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Knowledge mapping of relative deprivation theory
and its applicability in tourism research
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Tourism research urgently requires the introduction of new theories to address current issues
and challenges. Relative deprivation theory may be the key to effectively explaining the
attitudes and behaviours of tourism multistakeholders and resolving tourism conflicts. This
study uses CiteSpace to conduct a citation space analysis of relative deprivation theory and
draws knowledge mappings to reveal its research foundation, research hotspots, and frontiers
to discuss the practical possibility of its application to tourism research. The results show that
the research content of relative deprivation theory involves 12 knowledge clusters, including
subjective well-being, collective action, socioeconomic inequality, in-group attitudes, and
relative deprivation theory, and that its theoretical framework is well suited to the context of
tourism research. Tourism-related relative deprivation faces practical challenges and has the
potential for theoretical innovation. This study focuses on the perceptions, attitudes, and
behaviours of stakeholders and anticipates future research on tourism relative deprivation
from the three aspects of multi-interest research subjects, multidimensional research con-
tents, and multiperspective theoretical expansion, which indicate future research directions
while revealing the possible innovation of relative deprivation theory.
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Introduction

elative deprivation theory is one of the classical theories of

social psychology. It refers to the perception that an indi-

vidual or his or her group is at a disadvantage compared
with the reference group, which leads to emotional reactions such
as anger, resentment, and a sense of a lack of power (Smith and
Pettigrew, 2015). Relative deprivation is generated by social
comparison and involves the three psychological processes of
cognitive comparison, cognitive evaluation, and the resulting
emotions (Smith and Pettigrew, 2015; Smith et al., 2012). Relative
deprivation theory can not only effectively explain the psycho-
logical effects of disadvantaged groups but also has strong
explanatory power and provides insights into the emotions and
actions of nondisadvantaged groups. In addition, relative depri-
vation theory can be integrated with other psychological pro-
cesses, such as social support (Xie et al., 2018) and social identity
(Zagefka et al., 2013; De la sablonniere et al, 2009), to more
effectively predict people’s attitudes and behaviours. In recent
years, it has been widely used in sociology, criminology, psy-
chology, and other research fields have yielded many qualitative
and quantitative research results (Stewart, 2006).

Tourism research involves multiple stakeholders, including
tourists, host communities, and tourism practitioners (Liu, 2006).
Multilevel interactions between these stakeholders result in the
complexity of tourism research situations. Tourism resources are
mostly located in underdeveloped and impoverished areas. From
generation to generation, indigenous people are inseparable from
tourism resources, and tourism resources have become an
important component of their productive life. However, tourism
development in destinations often separates tourism resources
from local communities and treats their production and lifestyle
as tourism products without giving them the rights and benefits
they deserve, leading to the objective situation in which local
communities are often deprived (Bao and Yang, 2022). The flow
of tourists from the source to the destination is often the output
of economically developed areas to poor areas, and the demon-
stration effect of tourists can easily cause a sense of relative
deprivation among residents (Seaton, 1997). In addition, in the
process of tourism destination development and operation, there
is a fierce reciprocal game of interests between stakeholders (Yang
et al., 2015), and relatively weak stakeholders are likely to feel a
sense of relative deprivation. Therefore, relative deprivation is
prevalent in tourism destinations due to uneven development
opportunities and the unfair distribution of tourism benefits. In
particular, in areas where tourism is the leading industry, the
problem of relative deprivation caused by tourism development is
more prominent (Peng and Wang, 2012). Vulnerable groups who
are marginalised or even treated unfairly often have a strong
sense of relative deprivation, which can lead to group conflicts
(Zhai et al., 2020). Compounding the problem is the fact that it is
often not the objectively most disadvantaged groups but rather
the objectively relatively advantaged groups that complain the
most about tourism development (Pettigrew, 2015).

Relevant studies have shown that the transformation of the
objective reality of the uneven distribution of benefits into the
subjective perception of relative deprivation is the key to tourism
conflicts (Cai et al., 2017). Relative deprivation may be crucial to
understanding the attitudes and behaviours of multiple stake-
holders regarding the resolution of conflicts in tourist destina-
tions. People’s cognitive judgements depend not only on the
current absolute level but also on the relative level generated by
social comparison. In many cases, people’s satisfaction does not
depend on whether the material conditions of objective life are
good or bad but on whether these conditions are “better” or
“worse” relative to those of the reference group (Power et al,
2020). Relative deprivation theory emphasises the comparability
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of people’s cognitive judgements and considers it the basis of
their attitudes and social behaviours, which means that the issues
caused by relative deprivation in tourism research fields cannot
be effectively explained by other theories. However, tourism
research lacks due attention to the sense of relative deprivation.
There is an urgent need to introduce relative deprivation theory
to construct effective explanations that are more relevant to the
research reality.

Knowledge mapping has been used by many researchers
because it can reveal the relationships between knowledge in a
clear and dynamic form. Currently, the main tools for knowledge
mapping are CiteSpace, SPSS, Ucinet, and VOSviewer. Among
them, CiteSpace knowledge visualisation software is more suitable
for studying the evolution of a certain topic, so it has become the
most popular tool for knowledge mapping (Chen et al., 2015).
Visualisation tools can reveal complex relationships between a
large number of research studies via numbers and tables, and
have been successfully applied in the field of tourism research
(Chen et al,, 2022; Qiao et al,, 2021; La et al., 2021; Zhang et al.,
2020; Mccabe and Qiao, 2020; Yu et al,, 2019).

