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Abstract

This bibliometric study maps the intellectual structure and research evolution of Willingness to Communicate (WTC) in EFL and ESL
contexts from 2016 to 2025. By examining 391 Scopus-indexed journal articles, the study applies performance analysis, co-citation
analysis and co-occurrence analysis to identify publication trends, influential authors, key institutions and dominant thematic clusters.
Findings reveal exponential growth in WTC research with strong foundations in ecological, sociocognitive and affective frameworks.
Psychological constructs such as motivation, foreign language enjoyment and anxiety emerge as central drivers of communicative
behavior while demographic and contextual variables remain comparatively under-integrated. The analysis also highlights increasing
engagement with digital learning and artificial intelligence, though theoretical integration across clusters remains limited. Geographical
concentration in Asian and Middle Eastern EFL contexts suggests the need for broader cross-contextual validation. By systematically
synthesizing the field, this study contributes to evidence-based language pedagogy and supports inclusive, equitable and quality education
aligned with SDG 4 (Quality Education). The findings inform sustainable language education practices that promote learner agency,
communicative competence and lifelong learning in globalized educational environments.

Keywords: Willingness to Communicate, EFL, ESL, bibliometric analysis, positive psychology, SDG 4, quality education, sustainable
education

1. Introduction
1.1 Background and Problem Statement

Although Grammar Translation Method (GTM) and Audio Lingual Method (ALM) remain useful in certain instructional contexts,
particularly for grammar mastery and structured language practice, these approaches are often considered less effective in promoting
authentic communication and interaction in 21st-century ESL and EFL classrooms (Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Modern classrooms
prioritize communicative competence, fluency, interaction and authentic conversational skills (Chen & Shuib, 2026). Therefore, many
educators have enhanced their teaching pedagogy by incorporating Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) or Task-Based Language
Teaching (TBLT) into lesson design to ensure that students are actively engaged in meaningful communication, develop practical
language skills and use English effectively in real-life contexts (Chunliu & Guangsheng, 2025; Ellis, 2003).

However, implementing CLT fully in the classroom remains challenging because it heavily relies on students’ Willingness to
Communicate (WTC). Students often hesitate to speak due to anxiety, shyness and low motivation particularly in Asian contexts where
face-saving is highly valued. Recognizing the effectiveness of CLT in fostering 21st-century learning in EFL and ESL contexts,
researchers have increasingly examined WTC as a crucial factor influencing foreign and second language acquisition. The heuristic model
proposed by Macintyre et al. (1998) conceptualizes WTC as a dynamic construct shaped by affective, cognitive and situational variables
that influence learners’ decisions to speak. Research further indicates that learners with higher WTC seek more communication
opportunities, experience reduced anxiety and achieve long-term language proficiency (Xiao & Jia, 2025; Dewaele, 2019).

Despite the growing number of empirical research, the intellectual structure and developmental trajectory of WTC research remain
insufficiently synthesized. While individual studies have explored specific antecedents and outcomes of WTC, the field lacks a systematic
mapping of its publication trends, influential contributors and thematic evolution.

1.2 Significance of Mapping WTC Research
The increasing volume of WTC research across diverse educational contexts demonstrates its centrality in contemporary applied
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linguistics. As the field expands, studies have drawn upon multiple theoretical frameworks and methodological designs that result in a
fragmented yet rich body of knowledge. It becomes difficult to identify dominant research themes, collaboration networks and emerging
directions that shape the cumulative development of the field without a comprehensive synthesis

Therefore, a systematic bibliometric analysis is essential to reduce or resolve this fragmentation. By mapping the intellectual landscape of
WTC research, it is possible to identify which theoretical perspectives are prominent and where conceptual or methodological gaps
remain. This is crucial for guiding future empirical research and informing evidence-based pedagogical practices in ESL and EFL
contexts.

1.3 Theoretical Foundations and Research Development

WTC research has evolved significantly since the foundational work of Maclntyre et al. (1998) in which WTC as a situational and
dynamic construct influenced by psychological and contextual variables. Additionally, D&nyei & Ryan (2015) integrated perspectives
from motivation theory, positive psychology and learner identity which further expanded the theoretical scope of the construct. Following
empirical studies have examined variables such as teacher support, classroom climate, anxiety, motivation and technology integration
(Lee, 2022; Cui & Xu, 2025). This highlights the multifaceted nature of WTC.

