access. Therefore, the authors of this study do not claim
that it definitively represents epistemological weights in the entire field of dark tourism but
rather highlights trends in the open access Scopus core corpus.

As aresult of filtering, as illustrated in Figure 1, 198 open access articles were identified.
Full-text access was obtained for 189 of these articles, and 9 articles for which full-text access
was not available were excluded. The 189 articles whose full texts were examined were eval-
uated for suitability by four researchers, and 17 studies that were determined to not be di-
rectly related to dark tourism were excluded. Consequently, the final analytical corpus con-
sisted of 172 articles. The initial search covered the period 1990-2026. After applying the
inclusion and exclusion criteria, no suitable articles in the period before 2009 were included
in the final analytical corpus. Therefore, the findings are reported for studies conducted
between 2009 and 2026.

Importantly, 2026 was considered a partial year because it included publications ac-
cessible at the time of data collection. This was taken into account, particularly in the in-
terpretation of temporal distribution analyses. Percentage changes were presented along
with absolute article numbers, and strong temporal results were avoided for early periods
with low n values. The articles included in this study were peer-reviewed, written in Eng-
lish, had final publication status, were open access, had full text access, and addressed the
phenomenon of dark tourism directly as a research subject, theoretical framework, case
context, or analytical category.

Studies that only superficially mentioned the concept of dark tourism and did not
establish a clear theoretical or empirical relationship with the concept were excluded from
the corpus. The corpus was limited to represent the core of and coding-level knowledge
production in dark tourism research rather than broadly encompass the concept.

The selection process was structured by taking into account the transparent reporting
principles recommended in systematic review studies (Page et al., 2021). However, this
study is not a systematic review in the classical sense but rather a qualitative content anal-
ysis conducted on a systematically constructed corpus of literature. Therefore, the results
should be interpreted not as a weighted representation of all studies in the broad literature
but rather as an analytical map of a corpus constructed within a defined database with
specific keywords and access criteria.

The motivation to limit the search strategy to the term dark tourism stems not from
an assumption of conceptual equivalence but from the need for a clear definition of the
object of study. Thanatourism, memorial tourism, disaster tourism, grief tourism, trauma
tourism, and difficult heritage intersect with dark tourism but have different disciplinary
origins, research questions, and publication areas. Combining these terms in a single
search could blur conceptual boundaries and obscure what the coded corpus represents.
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Therefore, the findings of this study map only the English-language, open access Scopus
corpus addressing dark tourism and not the entire body of research on death- and trauma-
related tourism. This choice may have led to underrepresentation of related memory and
heritage studies, and the observed orientation rates may have been partly influenced by
the decision to establish the corpus.

5 Records identified through Scopus database searching
'§ Keyword: ‘dark tourism’
b= Time span: 1990-2026
S n=1,199
3
- l
e
Records after document type filter: Article - Records excluded (n = 564)
n =635 Reason: non-article documents
o Records after publication stage filter: Final [ Records excluded (n = 23)
< n=612 Reason: incomplete/non-final publications
g Records after language filter: English L Records excluded (n = 25)
@ n =587 Reason: non-English publications
Records after access filter: Open access = Records excluded (n = 389)
e n =‘198 Reason: non-open-access publications
? Full-text articles sought for retrieval
3 n=198 || FulMextarticles not retrieved (n = 9)
2 Full-text articles retrieved Reason: full text unavailable
- n=189
? Full-text articles assessed for eligibility || Ful-textarticles excluded (n = 17)
8 n=189 Reason: not relevant to dark tourism
= ¥
2 Studies included in the final review
L n=172

Figure 1. Flow diagram of article identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion process.

2.3. Coding and Analysis

The coding framework was developed by researchers considering fundamental theo-
retical debates in the dark tourism literature and studies addressing the observed temporal
patterns in dark tourism research, ranging from heritage-centred to visitor-centred ap-
proaches. This situation is interpreted not as a linear paradigm shift but as a multiplication
of epistemological orientations coexisting within the same body of literature and working
with different types of evidence. Therefore, the coding scheme was developed to be both
theoretically sensitive and open to the indicators observed at the article level within the cor-
pus. Table 2 shows epistemological orientations in dark tourism research, definitions, re-
search questions, evidence, and examples.

The coding process was carried out in five stages. In the first stage, an initial coding
scheme was created based on theoretical discussions in the literature, and the definition,
distinguishing indicators, inclusion/exclusion logic, and boundary conditions were deter-
mined for each epistemological orientation. In the second stage, the applicability of the
codes to each article was verified through a limited pilot reading. In particular, the poten-
tial overlaps between the representational/heritage-centred and functional/social practice
and experiential/affective and activity-based/performative visitor codes were discussed.
In the third stage, the purpose, research questions, theoretical framework, methodological
description, object of analysis, and basic method of generating findings of each article
were examined. In the fourth stage, articles were coded, first in terms of research method-
ology and then in terms of dominant epistemological orientation. In the fifth stage, articles
classified as having more than one orientation were re-evaluated, and the dominant ori-
entation was determined according to the article’s main research question, central type of
evidence, and level of explanation.
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Table 2. Epistemological orientations in dark tourism research: definitions, research questions, evidence, and examples.