The study used CiteSpace 5.3R3 citation analysis software to
draw the knowledge mapping of relative deprivation theory to
reveal its knowledge base, research hotspots, and frontiers and
summarise the research framework of relative deprivation. Then,
this paper examined the practical possibility of applying relative
deprivation theory to tourism research and found that the
research framework of relative deprivation theory fits well with
tourism research. On this basis, the study continued to explore
the future research direction of tourism relative deprivation and
the possibility of developing relative deprivation theory.

Literature review
Relative deprivation is an important concept used by the sociol-
ogist Stouffer in The American Soldier to explain differences
between the attitudes of American soldiers of different classes
(Stouffer, 1949). However, Stouffer did not define “relative
deprivation” but treated it as an ex-post interpretation. Subse-
quently, Merton expanded the concept of relative deprivation to
the theoretical framework of the reference group and proposed
three models of how people choose reference groups (Merton,
2015). Runciman further noted that people need to meet the
following four basic conditions to have a sense of relative
deprivation: (i) they do not own X, (ii) they are aware that others
have X, (iii) they expect to have X, and (iv) this expectation is
reasonable and feasible (Runciman, 1966). Gurr suggested in Why
People Rebel that the deep-seated reason for the emergence of
relative deprivation lies in the inconsistency between people’s
perceptions of value expectations and value capabilities (Gurr,
1971). However, most studies argue that relative deprivation
arises from social comparison with the reference group and is a
subjective psychological feeling originating from people’s judge-
ment and evaluation of their interests relative to the gain or loss
of others. As this sense of deprivation is generated by relative
comparison, it is called “relative deprivation”(Davis, 1959).
Relative deprivation has been widely used in the sociological,
psychological, and criminological research fields. Previous studies
have addressed its impacts, which include violent aggression
(Zhai et al., 2020; Wang, 2021; Siroky et al., 2020; Greitemeyer
and Sagioglou, 2019; Burraston et al, 2018; Greitemeyer and
Sagioglou, 2017), health problems (Xia and Ma, 2020; Mishra and
Meadows, 2018), and gambling problems (Mishra and Meadows,
2018; Tabri et al., 2017; Callan et al., 2011), as well as the med-
iators and moderators of the effects of relative deprivation (Xie
et al, 2018; Yu et al,, 2020; Walker et al., 2015; Smithi et al,
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2018), the degree of relative deprivation (Bossert and D’ambrosio,
2020; Ren and Pan, 2016), and its related issues. People are
concerned with their status not only relative to the status of
others but also relative to their past status or expected future
status. Relative deprivation originates not only from the com-
parison of horizontal reference groups but also from the vertical
comparison of the time dimension. According to different clas-
sifications, relative deprivation can be divided into horizontal and
vertical relative deprivation as well as individual-level and group-
level relative deprivation. Horizontal relative deprivation refers to
people’s sense of relative deprivation formed by comparison with
other reference groups, while the sense of relative deprivation
formed by comparison with their past experiences or expected
future experiences is called intertemporal relative deprivation
(Ceriani and Gigliarano, 2015) or vertical relative deprivation
(Wang, 2007). The deprivation generated by individual-level
social comparisons is called individual relative deprivation, while
the relative deprivation generated by group-level social compar-
isons is called group relative deprivation (Osborne et al., 2015).

The main reason why relative deprivation has developed into
an important social science concept is that people’s social jud-
gements are affected not only by the absolute level, but also by the
relative level generated by social comparisons (Pettigrew, 2016).
Feelings of relative deprivation arise from competitive social
comparisons that occur between individuals and groups, which
result in negative differences between what is realistically
“earned” and what is justly “deserved” (Meuleman et al., 2020).
Being disadvantaged and perceiving it as unfair, which in turn
triggers an emotional response related to fairness and justice, is
central to people’s experience of relative deprivation (Greitemeyer
and Sagioglou, 2019; Feather, 2015). The transition from material
inequality to relative deprivation does not happen automatically,
and simply recognising that one or one’s group receives less than
one deserves does not necessarily lead to conflict or forms of
deviant behaviour (Power, 2018). In contrast, the strong emo-
tional components of frustration, dissatisfaction, and resentment
generated by feelings of relative deprivation can lead to inter-
personal aggression and social conflict more than the perception
of the relative inferiority of one or one’s group (Kunst and
Obaidi, 2020). In other words, feelings of relative deprivation lead
to different behavioural outcomes (such as aggression, avoidance,
etc.) by eliciting different emotional responses (such as anger and
resentment) (Novakowski and Mishra, 2017). The emotional
response to a comparative disadvantage is likely to be a “bar-
ometer” for the prediction of behaviour related to relative
deprivation (N) (Greitemeyer and Sagioglou, 2019). Relative
deprivation seems to spread from person to person, as does
aggression, and the experience of relative deprivation affects
others with whom it is related (Greitemeyer and Sagioglou, 2019).
Overall, relative deprivation emerges from people’s subjective
understandings of social, cultural, historical, economic, and legal
contexts, and can be used to understand people’s frustrations and
their resulting behaviours (Power et al., 2020).

