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Abstract: This study examines the evolving landscape of Indonesian tourism through digital narratives and online 
community discourse in the post-pandemic period. Using netnographic methodology, we analyzed digital 
conversations across multiple platforms to understand how authenticity, sustainability, and cultural preservation 
intersect with tourism development in Indonesia. The research reveals three primary themes: the 
commodification of traditional culture, the emergence of sustainable tourism practices, and the role of digital 
storytelling in destination branding. Findings suggest that Indonesian tourism stakeholders are navigating 
complex tensions between economic recovery and cultural integrity, while digital platforms serve as crucial 
spaces for negotiating authentic tourism experiences. This study contributes to understanding tourism 
transformation in Southeast Asia and provides insights for sustainable destination management in digitally-
mediated environments. 
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Introduction 
Indonesia's tourism industry has undergone profound transformation in recent years, 

accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic's impact on global travel patterns and the concurrent rise 
of digital tourism platforms. As the world's largest archipelagic state, comprising over 17,000 
islands with extraordinary cultural and natural diversity, Indonesia presents a unique case for 
examining how traditional tourism destinations adapt to contemporary challenges while 
preserving cultural authenticity (Richards & Wilson, 2023). 

The digital revolution in tourism has fundamentally altered how destinations are perceived, 
marketed, and experienced. Social media platforms, travel blogs, and online communities have 
become primary sources of destination information, creating new forms of tourism knowledge 
production that challenge traditional marketing approaches (Munar & Jacobsen, 2022). This shift 
is particularly significant in Indonesia, where diverse regional cultures and traditions intersect 
with rapid digitalization and modernization processes. 

Previous research has extensively documented Indonesia's tourism development, focusing 
on economic impacts, policy frameworks, and destination management strategies (Prideaux & 
McNamara, 2021). However, limited attention has been paid to how digital communities construct 
and negotiate meanings around Indonesian tourism experiences, particularly in relation to 
authenticity and cultural preservation. This gap is crucial given that digital narratives increasingly 
influence tourist decision-making and destination reputation in the contemporary travel 
landscape. 

The concept of authenticity in tourism has evolved considerably, moving beyond static 
notions of "original" culture toward more dynamic understandings of how authenticity is 
constructed and performed through social interactions (Wang, 2020). In Indonesia's context, this 
evolution is particularly complex given the nation's cultural diversity and the varying degrees of 
tourist development across different regions. Digital platforms provide unprecedented 
opportunities to observe how various stakeholders—including tourists, local communities, tourism 
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operators, and government agencies—participate in constructing and contesting authentic 
tourism experiences. 

This study addresses three fundamental research questions: First, how do digital narratives 
shape perceptions of authentic tourism experiences in Indonesia? Second, what role do online 
communities play in negotiating tensions between tourism development and cultural 
preservation? Third, how has the post-pandemic period influenced digital discourse around 
sustainable tourism practices in Indonesia? 

By employing netnographic methodology, this research contributes to the growing body of 
literature on digital tourism studies while providing practical insights for Indonesian tourism 
stakeholders navigating the complexities of sustainable destination development in an 
increasingly connected world. 

 

Methodology 
Netnographic Approach 

This study employed netnographic methodology to examine digital narratives surrounding 
Indonesian tourism. Netnography, as defined by Kozinets (2020), involves the ethnographic study 
of online communities and cultures, providing systematic methods for collecting, analyzing, and 
interpreting digital cultural data. This approach is particularly suited to understanding 
contemporary tourism phenomena, as it captures naturally occurring conversations and 
interactions that would be difficult to access through traditional research methods. 
Data Collection 

Data collection occurred over a twelve-month period from January 2023 to December 2023, 
encompassing multiple digital platforms to ensure comprehensive coverage of tourism-related 
discourse. The selection of platforms was based on their relevance to tourism communication and 
their popularity among both domestic and international audiences discussing Indonesian tourism. 
Primary Data Sources: 