Epistemological Orientation Definition (Analytical Object and Explanatory Logic)

Typical Research Questions

Typical Forms of Evidence

Representative Article Examples

Constructs dark tourism through representation, cura-

Representational/Heritage-cen- tion, and heritage interpretation. Focuses on how

tred

death, trauma, and difficult histories are made visible,
authenticated, and communicated.

How is death/disaster represented at
the site? How is authenticity con-
structed? How are heritage narratives
curated and interpreted?

Exhibition analysis; site inter-
pretation texts; visual/material
culture; discourse analysis of
displays and narratives

Stone and Morton (2022); Stone
(2006)

Functional/Social Practice

Treats dark tourism as a social and cultural practice
embedded in collective memory, identity, education,
and reconciliation processes.

How does dark tourism contribute to
collective memory? What role does it
play in identity formation or reconcili-
ation? What are its educational or po-
litical functions?

Policy documents; commemo-

rative practices; interviews on

memory/identity; discourse on
nation, reconciliation, peda-

8oy

Zhang et al. (2023); Gonzalez
(2018)

Motivational/Audience Typol-
ogy

Explains dark tourism as a demand-side phenomenon,
focusing on visitor motivations, segmentation, and be-
havioural intentions.

Why do people visit dark tourism
sites? What are the motivational clus-

ters? How do visitor types differ socio-

demographically?

Surveys; questionnaires; statis-
tical modelling; segmentation
analysis; behavioural intention
measures

Magano et al. (2022); Isaac and
Cakmak (2014)

Experiential/Affective

Constructs dark tourism through affect, emotion, and
embodied experience, emphasising how visitors feel
and are transformed.

What emotions do visitors experience? In-depth interviews; phenome-

How does the encounter affect them?
How are empathy, discomfort, or
trauma produced?

nological accounts; emotional
narratives; sensory/embodied
descriptions

Martini and Sharma (2022); Mar-
tini and Buda (2020); Buda (2015)

Activity-based/Performative
Visitor

Views dark tourism as co-produced through visitor
practices, interactions, and performances in situ. Fo-
cuses on what visitors do rather than what they feel or
think.

How do visitors behave and interact
on site? How is meaning co-produced
through practice? What roles do ges-
ture, gaze, and movement play?

Ethnography; video/interaction

analysis; observation of behav-
iour; conversation and gesture
analysis

Ironside et al. (2026)
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Five dominant epistemological orientations were identified in the coding scheme.
The representational/heritage-centred approach refers to studies that address dark tour-
ism spaces from perspectives of representation, authenticity, curation, and heritage inter-
pretation. The functional/social practice approach encompasses studies that evaluate the
phenomenon of dark tourism in the context of collective memory, education, identity, rec-
onciliation, and social function. The motivational/audience-typology approach focuses on
visitor motivations, tourist profiles, sociodemographic differentiation, and behavioural
intentions. The experiential/affective approach centres on experiential categories such as
emotion, affect, bodily experience, empathy, discomfort, trauma, and transformation. The
activity-based/performative visitor approach focuses on visitors’ practices, interactions,
performances, and ways of co-producing the experience within the space.

If more than one epistemological orientation is evident in an article, the secondary
orientation was also noted. However, in comparative analyses, each article was evaluated
under only one dominant orientation. This decision was made to preserve the analytical
distinctiveness of the categories and to enable comparisons between orientations (Krip-
pendorff, 2018; Schreier, 2012).

Four decision rules were used when determining the dominant orientation. First, the
paper was coded as representational/heritage-centred if it primarily asked how death, dis-
aster, or a traumatic past is represented, curated, or inherited. It was coded as func-
tional/social practice if it explained the same space through collective memory, identity,
education, reconciliation, or social consequences. Second, when visitors were centred, the
article was coded under motivational/audience typology if the primary evidence was mo-
tivation, profiling, segmentation, or behavioural intention and as experiential/affective if
the primary evidence comprised emotion, empathy, discomfort, bodily intensity, or trans-
formation. Third, if the study focused on what the visitor does, how they interact, and
how they speak, look, move, or co-create the experience, rather than what they feel in the
space, the code activity-based/performative visitor was assigned. Fourth, in mixed cases,
the research question and the type of evidence on which the findings were based were
considered decisive, rather than the title or keywords.

Data analysis was conducted on two levels. At the descriptive level, the publication
year, method type, and dominant epistemological orientation of each article were coded.
At the interpretive level, the analysis focused on how epistemological orientations corre-
spond to a knowledge production logic applied to dark tourism. For temporal compari-
son, the publication years were divided into four periods: 2009-2014, 2015-2019, 2020-
2023, and 2024-2026. This periodisation was used to reduce the impact of annual fluctua-
tions and to compare broader temporal patterns in epistemological orientations. How-
ever, due to the low total number of articles published during the 2009-2014 period, per-
centages for this period are used only as a supporting indicator. Numbers and limitation
notes are considered together in the comments.