Although prior research has provided valuable theoretical and empirical insights, most studies have focused on testing relationships
among specific variables within localized contexts. To date, limited attention has been given to systematically analysing the overall
intellectual structure, citation patterns, collaboration networks and thematic clusters that define WTC scholarship as a whole. Therefore, a
bibliometric perspective is necessary to complement existing empirical findings and provide a macro-level understanding of the field’s
development.

1.4 Research Objectives and Analytical Approach

This study employs bibliometric analysis to systematically map the intellectual structure, research evolution and thematic dynamics of
WTC scholarship in ESL and EFL contexts. Bibliometric techniques enable the quantitative examination of large volumes of scholarly
publications through performance analysis and science mapping methods. This study aims to:

examine publication trends and growth patterns in WTC research.

identify the most influential authors, institutions and countries contributing to the field.

analyse citation networks and collaboration patterns.

explore co-occurring keywords and thematic clusters to determine dominant and emerging research themes.

By aligning these objectives with bibliometric research design, the study provides a structured and data-driven overview of the cumulative
development of WTC research. This macro-level synthesis contributes to theoretical consolidation, identifies critical research gaps and
offers informed directions for future scholarship in applied linguistics.

2. Method

This study employs bibliometric analysis, a quantitative research method used to systematically evaluate and map the intellectual
structure, development and trends within a specific research field. Bibliometric analysis enables researchers to examine large volumes of
published literature using statistical and visualization techniques, thereby identifying influential publications, authors, institutions,
collaboration networks and thematic patterns (Zupic & Cater, 2015; Donthu et al., 2021; Wider et al., 2023). In this study, three primary
techniques were applied which are performance analysis, co-citation analysis and co-occurrence analysis. Performance analysis measures
the productivity and scholarly impact of the field by examining publication output, citation counts, leading authors, institutions, countries
and journals. Co-citation analysis identifies the intellectual foundations of the domain by analysing how frequently two documents,
authors or sources are cited together, thereby revealing influential works and theoretical clusters. Meanwhile, co-occurrence analysis
(keyword analysis) explores the conceptual structure of the field by examining the frequency and relationships among keywords, allowing
the identification of dominant themes, emerging topics and research trends. These techniques provide a comprehensive overview of the
evolution, knowledge structure and research dynamics of Willingness to Communicate (WTC) studies in ESL and EFL contexts.

2.1 Data Source and Retrieval Strategy

Scopus was selected as the sole database for this study because it provides extensive coverage of peer-reviewed journals in applied
linguistics, education and social sciences, while also offering standardized bibliographic information compatible with bibliometric
software (Donthu et al., 2021). Compared with other databases, Scopus ensures broader international journal coverage and reliable
citation indexing, making it appropriate for large-scale science mapping studies.

The data retrieval process was conducted in January 2026 using the search field TITLE-ABS-KEY. The Boolean search string combined
the core construct (“willingness to communicate” OR “WTC” OR “L2 WTC”) with contextual descriptors related to English language
learning (“EFL”, “ESL”, “English as a foreign language”, and “English as a second language”). Only journal articles published in English
between 2016 and 2025 were included to ensure analytical consistency and relevance to recent developments in the field.

2.2 Data Cleaning and Screening Procedures

To ensure data accuracy and reliability, several preprocessing procedures were conducted before analysis. Duplicate records were
manually checked and removed. Inconsistent author names, abbreviations and keyword variations were standardized to improve network
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accuracy. For example, terms such as “WTC”, “L2 WTC” and “willingness to communicate” were merged under a unified keyword
category. Similarly, variations in institutional names and author initials were harmonized to avoid fragmented mapping outputs.

The screening and refinement process followed the PRISMA 2020 framework (Page et al., 2021), which enhanced methodological
transparency and reproducibility.

2.3 Bibliometric Analysis Tools and Procedures

The bibliometric analysis was conducted using VOSviewer version 1.6.20, which is widely used for visualizing bibliometric networks and
thematic relationships in social science research. Three analytical approaches were employed: performance analysis, co-citation analysis
and keyword co-occurrence analysis.

Performance analysis examined publication trends, influential journals, authors, institutions and countries. Co-citation analysis was used
to identify the intellectual structure and foundational literature of the field by analysing relationships among highly cited studies.
Meanwhile, co-occurrence analysis explored conceptual structures and thematic developments through keyword relationships.

Thresholds were set in VOSviewer to determine which items were included in each network. For the co-citation analysis, the minimum
number of citations for a cited reference was 7; 55 of the 2,215 cited references met this criterion. For the keyword co-occurrence analysis,
the minimum number of occurrences was 7; 49 of the 1,191 keywords met this criterion. The units of analysis consisted of documents,
authors, institutions, countries and author keywords, depending on the analytical objective.