Some scholars in the tourism research field have noticed the
phenomenon of relative deprivation in tourism development and
have conducted related research. Seaton is considered to be the
first scholar who applied relative deprivation theory to study
tourism issues. He took Cuba as an example to discuss the phe-
nomenon of relative deprivation among residents caused by the
demonstration effect of tourists (Seaton, 1997). In recent years,
researchers have gradually recognised the theoretical value and
effectiveness of relative deprivation in explaining tourism atti-
tudes and behaviours and have introduced relative deprivation
theory for relevant research and discussion (Pan and Yang, 2022;
Power et al,, 2020; Chen et al., 2018; Tang et al., 2021; Liao and
He, 2018; Da and Liu, 2019). Although research on tourism

relative deprivation involves tourists and host communities,
research related to tourists is only at the level of the perception of
relative deprivation (Zhai et al, 2020). Comparatively, other
studies have paid more attention to the relative deprivation of
destination residents, including the perception (Cai et al., 2017;
Power et al., 2020; Cai and Cai, 2018), causes and consequences
(Zhang et al.,, 2020), coping styles (Zhang and Zeng, 2019), and
influencing mechanism (Xu and Sun, 2020) of relative depriva-
tion as well as attitudes towards tourism under the influence of
relative deprivation (Power et al.,, 2020; Chen et al.,, 2018; Wang
and Peng, 2011).

Nevertheless, research on tourism relative deprivation is still in
the stage of trial and exploration, and few empirical studies have
used relative deprivation theory as an analytical tool. Previous
studies mainly considered relative deprivation as a mediating
variable and explored the perception-response result of relative
deprivation in tourism. To explain the complex reality in the field
of tourism, it is necessary not only to conduct a large number of
qualitative and quantitative studies in real tourism contexts but
also to further expand and improve relative deprivation theory to
enhance its ability to explain complicated and multifaceted
tourism phenomena.

Research methodology

Principles of CiteSpace analysis. The CiteSpace software system
is an information visualisation software developed by the Chinese
scholar Dr. Chen Chaomei. It is mainly used to measure and
analyse data from the scientific literature to map knowledge of the
development of a scientific field, visualise its information
panorama, and identify its key literature, popular research topics
and frontier directions (Chen et al,, 2014). CiteSpace is mainly
based on co-citation theory and the pathfinder algorithm to
measure the literature (collection) in a specific field to explore the
critical path and knowledge inflection point of the evolution of
the discipline. The analysis of the potentially dynamic mechanism
of discipline evolution and the exploration of the frontier of
discipline development are accomplished through the drawing of
a series of visual maps (Zhao, 2012). The main function of
CiteSpace is to present and analyse the evolution trend and
knowledge correlation status of the frontier of the discipline
through visualisation functions such as keyword co-citation,
institutional distribution, author cooperation and literature cou-
pling (Li et al,, 2017).

The interpretation of knowledge mapping is mainly based on
high-betweenness-centrality, high-burst, and high-frequency
nodes that occupy an important position in the knowledge
network and play a special role in the evolution of the knowledge
structure. High-betweenness-centrality papers (indicated in
purple) are those that occupy an important position in the
structure, i.e., they play an important role in connecting other
nodes or several different clusters and represent landmark
research results. High-burst papers (indicated in red) refer to
those with a sudden increase in citation frequency in the time
dimension. Nodes with high frequency indicate that these papers
received extra attention in the corresponding time interval and, to
some extent, represent the research frontier and hot issues in the
discipline, which usually represent a shift in a certain field. High-
frequency papers are generally important papers with a founda-
tional role (Chen et al.,, 2014).

Data collection. The scientific nature of any knowledge mapping
is rooted in the database, and the key issue is determining how to
accurately and comprehensively retrieve all the literature on the
topic to be studied (Chen et al., 2015). The demand for diversity
must be met while ensuring the authority of the data sources.

| (2023)10:68 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-023-01520-5 3



ARTICLE

The Web of Science core collection has a strict selection
mechanism based on Garfield’s Law of Concentration in biblio-
metrics and includes only the most important academic journals
in each discipline. First, the study searched data with the theme of
“relative deprivation” in the Web of Science core collection to
ensure the completeness and accuracy of the data. Second, only
the “research article” data type was selected for further analysis
because of the CiteSpace software itself. Although the research
searched the data based on the theme to ensure the completeness
and accuracy of the data to the greatest extent, some irrelevant
data to the theme were included, so it was necessary to manually
review and remove data that were irrelevant to relative depriva-
tion. Then human reviewers went page by page and eliminated
data irrelevant to the theme of relative deprivation. After elim-
inating data, a total of 1509 pieces of valid data were collected.
The data were distributed from 1956 to 2018, and the data were
obtained in July 2018.

Data analysis. CiteSpace can evaluate the knowledge mapping
effect based on two metrics, namely, the module value (the Q
value) and the average contour value (Sihouette, i.e., the Si valut).
Generally, Q>0.3 means that the structure of the delineated
associations is significant. When the value of Si is 0.7, the clus-
tering is convincingly efficient; if it is above 0.5, the clustering is
generally considered reasonable. According to the requirements
of software operation and analysis, to ensure the reliability and
stability of nodes, the threshold was set to Top50, and the clus-
tering label words were extracted according to the LLR log-
likelihood algorithm.