2.4. Coding Reliability, Category Boundaries, and Limitations

To assess inter-coder reliability, 35 articles (20.3%) were randomly selected from the
172-article analysis corpus and independently recoded using the same codebook by a sec-
ond researcher blind to the initial coding decisions. Agreement on dominant epistemolog-
ical orientation was determined to be 71.4%, with Cohen’s kappa 1 = 0.641; and agreement
on research method classification was 94.3%, with k = 0.888 (J. Cohen, 1960; O’Connor &
Joffe, 2020). Ten disagreements regarding dominant orientation and two regarding re-
search method were resolved by re-evaluating the research objective, primary object of
analysis, evidence statements, and category boundaries. All disagreements were resolved
through coder consensus.
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Percentage agreement and kappa values were calculated from the independent pre-
consensus codes. After agreement, the codes were transferred to the final tables and fig-
ures. This audit was based on a subsample of 35 articles. The authors do not claim that the
entire corpus is doubly coded or that a separate coefficient was calculated for secondary
orientations. This limitation should be considered in conjunction with the interpretive and
systematic mapping nature of the results.

The study has some limitations. First, the data source is limited to Scopus. Web of Science,
Dimensions, Google Scholar, or interdisciplinary databases were not included. Second, the
search strategy was based solely on the term dark tourism. This choice is suitable for examin-
ing the core literature using the term dark tourism. Nevertheless, this led to the exclusion of
some studies published in related fields, such as thanatourism, disaster tourism, memorial
tourism, grief tourism, trauma tourism, and difficult heritage, which did not use the term dark
tourism. Third, only English-language and open access articles were included. This choice
provided full-text coding transparency but may have led to the exclusion of some related
studies that are not open access or were published in different languages. Fourth, the en-
coding of epistemological orientations involves interpretive decisions. Therefore, inter-
coder reliability analysis was limited to a randomly selected subsample of 35 articles. A
separate agreement coefficient was not calculated for secondary orientations.

While the restriction of the corpus to English-language, open access, Scopus-indexed
articles ensured transparency and full-text coding reliability, it may also have influenced
the observed distribution of epistemological orientations. First, the exclusion of non-Eng-
lish-language studies may lead to an underrepresentation of locally grounded research
traditions, particularly those focusing on collective memory, heritage politics, and site-
specific commemorative practices. Such studies, which are often published in regional
journals or national languages, are likely to be associated with the functional/social prac-
tice and representational/heritage-centred orientations.

Second, the restriction to open access publications may have introduced a structural
bias toward journals that favour empirically accessible, methodologically standardised,
and internationally generalisable research designs. This may partially explain the rela-
tively high visibility of motivational/audience-typology and experiential/affective orien-
tations, which are frequently represented in survey-based or qualitative interview studies
that align well with open access publication models.

Third, the reliance on Scopus-indexed journals may privilege globally visible and ci-
tation-oriented research streams, potentially underrepresenting practice-based, ethnographic,
or critically oriented studies that are more likely to appear in books, edited volumes, or non-
indexed outlets. This limitation is particularly relevant for the activity-based/performative
visitor orientation, which often relies on fine-grained observational or interactional data
and may be published in open access journal formats less frequently.

Consequently, the observed distribution of epistemological orientations should not
be interpreted as a direct reflection of the entire dark tourism field but rather as a struc-
tured representation of how knowledge is produced and circulated within the specific
boundaries of the English-language, open access Scopus corpus examined in this study.

3. Results

3.1. Analytical Corpus

The final analytical corpus consisted of 172 articles that directly address the phenom-
enon of dark tourism as a research object, theoretical framework, case context, or analyti-
cal category, following the inclusion and exclusion criteria. While the initial search range
was defined as 1990-2026, no suitable publications prior to 2009 were found in the final
corpus after applying the inclusion criteria. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted
as not based on the entire body of dark tourism literature but on the core output of Eng-
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lish-language, open access articles using the term dark tourism that became available after
2009 and are indexed in Scopus.

The methodological profile of the analytical corpus, provided in Table 3, shows that
qualitative research designs comprise a significant portion of dark tourism research. The
methodological profile of the final corpus includes 92 qualitative studies (53.5%), 38 quan-
titative studies (22.1%), 18 conceptual studies (10.5%), 13 mixed methods studies (7.6%), 7
narrative/integrative reviews (4.1%), 3 bibliometric reviews (1.7%), and 1 systematic re-
view (0.6%). This distribution shows that qualitative designs constitute the largest meth-
odological group in the corpus examined, followed by quantitative visitor research. It in-
dicates that dark tourism is strongly empirically grounded in a qualitative research tradi-
tion, though quantitative visitor studies and conceptual discussions also occupy a signif-
icant position in knowledge production.

Table 3. Descriptive profile of the analytical corpus.

Research Method n %
Qualitative 92 53.5
Quantitative 38 22.17
Conceptual 18 10.5

Mixed 13 7.6

Review 7 4.1

Bibliometric review 3 1.7

Systematic review 1 0.6
Total 172 100.0

Note: Percentages were calculated over the final analytical corpus of 172 articles and may not sum

to exactly 100 due to rounding.