2.4 Analysis of Inclusion Table

Table 1 shows a specific set of inclusion criteria to identify relevant studies for bibliometric analysis that was employed by this study.
Scopus database was selected due to its extensive coverage of peer-reviewed journals in the social sciences and applied linguistics to
ensure the credibility of the source material (Donthu et al., 2021). Studies that relate to contemporary theoretical and pedagogical
developments in the field of Willingness to Communicate (WTC) were filtered from 2016 to 2025 to ensure the analysis is relevance. In
addition, studies selected were based on title, abstract and keywords (TITLE-ABS-KEY) using a Boolean string. It combined the core
construct ("willingness to communicate” OR "wtc" OR "L2 WTC") with the population context ("efl" OR "esl") to ensure all related and
relevant were included in the analysis (Bramer, 2018). Further refinement was achieved by restricting the document type to "Article" and
source type to "Journal” to focus the analysis on primary research within established studies. Finally, a language filter (English) was
applied to ensure the accurate processing of keywords and abstracts by the analytical software. These criteria aimed to generate a dataset
that is both comprehensive within its defined boundaries and analytically homogeneous (Zupic & Cater, 2015).

Table 1. Inclusion Criteria for Bibliometric Analysis

Scopus Database ALL

Time period 2016 to 2025

Search field TITLE-ABS-KEY

Search keywords "willingness to communicate” OR wtc
OR"L2 WTC"

efl OR "english as a foreign language
OR "english language teaching” OR "esl"
OR "English as a second language”

Document Types Article
Source Types Journal
Language English

2.5 Analysis of PRISMA Flowchart

This bibliometric analysis used systematic protocol outlined in the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) flowchart that provides a transparent identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion (Page et al., 2021). This is to
mitigate selection bias and enhance methodological accuracy. The initial search in the Scopus database yielded 511 records and 57 studies
that were not in the year 2016-2025 were removed. The remaining 454 records were then screened by document and source type. 61
records that were not journal articles were excluded and resulted in 393 records for full-text eligibility assessment. At this stage, two
articles were excluded for not being in the English language and for being unrelated to the core topic. A final corpus of 391 studies was
then extracted and analysed. The PRISMA flowchart ensures the validity and reproducibility of the subsequent bibliometric analysis.
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The analysis of publication years reveals an upward trajectory in research relating to Willingness to Communicate (WTC) among EFL
and ESL learners from 2016 to 2025. It began with only six publications in 2016. It then maintained about 30 publications annually in
2019 and 2020. Then it reached about 100 publications in 2025. This growth pattern indicates that WTC has evolved from a niche interest
into a major and rapidly expanding domain within applied linguistics and language education research. This trend illustrates a growing
recognition of WTC’s role in successful language acquisition apart from affective and psychological factors in learning. The field is
currently highly active with new findings and theoretical perspectives which indicates the relevance of this bibliometric study.
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3.1.2 By Sources

There are several prolific sources that produce research relating to WTC which are Language Teaching Research (23 documents), System
(19) and the Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development (18) based on Scopus analysis. Computer Assisted Language
Learning acquires a high citation count (439) despite its rank in the second. It indicates the significant influence of its published WTC
research in technological contexts. On the other hand, Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, that has more publications, has
lower citations (343). This reveals a distinction between productivity and impact. This distinction suggests that publication frequency
alone does not necessarily indicate scholarly influence. Journals with fewer publications may achieve stronger citation impact when their
studies introduce influential theoretical or methodological contributions. This reflects the importance of evaluating both productivity and
citation influence when interpreting the development of WTC scholarship. In addition, Frontiers in Psychology journal, that has ten
publications with 172 citations, highlights crucial research of psychological dimensions. This pattern shows that WTC studies are
distributed through established language teaching and interdisciplinary journals. This reflects its integration into both language pedagogy
and psychology discourses.

Documents per year by source

Compare the document counts for up to 10 sources. Compare sources and view CiteScore, S)R, and SNIP data
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Figure 3. Number of Documents by Source
3.1.3 By Authors

The top ten prolific authors have at least 4 publications. Lee, J.S stands as the most influential author that contributes 18 documents with
an exceptionally high citation count (1377), conceptualizing willingness to communicate through affective, motivational and dynamic
systems perspectives across digital and non-digital learning environments. Other key authors include Dewaele, J.M, Fathi, J., Maclintyre,
P.D., and Khajavy, G.H. acquire substantial citation numbers despite a slightly lower document count. Their research examines
affective—motivational factors and contextual dynamics underlying willingness to communicate. These authors have achieved higher
citation numbers than Zarrinabadi, N. (8 publications, 247 citations) and Azari Noughabi, M. (7 publications, 55 citations). Overall, this
pattern highlights a research field shaped by both highly productive specialists and influential theorists who integrate willingness to
communicate into broader SLA, psychological and contextual frameworks.