1. Instagram posts and comments using hashtags #WonderfulIndonesia, #VisitIndonesia, 
#IndonesiaTravel (n=2,847 posts) 

2. YouTube travel vlogs and comments focusing on Indonesian destinations (n=156 videos, 
12,340 comments) 

3. TripAdvisor reviews and forum discussions about Indonesian attractions (n=1,923 
reviews, 456 forum posts) 

4. Twitter conversations using tourism-related keywords in Indonesian and English 
languages (n=5,672 tweets) 

5. Specialized travel blogs and their comment sections (n=89 blog posts, 1,234 comments) 
Data Selection Criteria: 

1. Content must be explicitly related to tourism experiences in Indonesia 
2. Posts must have generated community engagement (minimum 10 interactions) 
3. Content must be publicly accessible 
4. Temporal focus on post-pandemic period (2021-2023) with historical context where 

relevant 
Data Analysis 

Following Kozinets' (2020) netnographic framework, data analysis proceeded through four 
iterative stages: entrée, data collection, interpretation, and research ethics. The analysis 
employed thematic analysis techniques, utilizing both inductive and deductive coding approaches 
to identify key themes and patterns in the digital discourse. Coding Process: 

1. Initial Coding: Open coding of all collected data to identify preliminary themes and 
patterns 

2. Focused Coding: Development of focused codes based on research questions and 
theoretical frameworks 

3. Axial Coding: Identification of relationships between codes and development of theme 
categories 

4. Theoretical Coding: Integration of themes into broader theoretical frameworks 
Data analysis was conducted using NVivo software to manage the large volume of digital 

content and facilitate systematic coding procedures. Inter-coder reliability was established 
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through independent coding of 20% of the dataset by two researchers, achieving a Cohen's kappa 
coefficient of 0.84, indicating strong agreement. 
Ethical Considerations 

This research adhered to ethical guidelines for digital ethnography, including respect for 
participant privacy and community norms. All analyzed content was publicly available, and no 
private messages or restricted-access materials were included in the dataset. Usernames and 
identifying information were anonymized in all reporting to protect participant privacy. The 
research protocol was approved by the institutional ethics committee. 
Limitations 

Several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the focus on English-language and 
Indonesian-language content may have excluded perspectives from other linguistic communities. 
Second, digital platforms' algorithmic filtering may have influenced content visibility and selection. 
Third, the demographic characteristics of platform users may not represent the full spectrum of 
tourism stakeholders, potentially overrepresenting younger, more digitally-engaged populations. 

 

Results and discussions 

Results 
The netnographic analysis revealed three primary themes characterizing digital discourse 

around Indonesian tourism: (1) negotiating cultural authenticity in digital spaces, (2) sustainable 
tourism as community resistance, and (3) post-pandemic transformation narratives. Each theme 
reflects complex interactions between global tourism trends and local Indonesian contexts. 

 
Negotiating Cultural Authenticity in Digital Spaces 

Digital platforms have become contested spaces where multiple stakeholders negotiate 
definitions of authentic Indonesian tourism experiences. The analysis revealed ongoing tensions 
between marketing representations and community perspectives on cultural authenticity. 

Theme 1.1: Commodified Tradition vs. Living Culture 
Online discussions frequently distinguished between "commodified tradition"—cultural 

performances specifically designed for tourist consumption—and "living culture"—authentic 
community practices that tourists may observe but not necessarily participate in. Indonesian users 
often expressed frustration with tourism marketing that presented simplified or stereotypical 
representations of their cultures. 

A recurring pattern emerged in comments on tourism promotional videos, where 
Indonesian users corrected or contextualized cultural representations. For example, discussions 
around traditional Balinese ceremonies often included community members explaining the 
spiritual significance of rituals that tourism marketing presented primarily as visual spectacles. 

Theme 1.2: Regional Diversity and Representation 
Digital discourse revealed significant concerns about the uneven representation of 

Indonesia's cultural diversity in tourism marketing. Users frequently advocated for greater 
recognition of cultures beyond the dominant Java-Bali axis, with particular emphasis on promoting 
eastern Indonesian destinations and traditions. 

Comments on travel vlogs consistently highlighted how international tourists' experiences 
were concentrated in a few well-known destinations, leading to missed opportunities for cultural 
exchange and economic benefits in less-visited regions. This pattern sparked discussions about 
infrastructure development and accessibility challenges in outer island regions. 

 
Sustainable Tourism as Community Resistance 

The analysis identified sustainable tourism discourse as a form of community resistance 
against extractive tourism models. Digital platforms provided spaces for local communities to 
articulate alternative visions of tourism development that prioritized environmental protection and 
community benefit. 