When the publication distribution by year was examined, it is apparent that dark
tourism research in the analysed open access Scopus corpus has increased significantly,
especially after 2017. While the number of articles included in the corpus remained rela-
tively limited during the 2009-2016 period, the annual output stabilised in the 11-12 arti-
cle range during the 2017-2021 period. This increase can be seen in Figure 2, which shows
that 22 articles were included in the corpus in 2022, 19 in 2023, 24 in 2024, and 25 in 2025.
The eight articles for 2026 represent only publications accessible at the time of data collec-
tion and not the entire year. Therefore, the 2026 data should be considered to reflect a
partial-year effect rather than a declining trend.
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Note. The year 2026 represents records available within the review dataset and should not be interpreted as a complete publication year.

Figure 2. Annual distribution of articles included in the analytical corpus.

3.2. Epistemological Orientations

The first research question focuses on identifying the dominant epistemological ori-

entations within the examined Scopus-based open access dark tourism corpus. After ap-

plying the decision rules shown in Table 4, the distribution results show that the repre-

sentational/heritage-centred approach is the most prevalent orientation in the corpus.

Table 4. Epistemological orientations, coding indicators, and illustrative evidence.

Epistemological Orientation

Coding Indicators and Boundary Decision Rule

Illustrative Coding Evidence

Representational/heritage-cen-
tred Approach

Representation; portrayal; curation; authenticity;
memorialisation; heritage interpretation; difficult
heritage.

Decision rule: code here when the central question

is how death, disaster, trauma, or difficult heritage

is represented, curated, authenticated, displayed,

interpreted, or made visible. If the main claim con-

cerns social reconciliation, identity, or education
rather than representational form, code as func-
tional/social practice.

Stone and Morton’s study was
coded here because it foregrounds
how death is made visible and in-
terpreted in dark tourism. The an-
alytical object is the portrayal of
the dead and the heritage framing
of death rather than visitor seg-
mentation or embodied practice
(Stone & Morton, 2022).

Functional/social practice ap-
proach

Social identity; reconciliation; education; collective
memory; national narrative; social function; com-
memorative practice. Decision rule: code here
when the site or practice is analysed primarily

through collective memory, identity formation, ed-

ucation, reconciliation, public pedagogy, or so-
cial/political consequences. Representation may be
present, but it is not the final explanatory level.

Zhang et al.’s study was coded
here because it treats dark tourism
as a social and geopolitical prac-
tice. Its social identity approach
links visitation to reconciliation,
intergroup relations, memory
work, and the broader social con-
sequences of dark tourism encoun-
ters (Zhang et al., 2023).

Motivational/audience-typol-
ogy approach

Visitor motivations; tourist profile; typology; soci-
odemographic differentiation; behavioural inten-
tion; demand-side segmentation. Decision rule:
code here when visitors are primarily known
through measurable motivations, profiles, atti-

Magano et al.’s study was coded
here because it aims to identify the
sociodemographic, motivational,
and tourist-practice profile of dark
tourists. The evidence logic is visi-
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tudes, intentions, or segmentation variables. If the tor segmentation and motivational
visitor is primarily known through felt intensity or structure (Magano et al., 2022).
embodied response, code as experiential/affective.

Experiential/affective approach cerns what dark tourism does affectively, emotion-

Martini and Sharma’s study was
coded here because it conceptual-
ises dark tourism through affec-
tive and embodied experience. Its

Affect; emotion; embodied experience; discomfort;
empathy; trauma; intensity of feeling; transfor-
mation.

Decision rule: code here when the key claim con- .
use of sublime as affect fore-

grounds dark tourism as an inten-
sity of feeling circulating between
bodies, death/disaster landscapes,
and transformative encounters
(Martini & Sharma, 2022).

ally, bodily, or transformatively to visitors. If the
focus shifts from what visitors feel to what they ac-
tively do in situated interactions, code as activity-
based/performative visitor.

Activity-based/performative
visitor approach

Practice; performance; interaction; gestures; talk; Ironside et al.’s study was coded
gaze; bodily position; co-production; situated ac- here because it focuses on what
tion. visitors actively do within dark
Decision rule: code here when visitors are primar- tourism spaces. Its emphasis on
ily analysed as actors who produce the dark tour- gestures, talk, gaze, and bodily po-
ism experience through observable practices, inter- sition shows how visitors co-pro-
actional work, embodied movement, talk, gaze, si- duce dark tourism experiences
lence, or co-production. This category requires through embodied interaction and
more than general visitor experience; it requires at- performative negotiation of site
tention to situated doing. darkness (Ironside et al., 2026).

Note: The evidence statements are illustrative examples selected from the coded article-level da-
taset. Decision rules were used to assign a single dominant orientation. Secondary orientations were

recorded analytically but are not tabulated here.