3.1.4 By Affiliations

The Education University of Hong Kong recorded as the highest publication (26) with highest citation (1413). In addition, several Iranian
institutions had dominated the publications in WTC research including University of Kurdistan with five publications and with significant
citations (465). There are also other institutions that indicate a globally research effort such as Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, Canada and the
UK. Likewise, institutions in Saudi Arabia and mainland China show increasing publication output, signaling a geographically
concentrated yet expanding research network within EFL-dominant regions. Overall, the data shows that the empirical and theoretical
work on language learners' willingness to communicate points to East Asia and the Middle East. While this concentration reflects
contextual relevance in foreign language settings, it also suggests the need for broader institutional representation from ESL contexts to
enhance cross-cultural generalizability.
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Table 2. Number of Documents by Affiliation

Rank Organisation Documents Citations

1 Department of English Language Education, The

Education University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong 15 812

2 The Education University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong 10 601
Department of English Language and Literature, Hakim

Sabzevari University, Sabzevar, Razavi Khorasan, Iran 6 52
Cape Breton University, Sydney, NS, Canada 5 452
5 D.epartmen.t of .App!ied Linggistics, .Xi'an 5 143
Jiaotong-Liverpool University, Suzhou, Jiangsu, China
6 Depa'rtment of English gnd Linguistics, University of 5 465
Kurdistan, Sanandaj, Kurdistan, Iran
7 Department _ of _ English Language and Literature, 5 278
Golestan University, Gorgan, Golestan, Iran
Nanjing Normal University, Nanjing, Jiangsu, China 5 327
9 University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran 5 130
10 Department of English Language and Literature, Shahid 4 122

Beheshti University, Tehran, Tehran, Iran

3.1.5 By Countries

WTC has become a global research priority as evident in the geographical distribution of publications. Iran and China are the two most
productive nations, accounting for over half of the publication output with 101 and 96 documents respectively. Other countries such as
Hong Kong (33), Malaysia (30), Japan (23), Saudi Arabia (22) and Thailand (20) further highlight that research in EFL contexts is
concentrated in Asian and Middle Eastern regions. This pattern further suggests that WTC research in EFL contexts is heavily
concentrated within Asian and Middle Eastern regions. This pattern further suggests that WTC research in EFL contexts is heavily
concentrated within Asian and Middle Eastern regions. The significant output from these regions likely correlates with the challenges and
dynamics of learning English in foreign language environments where communication opportunities may be scarce. This illustrates that
WTC is predominantly studied in contexts where English is a foreign language and overcoming barriers to authentic language use is
crucial. The geographical concentration of publications also implies that current WTC models may be strongly shaped by EFL-oriented
educational realities, including examination-driven systems, limited exposure to authentic communication and sociocultural concerns
related to language anxiety and face-saving. Consequently, findings derived predominantly from Asian and Middle Eastern contexts may
not fully represent communication dynamics in multilingual or ESL environments.
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Figure 4. Number of Documents by Country
3.2 Co-citation Analysis
The co-citation analysis used a minimum threshold of 7 citations per cited reference. Of the 2,215 cited references, 55 met this threshold
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and were included in the network. The analysis identifies works that are frequently cited together, revealing shared theoretical foundations
and influential knowledge structures in Willingness to Communicate (WTC) research in EFL and ESL contexts. Table 3 presents ten
selected co-cited references, with their citation counts and total link strength.

Table 3. Co-citation Articles (Top 10 Most Cited)