Theme 2.1: Environmental Stewardship and Tourism Limits 
Online discussions increasingly focused on environmental impacts of tourism growth, 

particularly in sensitive ecosystems. Communities in destinations like Komodo National Park and 
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Raja Ampat used social media to advocate for visitor limits and more stringent environmental 
protection measures. 

The discourse revealed growing awareness of overtourism impacts, with local stakeholders 
sharing examples of environmental degradation and proposing community-based solutions. These 
discussions often challenged official tourism growth targets, advocating instead for quality over 
quantity approaches to tourism development. 

Theme 2.2: Community-Based Tourism Initiatives 
Digital platforms served as important channels for promoting community-based tourism 

initiatives that emphasized local ownership and benefit distribution. Analysis revealed numerous 
examples of villages and communities using social media to directly market their tourism products, 
bypassing traditional intermediaries. 

These initiatives often emphasized authentic cultural exchange and environmental 
education rather than purely recreational experiences. The digital marketing strategies employed 
by these communities demonstrated sophisticated understanding of how to leverage social media 
for sustainable tourism promotion. 

 
Post-Pandemic Transformation Narratives 

The COVID-19 pandemic's impact on Indonesian tourism generated extensive digital 
discourse about industry transformation and future directions. This theme encompasses 
discussions about recovery strategies, changing traveler preferences, and opportunities for 
rebuilding tourism on more sustainable foundations. 

Theme 3.1: Domestic Tourism Renaissance 
The pandemic-induced international travel restrictions led to increased focus on domestic 

tourism, generating new digital narratives about discovering Indonesia's diversity. Indonesian 
travelers shared experiences of visiting previously unexplored domestic destinations, often 
expressing surprise at their country's tourism potential. 

This domestic tourism renaissance was accompanied by increased use of Indonesian 
language in tourism-related social media content, representing a shift from the predominantly 
English-language tourism discourse that characterized pre-pandemic periods. 

Theme 3.2: Digital Innovation and Virtual Experiences 
The pandemic accelerated adoption of digital tourism technologies, with Indonesian 

destinations experimenting with virtual tours, online cultural performances, and digital storytelling 
initiatives. Online discourse reflected both enthusiasm for these innovations and concerns about 
whether digital experiences could adequately represent cultural authenticity. 

Virtual reality tours of destinations like Borobudur Temple and cultural institutions garnered 
significant engagement, but users frequently debated whether these digital experiences enhanced 
or diminished appreciation for physical cultural sites. 

 

Discussions 
The findings reveal the complex dynamics shaping Indonesian tourism in the digital age, 

where traditional notions of authenticity, sustainability, and cultural representation are 
continuously negotiated through online discourse. These negotiations reflect broader tensions 
between global tourism trends and local Indonesian contexts, providing insights into how digital 
communities participate in tourism development processes. 

 
Authenticity as Collaborative Construction 

The analysis demonstrates that authenticity in Indonesian tourism is not a fixed 
characteristic of destinations or experiences but rather emerges through collaborative 
construction involving multiple stakeholders. Digital platforms facilitate this construction by 
enabling diverse voices to participate in defining authentic tourism experiences. This finding 
extends MacCannell's (1973) staged authenticity framework by showing how digital mediation 
creates new forms of authenticity negotiation that transcend traditional producer-consumer 
relationships. 

The distinction between "commodified tradition" and "living culture" that emerged from 
the digital discourse reflects Indonesian communities' sophisticated understanding of tourism's 
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cultural impacts. This distinction suggests that local communities are not passive recipients of 
tourism development but active participants in shaping how their cultures are represented and 
experienced by tourists. 
Digital Platforms as Spaces of Resistance 

The research reveals how digital platforms function as spaces of resistance where local 
communities challenge dominant tourism narratives and advocate for alternative development 
models. This resistance takes multiple forms, from correcting cultural misrepresentations to 
promoting community-based tourism initiatives that prioritize local benefit and environmental 
protection. 

The emergence of sustainable tourism discourse as community resistance reflects growing 
awareness of tourism's negative impacts and represents a shift from purely economic growth-
oriented approaches toward more holistic development models. This finding aligns with recent 
research on tourism activism and community empowerment (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2022) 
while providing specific insights into how digital mediation enables new forms of tourism 
resistance. 
Post-Pandemic Opportunities and Challenges 

The pandemic's impact on Indonesian tourism created both opportunities and challenges 
that are reflected in digital discourse. The domestic tourism renaissance generated new 
appreciation for Indonesia's cultural diversity while reducing dependence on international 
markets. However, this shift also raised questions about whether domestic tourism could provide 
sufficient economic benefits to support tourism-dependent communities. 