In the post-consensus distribution, the representational/heritage-centred approach
constitutes 31.4% of the corpus, with 54 articles. The motivational/audience-typology ap-
proach is represented by 41 articles (23.8%), the experiential/affective approach by 32 ar-
ticles (18.6%), the functional/social practice approach by 28 articles (16.3%), and the activ-
ity-based/performative visitor approach by 17 articles (9.9%). Representational/heritage
orientation alone does not constitute a majority. The motivational, experience, and per-
formative visitor orientations together comprise 90 articles and 52.3% of the corpus. This
percentage is not evidence of a linear paradigm shift but rather a descriptive pattern show-
ing that visitor-centred forms of evidence have become increasingly significant in the cor-
pus examined. This distribution is significant for two reasons. Firstly, while the represen-
tational/heritage-centred approach is the largest category, it does not constitute the dom-
inant majority on its own. Secondly, when the motivational/audience-typology, experien-
tial/affective, and activity-based/performative visitor approaches are considered together,
they comprise 90 articles, constituting 52.3% of the total corpus. This finding indicates that
heritage and representation-focused studies maintain a strong position in the dark tour-
ism literature, but knowledge production based on visitor motivation, experience, and
practice has also gained significance.

Table 5 shows the quantitative distribution of epistemological orientations within the
corpus. This distribution only indicates the relative frequency of each orientation and does
not illustrate the conceptual proximity of these orientations to each other, their levels of
visitor-centrism, or the analytical axes along which they construct the phenomenon of
dark tourism. Therefore, a map that visualises the conceptual positioning of these episte-
mological orientations is presented to complement the distribution findings.
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Table 5. Distribution of dominant epistemological orientations.

Dominant Epistemological Orientation n %
Representational/Heritage-Centred Approach 54 31.4
Functional/Social Practice Approach 28 16.3
Motivational/Audience-Typology Approach 41 23.8
Experiential/Affective Approach 32 18.6
Activity-Based/Performative Visitor Approach 17 9.9
Total 172 100.0

Note: Orientations are presented in conceptual order rather than descending frequency. Each article
was coded according to its dominant epistemological orientation. Some articles were analytically as-

sociated with secondary orientations. However, only dominant codes are used in this frequency table.

Figure 3 shows the epistemological orientations more holistically, extending from
representation and heritage-centred approaches to visitor motivation, experience, and
performative practice-focused approaches.

Epistemological Orientation Map of Dark Tourism Research

Representational /
Heritage-Centred

Approach
(n=54; 31.4%)

Object: d F i d Audi ed Experience-centred Practice-centred
knowledge knowledge knowledge knowledge knowledge
site, heritage, social function, memory, visitor motives, typologies, emotion, affect, practice, performance,
representation Il ing i (peri co-creation

Figure 3. Epistemological orientation map of dark tourism research. Note: The orientations are an-

alytical positions rather than sequential stages of development.

3.3. Dominant Epistemological Orientations

The second research question focuses on the temporal distribution of epistemological
orientations during the 20092026 period. The findings show that dark tourism research
within the examined corpus does not follow a unidirectional and linear paradigm shift.
Instead, different epistemological orientations coexist with varying weights over time.
However, the percentages for the 2009-2014 period should be considered limited and de-
scriptive indicators, rather than strong evidence of trends, given that the total number of
articles is only 11. During the 20092014 period, the representational/heritage-centred ap-
proach stands out among the limited number of articles. Of the 11 articles published in
this period, 5 are coded under this category, and the representational/heritage-centred
approach represents 45.5% of articles. During the same period, the motivational/audience-
typology approach represents 27.3%, the experiential/affective approach 18.2%, and the
functional/social practice approach 9.1%. No papers from this period were classified as
activity-based/performative visitor research; however, since the total n value is low, these
percentages should be read not as a definitive composition of the early literature but as an
indication of a limited distribution within the open access Scopus corpus examined.

The periodic comparison in Table 6 shows that the orientations do not follow a uni-
directional developmental trajectory. In the 2015-2019 period, the representational/herit-
age-centred orientation was represented by 16 articles at 39.0%, and the social function
orientation by 9 articles at 22.0%. In the 20202023 period, the proportion of papers ad-
dressing motivation/audience typology reached 36.5%, with 23 articles, forming the largest
category of the period. Experiential/affective orientation and activity-based/performative
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visitor orientation were each represented by 13 articles (20.6%). In the 2024-2026 period,
the representational/heritage-centred orientation was considered in 35.1% of articles (20),
and the activity-based/performative visitor orientation was 17.5% with 10 articles. These
changes should only be interpreted as periodic weighting differences within the corpus
examined. The low n value in the early period and the partial year of 2026 do not allow
for strong claims of development.

Table 6. Temporal distribution of dominant epistemological orientations.

Publication Pe- Representational/Herit- Functional/Social Motivational/Audi- Experiential/Af- Activity-Based/Per-

riod age-Centred Practice ence Typology fective formative Visitor otal
20092014 5 (45.5%) 1(9.1%) 3(27.3%) 2 (18.2%) 0 (0.0%) 11
2015-2019 16 (41.5%) 9 (19.5%) 6 (14.6%) 8 (19.5%) 2 (4.9%) 41
2020-2023 13 (20.6%) 9 (17.5%) 23 (34.9%) 13 (19.0%) 5(7.9%) 63
2024-2026 20 (33.3%) 9 (15.8%) 9 (15.8%) 9 (15.8%) 10(19.3%) 57

Total 54 29 40 31 18 172

Note: Percentages are calculated within each publication period. Periods are analytically defined to
reduce annual volatility and to compare broader shifts in epistemological composition. Percentages
for 20092014 should be interpreted cautiously because the period includes only 11 articles. The
2024-2026 period includes partial coverage of 2026.