Citat Total Link

Rank Authors Title :
ions Strength
1 Cz0, Yigian (2006) Intera(_:tlo_nal context and willingness to (_:or_nmunlc_ate: A comparison of 85 281
behavior in whole class, group and dyadic interaction
’ Ceo, Yigian (2011) Investigating situational W|II|ngnes§ to commu.nlcate within second 83 300
language classrooms from an ecological perspective
3 Baker, Susan C. (2000) The role of gen.der and immersion in communication and second 57 179
language orientations
4 Cao, Yigian Katherine A Sociocognitive Perspective on Second Language Classroom 56 185
(2014) Willingness to Communicate
5 Al-Murtadha, Mutahar Enhancing EFL learners' willingness to communicate with 28 53
A. (2019) visualization and goal-setting activities
5 Baker, Susan C. (2003) The role of gen.der and immersion in communication and second 2 79
language orientations (2003)
7 Dewaele, Jean Marc The effect of classroom emotions, attitudes toward English, and 1 20
(2019) teacher behavior on willingness to communicate among EFL learners
8 (Unknown) (2012) Turlflsh college students willingness to communicate in English as a 2 63
foreign language
. . Modeling the relationship between classroom emotions, motivation,
o Alrabal, Fakieh (2024) and learner WTC in EFL: A positive psychology approach 24 64
10 Burgoon, Judee K. The Unwillingness-To-Communicate Scale: Development and 24 68
(1976) Validation

As shown in Table 3, the three studies by Cao, Yigian being the top ranks with substantial citations and total link strengths. Her studies
collectively emphasize contemporary research on willingness to communicate (WTC) in second language acquisition. Her study on
ecological investigation emerging as the most strongly connected work (83 citations, link strength 300) in which it closely interlinked
references constitute the core of the WTC domain. The network further reveals important theories and methodologies to explore WTC.
Baker’s (2000) study on gender and immersion (link strength 179) provides a demographic and contextual contraints while Dewaele
(2019) and Alrabai (2024) integrate affective dimensions such as classroom emotions and motivation into the WTC framework. This
reflects that the field shifts toward psychology approaches. In addition, Burgoon’s (1976) study on Unwillingness-to-Communicate Scale
(link strength 68) serves as a pioneer study that links WTC research to broader communication apprehension theories. This co-citation
map highlights co-cited works form a cohesive knowledge structure that bridges early scale development, sociocognitive and ecological
theories and contemporary interventions aimed at enhancing communicative willingness in EFL learners.

3.2.1 Co-citation Analysis by Clusters

Cluster 1 (red): Foundational and Contextual WTC Studies

Cluster 1 represents the theoretical core of willingness to communicate (WTC) research with an emphasis on how interactional settings
shape communicative behavior. There are sixteen publications united by three interconnected theories which are interactional or
ecological perspective on WTC (Cao, 2006, 2011, 2014), contextual and individual difference variables (Baker, 2000, 2003; Clément,
2003) and foundational communicative competence models (Canale & Swain, 1980). These interconnected theories are supported by
empirical studies demonstrating the dynamic and context-sensitive nature of WTC (Bernales, 2016; Cameron, 2015). These studies
demonstrate that WTC is not fixed but changes according to classroom context, making the learning environment central to understanding
students’ willingness to communicate.
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Figure 5. Co-Citation Analysis (VOSviewer Visualization)
Cluster 2 (green): Motivation and Digital Learning

Cluster 2 explores the psychological and environmental factors of WTC that focus on the student’s intrinsic motivation. The publications
are about two main themes which are motivation and self-regulation. This can be evidenced in Al-Hoorie’s (2018) meta-analysis of the L2
Motivational Self System, Clément et al. (1994) on self-confidence and group cohesion and Crede et al. (2017) on the role of grit.
Furthermore, this cluster expands WTC into digital setting as seen in Benson’s (2011) work on learning beyond the classroom and
Buckingham’s (2017) study on asynchronous computer-mediated practice. These strands are connected by intervention-based research by
Al-Murtadha (2019) on visualization and goal-setting and Dewaele (2019) on integration of classroom emotions. This cluster emphasizes
how current research has broadened its scope to include psychological traits and the possibility of informal and digital learning spaces.

Cluster 3 (Blue): Emotions and Affective States

Cluster 3 highlights the integration of positive psychology in language learning into WTC research. There are two main focuses which are
development and validation of instruments to measure affective states and application of emotion-integrating models. This can be seen in
the work of Botes et al. (2020, 2021, 2022a, 2022b) on foreign language enjoyment and anxiety scales, Alrabai’s (2024) on positive
psychology framework and Boudreau et al. (2018) on idiodynamic examination of enjoyment and anxiety in real-time communication. In
addition, studies by Al-Murtadha (2021) links WTC to academic achievement and Bensalem (2025) explores grit and enjoyment
cross-culturally. This cluster emphasizes student well-being and emotional experiences are crucial in fostering communicative
willingness.