Results

The knowledge base of relative deprivation. The knowledge base
of a discipline is the collection of all previous literature corre-
sponding to the research front and its citation and co-citation
trajectories in the scientific literature (i.e., the evolutionary net-
work formed by the scientific literature citing the terms of the
research front) (Chen, 2009). By analysing the cited references of
all the publications in a discipline, the knowledge base of the
discipline can be obtained, and the key literature that has con-
tributed significantly to the development of the discipline can be
revealed. In CiteSpace, a knowledge base is mainly represented by
literature co-citation clustering (Chen et al., 2014). Literature co-
citation refers to the phenomenon of the application of two
references in the same publication. By analysing the clusters and
key nodes in the co-citation network, it is possible to reveal the
evolution of the knowledge organisation, research foundation,
and literature that plays a key role in the evolution process. In
contrast, the timeline diagram is a chronological arrangement of
nodes in the same cluster on the same horizontal line, in which
the literature is included in each cluster as if it were threaded on a
timeline. The focus is placed on sketching the relationships
between clusters and the historical span of the literature in a given
cluster. The network mapping and timeline mapping of the co-
citation clusters of the relative deprivation literature were plotted
as presented in Figs. 1 and 2, respectively.

In combination with the timeline plot of the co-citation
clusters, the knowledge structure of relative deprivation can be
divided into 12 clusters (cluster size not less than 20) with Si
values greater than 0.7, indicating that the clustering is efficient
and convincing. Consider the largest cluster of “subjective well-
being” as an example, which contains 85 nodes with a Si value of
0.863. The closest citation to the cluster is “WHELAN, CT (2010)
Welfare regime and social class variation in poverty and
economic vulnerability in Europe: an analysis of Eu-Silc. Journal
of European Social Policy, V20, P17.” The first reference in the
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cluster appeared in 2000, and the number of studies began to
increase from 2004 onwards. However, after 2014, the research
began to cool down and attention decreased, and in recent years,
it has received less attention. Throughout the development of the
cluster, a high-betweenness-centrality node appeared in 2007, Soc
Indic Res) that, occupies an important position in the cluster and
is closely related to the “income inequality” cluster and the
“dramatic social change” cluster. High-frequency nodes with a
foundational role appeared in 2005, 2008, and 2010. High-burst
nodes representing the hotspots and research tendencies
appeared in 2005 and 2008, which indicates that the research
had begun to focus on the “income inequality” cluster. Table 1
presents the details of the top ten most important nodes in the
knowledge structure and the evolution of relative deprivation.

Research hotspots and frontiers of relative deprivation theory.
A research hotspot is a scientific question or topic addressed by a
relatively large number of studies with internal connections
within a certain period time. In CiteSpace, term mapping is
helpful for the analysis of research hotspots and their changes,
especially with the use of the burst term function. A research
front is defined as a set of burst dynamic concepts and underlying
research questions and represents the current ideological state in
a certain research field, reflected by burst terms or the clustering
of burst terms in the literature co-citation matrix and cited lit-
erature (Chen, 2009). In this study, synonyms were first merged
by prerunning CiteSpace to maximise the ability of the software
to discriminate between semantic and pragmatic understanding
and to improve scientific accuracy. For example, “social
inequality” was merged into “social inequalities,” and “individual-
based relative deprivation” and “egoistic relative deprivation”
were unified into “personal relative deprivation.” The term co-
citation network and timeline of the cluster mapping are pre-
sented in Figs. 3 and 4, respectively.

From the feature word network mapping and timeline
mapping, it can be seen that the relative deprivation terms
include those related to mental health, social identity, socio-
economic inequality, reference groups, income inequality, social
comparison, etc., which involve social inequality, living standards,
theoretical enquiry, and other research topics. To further learn
about the research hotspots and frontiers related to relative
deprivation, Table 2 reports the top 20 high-frequency terms,
high-betweenness-centrality terms, and all high-burst terms that
have appeared thus far.

The burst nodes characterising the frontiers of relative
deprivation research were found to mainly include social justice,
social deprivation, social identity, reference groups, collective
action, individual relative deprivation, and relative importance,
which involve the factors influencing relative deprivation, the
effects of relative deprivation, and the discussion of relative
deprivation theory. In other words, the hotspots and frontiers of
relative deprivation research include four aspects, the first of
which is the discussion of relative deprivation theory, including
social comparison and reference groups. The second aspect is the
research on the influencing factors of relative deprivation,
including social justice, social identity, relative importance, and
other basic contents. The third aspect is the measurement of
relative deprivation, which mainly includes the relative depriva-
tion model and the relative deprivation index. The final aspect is
the effects caused by relative deprivation, which include research
on people’s physical health, mental health, subjective well-being,
attitudes, and collective action.