Table 6 numerically shows the distribution of epistemological orientations across pe-
riods. However, it is important to present this distribution visually to more clearly observe
the changes between periods. In particular, the relative weight of the representational/her-
itage-centred approach in the early periods, the increasing visibility of the motiva-
tional/audience-typology approach in the 2020-2023 period, and the increased visibility
of the activity-based/performative visitor approach in the 2024-2026 period are clearer in
Figure 4.

Temporal Distribution of Dominant Epistemological Orientations, 2009-2026
N=11 N=41 N=63 N=57

9%

LAY
801 20.6%

15.8%
14.6%

100+

17.5%

9
= 60 15.8%
o 36.5% SRR
€
[0]
0
§ 401
o
20

2009-2014 2015-2019 2020-2023 2024-2026
B Representational / Heritage-Centred M Experiential / Affective
Functional / Social Practice B Activity-Based / Performative Visitor

I Motivational / Audience-Typology

Figure 4. Temporal distribution of dominant epistemological orientations, 2009-2026. Note: Values
for 2015-2019 and 2020-2023 do not sum to 100% due to rounding(100.1% and 99.9% respectively).
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3.4. Relationships Between Epistemological Orientations and Research Methods

The third research question examines the methodological patterns linking epistemo-
logical orientations and research methods. The findings presented in this section should not
be considered the results of a statistical relationship test but of a descriptive and interpretive
comparison of distributions within the corpus. The findings indicate that some epistemo-
logical orientations are more frequently associated with certain methodological preferences.
This suggests that method is not merely a technical procedure but also an epistemological
choice that influences how the phenomenon of dark tourism is constructed as an object of
knowledge.

Post-consensus cross-distribution shows in Table 7 that, while not statistically tested,
there are clear descriptive patterns relating methodological preferences and epistemological
orientations. There are 20 qualitative studies categorised as having a functional/social prac-
tice orientation, 11 with a motivational/audience-typology orientation, and 26 quantitative
studies. There are 18 qualitative studies with an experiential/affective orientation and 16
with an activity-based/performative visitor orientation. There are 2 mixed-methods studies
categorised as motivational/audience-typology-oriented. These results do not indicate a
causal methodological-orientation relationship; rather, they present an intracorpus pat-
tern suggesting that certain research objects are more frequently established with specific
forms of evidence.

Table 7. Dominant epistemological orientation by research method.

Dominant Epistemological Orientation Qu.all- Quantitative Conceptual = Mixed Review Blbl.lometrlc Syst.ematlc Total
tative Review Review
Representational/Heritage-Centred 27 5 9 6 6 1 0 54
Functional/Social Practice 20 2 3 2 1 0 0 28
Motivational/Audience Typology 11 26 0 2 0 2 0 41
Experiential/Affective 18 5 6 2 0 0 1 32
Activity-Based/Performative Visitor 16 0 0 1 0 0 0 17
Total 92 38 18 13 7 3 1 172

Note: Values indicate number of articles. Table 7 shows descriptive methodological patterns across

dominant epistemological orientations. No statistical association test was conducted.

Overall, the findings indicate that representation and heritage-centred research main-
tains its historical weight within the open access Scopus corpus investigated. Motivational
and experiential studies have gained importance recently, and research based on performative
visitor practice constitutes a smaller but increasingly visible epistemological spectrum. These
results show that dark tourism has become a pluralistic area of knowledge production that
cannot be encompassed by a single definition, method, or theory. However, this plurality
must be evaluated within the boundaries of the corpus studied.

Table 8 shows the frequency of secondary epistemological orientations. An experien-
tial orientation (22.1%) emerges as the most frequent secondary layer. It supports the
claim that emotional/affective dimensions cut across multiple approaches. A motivational
orientation (19.8%) appears frequently as secondary, especially in mixed-methods or sur-
vey-based studies that include attitudinal/emotional variables. Only 14% of studies have
a single orientation.

Table 8. Frequency of secondary epistemological orientations (1 = 172).

Secondary Orientation n %
Representational/Heritage-Centred 30 17.4
Functional/Social Practice 26 15.1
Motivational/Audience Typology 34 19.8
Experiential/Affective 38 22.1
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Activity-Based/Performative Visitor 20 11.6
No secondary orientation identified 24 14.0
Total 172 100.0

The analysis of secondary orientations in Table 9 indicates that a significant propor-
tion of studies incorporate multiple epistemological logics. Only 14.0% of the articles were
coded with no identifiable secondary orientation, suggesting that most studies are analyt-
ically multidimensional.

Table 9. Co-occurrence of primary and secondary orientations.

Primary |/Secondary — Rep/Heritage  Functional Motivational Experiential Performative
Representational (n = 54) — 12 6 14 4
Functional (n = 28) 8 — 3 10 3
Motivational (n =41) 4 3 — 18 6
Experiential (n = 32) 6 5 7 — 11
Performative (n=17) 2 3 4 8 —

The most frequent overlaps occur _between motivational and experiential orienta-
tions, indicating that visitor segmentation studies often incorporate affective components.
Similarly, the strong overlap between experiential and activity-based/performative orien-
tations suggests that emotional and embodied dimensions of dark tourism are frequently
intertwined with situated practices and interaction.