Cluster 4 (Yellow): Psychological Antecedents & Situational Models

Cluster 4 highlights the immediate antecedents of WTC that connect classic psychological constructs with situational analysis. There are
two main areas of research. First, the early research that defines WTC as can be seen in Burgoon’s (1976) Unwillingness-to-Communicate
Scale and MaclIntyre’s (1998) situational model of L2 confidence. Second, the contemporary empirical and methodological extensions as
can be seen in Kang’s (2005) dynamic model, Fallah’s (2014) structural equation modeling of self-confidence and motivation and
Baran-Lucarz’s (2014) investigation of pronunciation anxiety. These research themes are unified by studies that examine the interaction
between perception and context which are Léger (2009) on learner attitudes and Denies & Janssen (2015) comparing classroom versus
societal WTC. This cluster maps the micro-processes of communication that shows stable traits and situational cues.
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Table 4. Co-Citation Analysis by Clusters

Cluster No and Cluster Labels No. of Representative Publications
Colour Articles
Cluster 1 (Red) Foundational & Contextual WTC 16 Macintyre (1998); Canale (1980); Clénent (2003); Cao
Studies (2006, 2011, 2013, 2014); Bernales (2016); Cameron
(2015)
Cluster 2 (Green) Motivation and Digital Learning 15 Clément (1994); Al-Hoorie (2018); Al-Murtadha (2019);
Benson (2011); Buckingham (2017); Dewaele (2019);
Credé(2017)
Cluster 3 (Blue) Emotions and Affective States 13 Boudreau (2018); Botes (2020, 2021, 2022a, 2022b);
Alrabai (2024); Bensalem (2025); Al-Murtadha (2021)
Cluster 4 (Yellow) Psychological ~ Antecedents & 11 Macintyre (1998); Kang (2005); Eddy (2015); Fallah
Situational Models (2014); Denies (2015); Baran-Lucarz (2014); Burgoon
(1976)

3.3 Co-occurrence Analysis

The co-occurrence analysis included 49 keywords that met the minimum occurrence threshold of 7. These keywords were selected from a
total of 1,191 keywords. Table 5 presents ten of the most frequent and central keywords. Willingness to Communicate (WTC) was the
most prominent keyword, with 249 occurrences and a total link strength of 347. Other frequently occurring keywords included motivation
(33 occurrences), EFL learners and gender (31 occurrences each), and communication, foreign language enjoyment and EFL (21
occurrences each). These keywords show connections between WTC and affective, contextual and demographic factors. Two interrelated
thematic strands emerge from the co-occurrence patterns.

The first strand consists of affective and motivational factors that influence communication behaviour. ‘Motivation’ appears to be a
significant factor that relates to WTC with 33 occurrences and 156 link strength. In addition, ‘foreign language enjoyment’ also appears to
be a crucial factor or a role that correlates to WTC with 21 occurrences and 52 link strength. Although ‘communication’ does not appear
as much as ‘motivation’ but it exhibits a high link strength (21 occurrences, 186 link strength). This suggests that ‘communication’ is
studied not in isolation but is interrelated with psychological factors such as ‘motivation’ and ‘foreign language enjoyment’.

The second strand is about the contextual and demographic information of this research. ‘EFL learners’ and ‘EFL’ have high occurrences
(31 and 21 respectively) as specific instructional settings. The ‘classroom environment’ (13 occurrences) is affirmed as a critical spatial
and social context shaping communicative behaviour within these settings. In terms of demographic, ‘students’ (16 occurrences) and
‘adults’ (15 occurrences) frequently co-occurring with affective constructs. Meanwhile ‘gender’ emerges as significant variable (31
occurrences, 407 link strength) that indicates differential effects based on gender are a persistent and significant research in the field.

This keyword analysis depicts research that correlates WTC is mature and has a clear focus by understanding the drivers of
communicative behaviour in EFL contexts. The research has a complete integration of individual psychology (WTC, motivation,
enjoyment) with learner demographics (gender, age) and instructional setting (EFL, classroom). WTC serves to be a crucial bridging
theory that connects students internal dispositions to external communicative performance. Given the strong presence of demographic
variables, it is crucial to further investigate how learner diversity moderates the relationship between WTC, psychological factors and
communicative behaviour.