Research framework of relative deprivation. Research on rela-
tive deprivation theory involves the situation of relative
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Fig. 2 The timelines of the co-citation clusters. The map to describe relationships between clusters and the historical span of the literature.

deprivation generation, the generation object, the type of depri-
vation, the influencing factors, the degree of deprivation and its
influencing effects, and the related theoretical discussion, as
exhibited in Fig. 5. Further analysis reveals that the social realities
of dramatic social change, socioeconomic inequality, and relative
poverty contribute to inducing feelings of relative deprivation. At
both the individual and group levels, there is a possibility of
feeling relative deprivation due to the relative disadvantage of
economic, material, and social status. The research on relative
deprivation can be divided into two main streams: the first
considers relative deprivation as a mediating variable of people’s
attitudes, behaviours, and other outcomes, and the second is
based on the exploration of relative deprivation theory.

The research on relative deprivation as a mediating variable is
mainly concerned with the type, degree, and outcome effects of
relative deprivation and its influencing factors. Based on the
differences in the generated objects, relative deprivation can be
subdivided into individual/group, longitudinal/horizontal, and
other corresponding types of relative deprivation or multiple
compound relative deprivation. Relative deprivation affects
people’s physical health, mental health, group attitudes, collective
action, and subjective well-being. The impact on people increases
with the level of relative deprivation. The degree of relative
deprivation can be measured by the relative deprivation model
and relative deprivation index. The type, degree, and outcome
effects of relative deprivation are influenced by factors such as
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Table 1 Knowledge structure and important clusters.

Cluster name Number Si
Subjective well-being 85 0.86
Income inequality 79 0.89
interactive effect 61 0.93
Personal relative deprivation 59 0.85
Socioeconomic inequalities 48 0.96
Multilevel study 45 0.98
Dramatic social change 44 0.93
Intergroup attitude 33 0.96
Group-based relative deprivation 26 0.90
Integrating relative deprivation theory 24 0.97
Aligning identities 23 0.97
Global poverty measure 20 0.98
Data source: Arranged according to the software analysis results.

age, social identity, social justice, and the relative importance of
the deprivation objects. On the other hand, the research on
relative deprivation theory includes the causes, conditions, and
processes of relative deprivation generation as well as the relevant
reference group selection, social comparison, and other related
topics.

Prospects of applying relative deprivation theory to tourism
research

Relative deprivation research involves social comparisons, refer-
ence groups, subjective well-being, socioeconomic inequalities,
dramatic social change, collective action, group attitudes, and
other relevant themes. The research framework is suitable for
studying the real-life situations faced by tourism destinations. In
general, in regions and periods with more dramatic changes in
socioeconomic transformation, conflicts of interest between social
groups increase, economic income gaps widen, social class divi-
sions reorganise, and relative deprivation is more common (Peng
and Wang, 2012). Regarding tourism destination development,
not only has the original social and economic structure changed,
but problems such as unbalanced development and unfair ben-
efits distribution have also emerged; thus, the phenomenon of
relative deprivation caused by tourism is very prominent (Pan
and Yang, 2022; Power et al,, 2020). To further complicate the
issue, an interesting phenomenon can often be observed in tourist
destinations where those who complain the most about tourism
development are often not the objectively most disadvantaged
groups but rather the objectively relatively advantaged groups
(Pettigrew, 2015). Relative deprivation theory emphasises that
people’s cognitive judgements are influenced not only by the
absolute level but also by the relative level. Relative deprivation
theory is not only applicable to research on the social psychology
of disadvantaged groups who are marginalised and disadvantaged
due to tourism development but can also provide new insights
into the “happiness paradox” and the satisfaction paradox, which
cannot be explained by other theories such as social exchange
theory and the life cycle of tourism destinations.

The particularity of research on tourism relative deprivation.
Although the knowledge map of relative deprivation indicates the
direction of research related to tourism relative deprivation, the
field of tourism research has its particularities. The research on
relative deprivation in the tourism field involves many practical
challenges, and it provides the possibility for the innovation and
expansion of the relative deprivation theory. The specificity of
research on tourism relative deprivation is mainly reflected in the
following two points: first, tourism research involves multiple
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interests that interact with each other; second, tourism destina-
tions, as tourism systems, have their life cycle.

Tourism research involves multiple stakeholders, and there is a
fierce dynamic interest game among them. As a comprehensive
industry, tourism involves more stakeholders than most other
industries (Liu, 2006). It is generally believed that destination
residents, tourists, tourism enterprises, and tourism governments
constitute the core stakeholder system of a tourism destination. It
is argued that the government undertakes the supervision and
management of destination development and should not be the
core interest game party; rather, it should stand as a third party to
administer justice and righteousness to reduce the relative
deprivation of stakeholders (Yang et al, 2015). In this study,
the government is not considered a stakeholder in the research on
tourism relative deprivation. Relative deprivation based on social
comparison can never exist in isolation, which means that
research on tourism relative deprivation should not only examine
the relative deprivation of tourists or destination residents but
should also consider the interactive effects of multiple stake-
holders. Research on tourism relative deprivation is complicated
by the objective difference and subjective demands among the
“long-distance nature” of tourists, the “on-site nature” of
residents, and the “scene nature” of tourism practitioners in the
tourism context.