At the site level, representational and functional orientations frequently co-occur,
showing that heritage representation is often analysed in relation to collective memory,
identity, and social function.

These findings support the interpretation that epistemological orientations are not
mutually exclusive categories but rather coexisting analytical tendencies. The use of a sin-
gle dominant orientation in this study therefore serves a comparative purpose, and the
secondary orientation analysis reveals the underlying multidimensionality of knowledge
production within the corpus.

4. Discussion

The main argument made in this study is that the current conceptual stagnation in
dark tourism research stems not only from definitional ambiguity but also from the pro-
duction of knowledge through different epistemological orientations. The findings show
that dark tourism research in the examined Scopus-based open access corpus exhibits a
plural epistemological structure encompassing representation, social function, visitor mo-
tivation, affective experience, and performative visitor practice. This result indicates that
the long-debated issue of conceptual diversity in the dark tourism and thanatourism lit-
erature is not limited to terminology; it is also related to the level at which researchers
make the dark tourism phenomenon visible (Foley & Lennon, 1996; Light, 2017; Seaton,
1996). However, this interpretation should not be generalised to all studies on death and
trauma tourism. It should be considered an analytical outcome of the focused corpus that
explicitly uses the term dark tourism.

Early discussions of dark tourism largely focused on the relationship between death,
disaster, and traumatic histories and the processes of tourist representation and consump-
tion. Foley and Lennon’s (1996) conceptualisation of dark tourism established a representa-
tion-centred starting point, discussing how spaces associated with death and disaster be-
come visible within modern media, representation, and consumer culture. Stone’s (2006)
dark tourism spectrum model, on the other hand, strengthened the typological and rep-
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resentational framework by arguing that dark tourism spaces are not homogeneous and
should be considered through different intensities and degrees of darkness.

The findings of this study show that the representational/heritage-centred approach is
still the most prevalent approach. However, the fact that this approach constitutes only
31.4% of the total corpus also shows that dark tourism can no longer be explained solely
through representational and heritage interpretations. These findings are consistent with a
shift from dark tourism research focused on specific locations to dark tourism research fo-
cused on social practices. However, there is an important nuance here; although the findings
show an increase in visitor-centred approaches, they confirm that the representational/her-
itage-centred approach has not disappeared. Therefore, in the dark tourism literature, there
is no simple transition from an old representation paradigm to a new visitor paradigm.

A more accurate interpretation is that the analysed corpus displays coexisting epis-
temological orientations in which representation, function, motivation, experience, and
practice-oriented approaches coexist. This plurality relates to the defined corpus of this
study, not the entire body of literature, due to the limitations of the search strategy and
restriction to open access articles. Temporal findings make this plurality more visible.
Nevertheless, the changes between periods should be interpreted as descriptive patterns
instead of strong causal trends.

The relatively high share of the representational/heritage-centred approach in the pe-
riods 20092014 and 2015-2019 may reflect the impact of discussions on representation,
authenticity, curation, and heritage interpretation during the establishment phase. In con-
trast, the motivational/audience-typology approach reaching 34.9% of the studies during
the 2020-2023 period indicates a strengthening of demand-side explanations, visitor pro-
filing, and behavioural intention studies within the examined corpus. This trend is con-
sistent with empirical studies that attempt to understand visitors’ motivations and
sought-after experiences in dark tourism (Biran et al., 2011; Isaac & Cakmak, 2014; Ma-
gano et al., 2022). However, the low n value in the early period and the partial coverage
of 2026 necessitate careful reading of temporal comparisons.

The consistent appearance of the experiential/affective approach shows that emo-
tions, bodily encounters, and affective intensities are increasingly discussed in dark tour-
ism research. Buda’s (2015) affective tourism approach strengthens the theoretical foun-
dation of this line by discussing the relationship between emotion, body, danger, and po-
litical context in tourist encounters. Martini and Buda’s (2020) study on dark tourism and
affect shows that spaces of death and disaster can be considered not only as representa-
tions of the past but also as affective and socio-spatial encounters.

Martini and Sharma’s (2022) conceptualisation of the sublime as affect in the context
of post-disaster tourism also shows that dark tourism experiences can be examined
through bodily and transformative affective intensities in addition to cognitive meaning-
making. This study’s identification of the experiential/affective approach as a separate cat-
egory makes this affective transformation visible.

The increased visibility of the activity-based/performative visitor approach in the ex-
amined corpus indicates that the visitor is considered not merely a subject whose meaning
or motivations are measured but also an actor who co-produces the experience through
on-site interaction and bodily practices. This finding does not imply a linear epistemolog-
ical transformation of the entire dark tourism literature. Rather, it represents a shift in the
relative visibility of performative forms of evidence within the selected corpus. Ironside
et al. (2026)’s study on prison museums is a strong example of this approach. It demon-
strates that visitors do not passively receive their dark tourism experiences from estab-
lished interpretive designs. Instead, they make sense of the difficult heritage together
through social interaction and bodily practices. This finding shows that visitor-centrism
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in the dark tourism literature is no longer limited to motivation and experience measure-
ment; the visitor’s spatial and interactive practices have also become objects of research.