Table 5. The 10 Most Frequent and Central Keywords

Rank Keyword Occurrences Total Link Strength
Willingness to Communicate
1 (WTC) 249 347
2 Motivation 33 156
3 Communication 21 186
4 Foreign Language Enjoyment 21 52
5 EFL Learners 31 93
6 Classroom Environment 13 40
7 Students 16 167
8 Adults 15 201
9 Gender (Male/Female) 31 407
10 EFL 21 48

3.3.1 Co-Occurrence Analysis by Clusters

Cluster 1 (red), that integrates 16 keywords, investigates the psychological and affective dimensions in second language acquisition forms.
It is surrounded by a spectrum of related affective factors: 1) facilitative factors such as ‘motivation’, ‘foreign language enjoyment’, ‘grit’
and ‘self-efficacy’ and 2) inhibitory elements like ‘language anxiety’. This cluster provides the primary explanatory variables for the
central phenomenon of WTC.
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Figure 6. Co-Occurrence Analysis (VOSviewer Visualization)

Cluster 2 (green), that comprises 14 keywords, focuses on learner demographics and communication contexts. Terms such as ‘adult
learners’ and ‘gender’ emphasizes how demographic variables moderate language acquisition processes. Meanwhile, terms such as
‘interpersonal communication” and ‘multilingualism’ extends the research to the social and interactive dimensions of language use. This
suggests an inquiry concerned with communication as a situated social practice rather than an individual psychological outcome. The
contrast between Clusters 1 and 2 indicates limited integration between psychological factors and social dimensions of language use.

Cluster 3 (blue), which consists of 10 terms, represents the pragmatic and research framework of the field. It links instructional contexts
(classroom environment and teaching) with research tools and methods. From the analysis, ‘questionnaire’ keyword highlights the
predominant instruments for data collection and ‘artificial intelligence’ shows growing interest in technology-enhanced learning study.
This cluster indicates how internal psychological dispositions from cluster 1 manifest in real learning environments and are investigated
using established methodological approaches.

Together, the three clusters illustrates that WTC is examined based on psychological and affective factors, demographic and social
contexts and applied instructional and methodological frameworks. There is a potential gap in fully integrating individual psychological
factors with social and contextual dimensions based on clusters 1 and 2. Future research could benefit from more holistic models that
bridge these aspects to provide a comprehensive understanding of communicative behavior.

Table 6. Co-Occurrence Analysis of Keywords on Willingness to Communicate (WTC) in EFL and ESL

Cluster No Number of .
and Colour Cluster Label Keywords Representative Keywords

‘willingness to communicate (WTC)’, ‘motivation’, ‘foreign

Cluster 1 Affective & Psychological . .. e
16 language enjoyment’, ‘language anxiety’, ‘grit’, ‘positive

(Red) Factors in EFL psychology’, ‘self-efficacy’, ‘EFL learners’
Cluster 2 Learner Demographics & 14 ‘adult  learners’,  ‘gender’,  ‘interpersonal  communication’,
(Green) Communication Contexts ‘multilingualism’
Cluster 3 Instructional Context & 10 ‘classroom environment’, ‘teaching’, ‘artificial intelligence’,
(Blue) Research Methods ‘questionnaire’, ‘structural equation modeling’, ‘EFL learning’
4. Discussion

This bibliometric study shows that WTC research field has established robust themes but there are significant geographic concentration
and emerging theoretical silos. Publications related to WTC nearly doubled from 2024 to 2025, indicating there is significant interest in
this field within applied linguistics. The exponential growth reflects a paradigm shift towards affective and psychological factors in
language learning that makes WTC as a crucial bridge between learner psychology and communicative competence (D&nyei & Ryan,
2015; Maclntyre et al., 1998). However, the dominance of publications in Iran and China reveals a geographical imbalance as it could
potentially marginalize insights from ESL contexts and other global settings. Based on co-citation and co-occurrence analyses, co-citation
patterns confirm a stable theoretical anchored in the ecological and sociocognitive frameworks pioneered by Cao (2011) and foundational
scale like Burgoon’s (1976) Unwillingness-to-Communicate Scale. The co-occurrence analysis further explains this into three thematic
clusters.
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The findings also reflect an important theoretical tension within WTC scholarship. While psychological constructs such as motivation,
enjoyment and anxiety have become increasingly sophisticated and empirically validated, social and contextual dimensions remain
comparatively fragmented across studies. This imbalance suggests that the field continues to privilege individual learner psychology over
broader ecological and sociocultural influences. As a result, existing models may insufficiently capture how institutional culture,
multilingual realities and power relations shape communicative behaviour in diverse educational settings.