On the other hand, tourism destinations have their life cycle.
Studies related to tourism life cycle theory have noted that
destination residents perceive different impacts of tourism
development at its different life stages and thus exhibit
corresponding attitudes and behaviours (Zhong et al., 2008;
Fagence, 2007; Lee and Weaver, 2014; Andriotis, 2006; Kim et al.,
2013). As an explanation for and prediction of the attitudes and
behaviours of tourism stakeholders, it should also be considered
whether there is any relationship between research on tourism
relative deprivation and the tourism life cycle stage. Furthermore,
researchers should consider whether research on tourism relative
deprivation should be conducted in a broader context of reality
rather than focusing solely on the relative gains and losses of
stakeholders. This question has not yet been explored, but it must
be addressed and investigated in depth to understand the current
complex reality of tourism destinations.

Prospects of research on tourism relative deprivation. Although
tourism research has its particularities, it is still possible to
identify the application prospects of relative deprivation theory
and the possibility of theoretical expansion in the tourism field
based on its knowledge base, hotspots, and frontiers. Research on
tourism relative deprivation involves multiple stakeholders,
including tourists, tourism practitioners, and destination
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theory.

residents, and covers multidimensional research content such as
the generation, perception, response, and effects of relative
deprivation. Research on tourism relative deprivation can theo-
retically expand relative deprivation theory from the perspectives
of the generation basis, generation path, and subsequent evolu-
tion of relative deprivation, as shown in Fig. 6.

Multi-interest research subjects. First, it is generally believed that
tourists leave their usual living environment in pursuit of a better
travel experience. However, an exotic travel experience creates a
relative disadvantage in terms of destination information and
bargaining power for tourism services, which can easily trigger a
sense of relative deprivation. Tourists’ sense of relative

deprivation not only impacts their travel experience but also
profoundly affects their evaluation of tourist destinations and
influences the image of the destination through word-of-mouth
communication. This, in turn, affects tourists’ willingness to
revisit a destination and potential tourists’ destination choice and
ultimately affects the sustainable development of the tourism
destination. Second, tourism practitioners generally refer to the
employees of major tourism enterprises, including culinary, liv-
ing, travelling, shopping, and entertainment enterprises; these
enterprises include both large-scale enterprise groups and small-
scale tourism small enterprises. It should be noted that tourism
practitioners include not only migrant workers in tourism des-
tinations but also some local community residents, which
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Table 2 Research hotspots and research frontiers.

High-frequency terms High-betweenness-centrality terms High-burst terms

Term Frequency  Terms Betweenness centrality  Term Burst value
Relative deprivation® 429 Relative deprivation 0.24 Relative deprivation 65.56
Sleep deprivation 67 Mortality rates 0.12 Social justice 6.17
Relative deprivation theory 59 Self-rated health 0.12 Sleep deprivation 6.12
Income inequality 55 Social identity 0.1 Social identity 6.1
Socioeconomic status 51 Relative risk 0.1 Social deprivation 5.84
Mortality rates 49 Mental health 0.1 Reference group 5.65
Social identity 46 Age group 0.09 Collective action 5.62
Relative risk 45 Sleep deprivation 0.08 Relative deprivation theory 5.26
Deprivation index 37 Reference group 0.07 Personal relative deprivation 4.47
Reference group 35 Social comparison 0.07 Relative importance 4.26
Social comparison 34 Multiple deprivation 0.07 Frx Frx
Multiple deprivation 33 Relative deprivation theory 0.06 e Frx
Socioeconomic deprivation 31 Socioeconomic inequalities 0.06 e o
Socioeconomic inequalities 29 Small area 0.06 Frx rrx
Social deprivation 26 Relative poverty 0.06 e Frx
Small area 25 Health inequalities 0.06 o rrx
Material deprivation 25 Social deprivation 0.05 o rrx
Subjective well-being 24 Relative importance 0.05 o rrx
Mental health 22 Deprivation index 0.05 o el
Collective action 21 Health outcomes 0.05 o rrx
Data source: Arranged according to the software analysis results. *** indicates that there are no relevant data on the map.
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Fig. 5 The research framework of relative deprivation, research themes and contents related to relative deprivation.

complicates the relative deprivation of tourism practitioners. The
different emotional attachments and ideal expectations of
migrant workers in tourism destinations and local community
residents lead to differences in tourism service willingness, ser-
vice costs, and returns. This further leads to differences in the
generation of, perceptions of, and responses to relative depri-
vation and directly affects the quality of tourism services pro-
vided to tourists (Balsa et al., 2014). Furthermore, the relative
deprivation of host communities affects not only their subjective
well-being but also their satisfaction with local tourism devel-
opment (Munanura et al., 2021; Smith and Huo, 2014). In turn,
this affects their attitudes toward tourism development (Power
etal., 2020; San et al., 2018) and tourism support behaviours (Lee
et al.,, 2018).

As mentioned previously, research on tourism relative
deprivation involves multi-interest research subjects. To solve
the current problems related to tourism, research should focus
on issues related to tourists, tourism practitioners, and
destination residents. Unfortunately, the current research on

8

tourism relative deprivation mainly involves host communities
and lacks due attention to tourists and tourism practitioners
(Pan and Yang, 2022; Power et al., 2020; Tang et al.,, 2021; Da
and Liu, 2019; Wang et al., 2019). Research on tourism relative
deprivation should pay more attention to the related issues of
multiple stakeholders. Based on in-depth research on the
relative deprivation of each subject, it is necessary to conduct
coupling research among destination residents, tourists, and
tourism practitioners.