Methodological findings show that while there is no statistically tested relationship
between epistemological orientations and research methods, there are distinct patterns at
the descriptive level. The fact that the motivational/audience-typology approach is largely
associated with quantitative research is related to studies with this orientation’s tendency
to examine the visitor through measurable characteristics, intentions, attitudes, and moti-
vational clusters. In contrast, the emphasis on qualitative research in the functional/social
practice, experiential/affective, and activity-based/performative visitor approaches indi-
cates that these orientations are more frequently seen with more contextual, interpretive,
and process-oriented knowledge-producing logics. This pattern suggests that methodo-
logical choices are associated with different forms of evidence and analytical focus. None-
theless, the descriptive results do not establish a deterministic relationship between
method and epistemological orientation.

The most important contribution of this study is that it does not reduce conceptual
stagnation in the dark tourism literature to the question of which definition is correct. The
relationship between dark tourism and thanatourism, and the boundaries of these con-
cepts with heritage tourism, have long been a problematic and controversial area (Light,
2017). Similarly, Gonzélez (2018) suggests that the proximity and divergence between
dark tourism and memorial tourism vary contextually.

The findings of this study show that a significant portion of this conceptual confusion
stems from different epistemological focuses. Nonetheless, the validity of this interpreta-
tion should be considered in conjunction with the limitations of the research corpus. A
simple search using the term dark tourism might exclude research that is conceptually
adjacent. The aim of dark tourism research is not to produce a single and solid definition
but rather for each study to clearly state its epistemological position. If a study measures
visitor motivation, it establishes the phenomenon of dark tourism as a demand-driven
and behavioural object of knowledge.

If a study examines practices of representation, curation, or commemoration, it es-
tablishes the phenomenon of dark tourism within the context of heritage and representa-
tion. If a study examines the bodily interactions of visitors, it establishes the phenomenon
of dark tourism as a performative and processual practice. Making these distinctions clear
will increase the theoretical coherence of the topic and better communicate at what level
different studies can be compared with each other.

A second recommendation for future research is that the search strategy should be
structured to be consistent with the research claim. A narrow search is justifiable if the
study examines the core literature on dark tourism. However, if the claim is to encompass
the entire meanings of death, trauma, and difficult heritage, related terms such as thana-
tourism, disaster tourism, memorial tourism, grief tourism, and trauma tourism should
also be included comparatively.

The findings of this study also have some practical implications. The continued
strength of the representational/heritage-centred approach indicates that ethical representa-
tion, authenticity, curation, and commemoration politics remain important to dark tourism
sites. Stone and Morton’s (2022) study on the representation of the female deceased in the
context of dark tourism shows that representation is not a neutral process. It is intertwined
with gender, gaze, exploitation, and power relations. The functional/social practice ap-
proach suggests that dark tourism sites should be considered not only as places visited but
also as social spaces that play a role in processes of collective memory, education, reconcilia-
tion, and peacebuilding (Zhang et al., 2023). The experiential/affective and activity-based/per-
formative visitor approaches indicate that emotional intensity and social interactions should
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be considered in visitor management, interpretive design, and museum experience plan-
ning (Ironside et al., 2026; Martini & Sharma, 2022).

These method-orientation pairings show that different themes are not only examined
through different techniques but also the type of evidence also limits how the object of
research is constructed. While quantitative designs define the visitor primarily through
measurable motivations, profiles, and behavioural intentions, qualitative designs make
representation, social function, affect, and on-site interaction processes contextually visi-
ble. However, this pattern should not be interpreted as a methodological necessity. Future
studies could examine the same epistemological orientation through different methods to
determine the extent to which existing method—concept pairings stem from theoretical
preference, data access, or disciplinary tradition.

5. Conclusions

This study mapped five dominant epistemological orientations in a corpus of 172 Eng-
lish-language, open access Scopus articles that explicitly use the term dark tourism. Post-
consensus results show that the representational/heritage-centred orientation is represented
by 54 articles (31.4%), the motivational/audience-typology orientation by 41 (23.8%), the ex-
periential/affective orientation by 32 (18.6%), the functional/social practice orientation by 28
(16.3%), and the activity-based/performative visitor orientation by 17 (9.9%). Temporal and
methodological comparisons indicate that, rather than a linear paradigm shift, forms of
knowledge production based on representation, social function, motivation, experience,
and performative practice coexist within the same corpus with varying weightings.

This study’s key contribution is its classification of the diversity in the literature not
only by subject heading but also by research object, type of evidence, and level of expla-
nation. However, the results are limited to open access English-language articles indexed
in Scopus and the search term dark tourism. This corpus does not represent the entirety
of neighbouring traditions such as thanatourism, memorial tourism, disaster tourism, and
difficult heritage. Inter-coder reliability was assessed in a randomly generated subsample
of 35 articles. Separate coefficients were not calculated for secondary orientations. Future
research could examine the extent to which these intracorpus patterns persist in the
broader literature on death, trauma, and heritage tourism using different databases and
neighbouring terms as comparative search sets.
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