There are gaps in the structural relationship between these clusters. Cluster 1 (affective and psychological factors) represent
self-referential core focused on modeling and measuring the internal drivers of WTC. In contrast, cluster 2 (learner demographics and
communication contexts) exhibits moderate conceptual distance from this affective core. This separation suggests that research on gender
age and social context often runs on a parallel rather than fully integrated in investigating motivation and anxiety. Consequently, while the
field is strong in explaining why people communicate (psychological factors), it is less effective in integrating who is communicating and
where communication takes place (identity and context) into a single framework. In addition, cluster 3 (instructional context and research
methods) highlights a pragmatic strand of research. WTC field of research begins to engage with technological intervention with the
emerging presence of artificial intelligence and equation modelling. However, the weak linkage between this cluster (methodological) and
cluster 2 (human demographic) suggests that technological and pedagogical innovations may not be consistently informed by nuanced
understandings of learner diversity. This suggests that future WTC scholarship should prioritize interdisciplinary frameworks capable of
integrating affective, sociocultural and technological dimensions simultaneously. Collectively, these findings not only clarify the
intellectual structure and limitations of current WTC research but also point to important theoretical and practical implications for future
research and language teaching practice.

4.1 Theoretical Implications

The findings of this bibliometric analysis provide several theoretical implications for future WTC research. The increasing publications
between 2016 and 2025 confirms that Willingness to Communicate (WTC) has become an important construct in second language
acquisition research. The strong citation links to foundational scholars such as Maclntyre (1998) and Cao (2011) show that ecological and
sociocognitive perspectives continue to shape the field.

However, the cluster analysis indicates that WTC research is still somewhat fragmented. Psychological factors such as motivation, anxiety
and enjoyment are highly integrated and frequently studied. In contrast, demographic and contextual variables such as gender, age and
learning environment are less connected to the main theoretical models. This suggests that existing frameworks explain why learners
communicate but they pay less attention to who communicates and under which conditions.

In addition, the strong concentration of studies in Asian and Middle Eastern EFL contexts raises questions about the broader applicability
of current WTC models. Since many findings are derived from EFL settings, further research in ESL and multilingual contexts is
necessary to strengthen theoretical generalizability.

Finally, the increasing presence of technology and artificial intelligence in recent studies suggests a growing interest in digital
communication environments. Therefore, future theoretical models should consider how emotional, contextual and technological factors
interact in shaping learners’ willingness to communicate. These findings suggest that future WTC research should move beyond
variable-based associations toward more integrative and context-sensitive theoretical frameworks.

4.2 Practical Implications

Practically, the findings underscore the importance of designing language learning environments that prioritise affective support and
meaningful interaction. Educators in EFL and ESL contexts should adopt pedagogical strategies that reduce anxiety and enhance
motivation such as low-stakes speaking activities, collaborative tasks and technology-mediated communication. However, the limited
consideration of demographic and contextual variables in existing research suggests that WTC-enhancing practices should be adapted
carefully to local learner profiles and sociocultural settings. As digital tools and artificial intelligence gain prominence in language
education, teacher training and curriculum development should ensure that technological interventions are pedagogically grounded and
responsive to learners’ emotional and contextual needs.

4.3 Limitations of the Study

Several limitations should be acknowledged in this bibliometric study. First, the analysis relied solely on the Scopus database, which may
exclude relevant publications indexed in Web of Science, ERIC or Google Scholar. Second, only English-language journal articles were
included, potentially limiting the representation of non-English scholarship and regional perspectives. Third, bibliometric findings are
dependent on database indexing accuracy and citation practices, which may affect network visualization and citation strength. Despite
these limitations, the study provides a comprehensive overview of major research trends and intellectual structures within WTC
scholarship from 2016 to 2025.

5. Conclusion

This bibliometric analysis clearly maps the intellectual landscape of WTC research in EFL and ESL contexts from 2016 to 2025. The
findings reveal that WTC has evolved with a stable theoretical foundation rooted in ecological, sociocognitive and affective frameworks.
In addition, the findings also reveal that affective and psychological factors play a crucial role in shaping communicative behavior.
However, there are structural imbalances that require attention. The geographical concentration of research in specific EFL contexts raises
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concerns about the global generalizability of dominant models while cluster-level analyses indicate limited integration between
psychological, demographic and instructional strands of inquiry. Furthermore, the increasing research that engage with technological
intervention are not always aligned with nuanced understandings of learner identity, social context and diversity. Therefore, future WTC
research would benefit from greater cross-contextual validation and more integrative theoretical models that connect affective
mechanisms with demographic realities and pedagogical practice. Future WTC scholarship should therefore move toward
interdisciplinary and context-sensitive models that integrate psychological, sociocultural and technological dimensions rather than treating
them as isolated strands of inquiry. By bridging these research strands, WTC study can move toward a more comprehensive and
context-sensitive understanding in ensuring the continued relevance of WTC across diverse global language learning environments.
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