Tourism relative deprivation is centred on the core theme of
the perceptions, attitudes, and behaviours of multiple stake-
holders and can be combined with tourism destination life cycle
theory, stakeholder theory, social exchange theory, and game
theory to construct more effective explanations of the sustain-
able development of tourism destinations. An attempt can be
made to explore whether the relative deprivation of tourism
stakeholders differs in different life cycle stages of the tourism
destination and how stakeholders’ interest game affects their
relative deprivation. Future researchers can also explore how
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Fig. 6 The research prospects of tourism relative deprivation, research directions and contents of relative deprivation in tourism fields.

relative deprivation theory and social exchange theory interact
with each other as well as the influences of relative deprivation
theory and life cycle theory on the sustainable development of
tourism and other related topics.

Multidimensional research content. As seen from the relative
deprivation knowledge map, research on tourism relative depri-
vation involves multidimensional research content. Relative
deprivation can be divided into not only individual and group
categories, but also vertical and horizontal. Each type of relative
deprivation involves influencing factors, a degree of deprivation,
and effects. In general, studies tend to consider relative deprivation
a mediating variable to explore its effects on subjective well-being,
group attitudes, and collective action. However, because tourism
research involves multiple subjects of interest and because tourism
destinations have their life cycles, the treatment of relative
deprivation as a mediating variable is not only unfavourable to
explaining real tourism problems but also limits the possibility of
expanding the application of relative deprivation theory.

Relative deprivation, as a subjective feeling, emphasises the
comparative nature of human cognition and uses it as a basis for
understanding emotions and social actions (Power et al., 2020).
Following the response logic of the generation, perception,
response, and outcome of people’s sense of relative deprivation
and based on distinguishing multiple stakeholders, research on
tourism relative deprivation can be divided into four major
themes. The first theme is the generation of relative deprivation,
which involves the generation situation, path, and mechanism of
relative deprivation. The second theme is the perception of
relative deprivation, involving the sources, types and conditions
of relative deprivation. The third theme is the response to relative
deprivation, which mainly explores the degree of deprivation,
coping styles and effects. The final theme is the effect of relative
deprivation, which mainly considers the impact of relative
deprivation on the research subject, including physical and
mental health, subjective well-being, and emotional attitudes and
behaviours. Owing to the lack of related research on tourism
relative deprivation, qualitative research methods such as
grounded theory, ethnography, and case studies can be used to
collect data from the field to integrate relevant theories and
improve the relevant research content.

Multiperspective theoretical expansion. The complex realities
faced in tourism research offer the possibility of expanding
relative deprivation theory. As mentioned previously, previous
research has mainly regarded relative deprivation as a mediating
variable to explore its effects. Few studies have considered the
generation of relative deprivation, which provides the possibility
to expand relative deprivation theory from multiple perspectives.
For example, host communities are affected not only by the social
and economic changes brought about by local tourism develop-
ment but also by real situations such as unbalanced tourism
development, unequal participation opportunities, and the unfair
distribution of tourism benefits. Complex life scenarios may
prompt destination residents to choose various reference groups
and conduct multidimensional social comparisons. The uncer-
tainty of their reference group selection and the complexity of
their social comparisons introduce realistic challenges to the
study of tourism relative deprivation while also providing a
practical basis for theoretical exploration. The extant research on
relative deprivation theory has achieved some results, but in the
complex context of tourism, research can further consider whe-
ther the basis of relative deprivation generation varies from
person to person, whether the paths of generation are the same,
and how the sense of relative deprivation is developed after it is
generated. Attention to the generation basis, generation path, and
subsequent evolution of relative deprivation will realise the
multiperspective expansion of its theory.

First, the basis of relative deprivation involves reference group
selection and social comparison, but little attention has been
given to these factors. People’s dependence on reference groups
and their selection habits are not the same, and there are
differences in their desire and tendency to compare. Unfortu-
nately, the foundation of relative deprivation has not been
explored in depth in previous research. As a result, it is not
possible to clarify either the real process of people’s choice of
reference groups in changing real-life situations or how people’s
sense of relative deprivation is generated by various types of
comparison (Power et al., 2020). Although reference group theory
and social comparison theory can provide some research insights,
the sense of relative deprivation is based on social comparison,
and it is necessary to more deeply explore its generation
foundation in the tourism context.
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Second, the generation process and path of relative deprivation
require further exploration. It is generally believed that upwards
social comparisons generate relative deprivation, while downward
comparisons tend to generate relative satisfaction. Interestingly,
people’s downward social comparisons also generate relative
deprivation, while upwards comparisons do not generate relative
deprivation as much as expected. In other words, even when people
are at a comparative disadvantage, they do not necessarily feel
relatively deprived. It can be inferred that certain conditions are
required for the generation of relative deprivation. The generation
of relative deprivation is likely to be influenced by people’s
sensitivity to their current environment and their tolerance for
comparative differences. In addition, people’s subjective interpreta-
tions of their relative disadvantage deeply affect their cognition, and
the subjective differences in their cognition further lead to
differences in the paths of relative deprivation generation. In other
words, the dominant differences between people’s rational and
emotional perceptions are likely to lead to differences in the paths
by which relative deprivation is generated.

Third, it is unknown whether the sense of relative deprivation,
as a subjective feeling, always exists steadily or whether it is just
an immediate reaction. Other questions that require further
exploration include whether relative deprivation exists in stages
or the long term, how relative deprivation changes when people
adopt different coping styles, and whether people’s sense of
relative deprivation tends to accumulate or diminish over time.

Finally, people are becoming increasingly interested in the
antipode of relative deprivation, namely, relative gratification
(Smith and Pettigrew, 2015). Relative gratification can be
considered a complementary component of relative deprivation
that can enrich relative deprivation theory research. In the tourism
context, community residents or tourists often experience some
degree of relative gratification or relative superiority because they
occupy a certain aspect of relative advantage, which introduces a
relatively new type of relative deprivation to other community
residents or tourists. It is suggested that an in-depth study of the
relationship between relative deprivation and relative gratification
in the tourism context has the potential to expand the relative
deprivation theory. Furthermore, research on tourism relative
deprivation can be cross-applied with the more widely used social
exchange theory, tourism destination life cycle theory, and game
theory to explore more possibilities for theoretical innovation.

Conclusion and recommendations

Theories commonly used in tourism to explain attitudes and
behaviours include social exchange theory, social representation
theory, social carrying capacity theory, Doxey’s stimulation index
theory, tourism life cycle theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of human
needs theory, growth machine theory, and tourism dependence
theory. Although all these theories can partially explain the atti-
tudes and behaviours of tourism residents, some problems in
tourism cannot be effectively explained by these theories, such as
the “happiness paradox” of tourism destination residents and the
question of why objectively advantaged tourism residents do not
exhibit higher tourism satisfaction while objectively less advan-
taged tourism residents do exhibit higher tourism satisfaction.
Relative deprivation theory is widely used because of its validity in
explaining people’s attitudes and behaviours. Therefore, it is
necessary to introduce the relative deprivation theory to provide
more effective explanations.

In addition, there is a widespread phenomenon of relative
deprivation in tourist destinations, and residents and tourists in
tourist destinations feel a sense of relative deprivation. Relative
deprivation seriously affects people’s attitudes and behaviours,
but little attention has been given to this issue in the field of
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tourism research. That is, relative deprivation in the field of
tourism research generally exists in reality, and it affects the
attitudes and behaviours of residents and tourists. However,
related issues cannot be effectively explained by other theories, so
it is urgent to introduce the theory of relative deprivation to
conduct in-depth discussions of the above issues. Each theory has
its range of research applicability. This study suggests that the
introduction of relative deprivation theory to discuss the attitudes
and behaviours of tourism stakeholders promotes the possibility
of better understanding the complex tourism reality.

In short, this study makes three main contributions. First, Cite-
Space software was used to draw the knowledge mapping of relative
deprivation theory, which revealed its knowledge base, research
hotspots and frontiers and constructed the research framework of
relative deprivation theory. Second, this study found that the
knowledge system of relative deprivation theory can match the
tourism research situation. Based on the research framework of
relative deprivation theory and the particularity of tourism research,
the study noted the direction of the application of relative depri-
vation theory in tourism research about multiple interest subjects
and multidimensional research content. Third, this study showed
that research on tourism relative deprivation may promote the
development of relative deprivation theory from multiple perspec-
tives. The concept of relative deprivation has long been regarded as
an explanatory variable, and few studies have paid attention to the
development of this theory. However, the complexity and particu-
larity of tourism research provide the possibility for the develop-
ment of relative deprivation theory. For example, through the study
of people’s reference choices and social comparison, the basis for
the generation of relative deprivation may be expanded, and an in-
depth discussion of the conditions that generate relative deprivation
may reveal whether there are differences in the generation paths of
people’s relative deprivation.

Note that tourism research not only involves multi-interest
research subjects such as tourists, tourism practitioners, and desti-
nation residents, but must also consider the frequent interaction and
intense interest games among stakeholders. In addition, tourism has
an inevitable life cycle, and different stages of the life cycle cause
differences in the attitudes and behaviours of stakeholders. Thus, it is
necessary to discuss the relationship between relative deprivation and
the destination life cycle, which increases the complexity of research
on tourism relative deprivation. In addition, relative deprivation
theory may be cross-fertilised with stakeholder theory, game theory
and tourism destination life cycle theory to provide more powerful
explanations, which may lead to new theoretical achievements.

The study is also characterised by some shortcomings. First, the
interpretation of CiteSpace knowledge mapping is limited by per-
sonal subjective judgement and knowledge accumulation, and there
may have been some omissions in the interpretation. Second, the
operation of CiteSpace is limited by the algorithm and function of
the software to extract and analyse information, and important
literature with a short publication time may have been ignored. In
addition, tourism research involves many research contents and
classical theories, and this study considered only research on
tourism relative deprivation at a broad level. Even though some
crucial studies on relative deprivation theory may have been over-
looked, this study nevertheless constitutes a worthwhile effort.
Subsequent research will focus on topics related to tourism relative
deprivation to expand relative deprivation theory while working to
solve practical problems encountered in tourism research.

Data availability
Data can be provided on reasonable request for academic
purposes only.
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