Digital innovation adoption during the pandemic demonstrated Indonesian tourism 
stakeholders' adaptability but also highlighted persistent digital divides that may exclude some 
communities from participating in digitally-mediated tourism development. These findings 
suggest that post-pandemic tourism recovery requires addressing both technological accessibility 
and ensuring that digital innovations complement rather than replace authentic cultural 
experiences. 
Implications for Tourism Policy and Practice 

The research findings have several implications for Indonesian tourism policy and practice. 
First, the emphasis on regional diversity in digital discourse suggests that tourism marketing 
should move beyond Java-Bali concentration toward more inclusive representation of Indonesia's 
cultural heritage. This requires infrastructure investments and capacity building in less-developed 
regions. 

Second, the community resistance to extractive tourism models indicates the need for more 
participatory approaches to tourism planning that involve local communities as equal partners 
rather than passive beneficiaries. Digital platforms could serve as tools for facilitating this 
participation if properly leveraged. 

Third, the post-pandemic transformation narratives suggest opportunities for rebuilding 
Indonesian tourism on more sustainable foundations that balance economic benefits with cultural 
preservation and environmental protection. This requires policy frameworks that support 
community-based tourism initiatives while ensuring adequate quality standards and market 
access. 
Theoretical Contributions 

This study contributes to tourism theory in several ways. First, it extends understanding of 
authenticity construction in digital contexts by demonstrating how online communities negotiate 
complex cultural representations. Second, it provides insights into how digital platforms enable 
new forms of tourism resistance and community empowerment. Third, it contributes to 
understanding tourism transformation in post-pandemic contexts, particularly in culturally diverse 
developing destinations. 

The netnographic methodology employed in this research also contributes to tourism 
research methods by demonstrating how digital ethnography can reveal insights into tourism 
phenomena that would be difficult to capture through traditional research approaches. 
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Conclusions 
This netnographic study of Indonesian tourism discourse reveals the complex dynamics 

shaping destination development in the digital age. The analysis demonstrates how online 
communities participate in constructing tourism authenticity, resisting extractive development 
models, and envisioning more sustainable tourism futures. These findings provide important 
insights for understanding tourism transformation in culturally diverse, digitally-mediated 
contexts. 

The research reveals three primary contributions to tourism knowledge. First, authenticity 
in Indonesian tourism emerges through collaborative digital negotiations involving multiple 
stakeholders rather than being determined by tourism marketers or academic definitions. Local 
communities play crucial roles in these negotiations, actively shaping how their cultures are 
represented and experienced by tourists. 

Second, digital platforms serve as important spaces for tourism resistance, enabling 
communities to challenge dominant narratives and promote alternative development models that 
prioritize sustainability and local benefit. This resistance represents a form of digital activism that 
has significant potential for influencing tourism policy and practice. 

Third, the post-pandemic period has created opportunities for rebuilding Indonesian 
tourism on more sustainable foundations, though realizing these opportunities requires 
addressing persistent challenges related to digital access, infrastructure development, and 
participatory governance. 
Practical Implications 

For Indonesian tourism stakeholders, these findings suggest several practical 
recommendations. Tourism marketing should embrace the cultural diversity that digital 
communities celebrate rather than focusing on a limited set of well-known destinations. This 
requires coordinated efforts to develop infrastructure and capacity in less-visited regions while 
respecting community preferences regarding tourism development. 

Digital platform strategies should recognize and leverage the active role that local 
communities play in tourism promotion and authenticity construction. Rather than viewing user-
generated content as secondary to official marketing, tourism organizations should develop 
collaborative approaches that amplify community voices and perspectives. 

Sustainable tourism initiatives should build on the community resistance movements 
identified in this research, providing policy support and resources for community-based tourism 
development while ensuring adequate market access and quality standards. 
Future Research Directions 

This research opens several avenues for future investigation. Longitudinal studies could 
track how digital tourism discourse evolves over time, particularly as Indonesia's tourism industry 
continues recovering from pandemic impacts. Comparative research could examine how digital 
authenticity negotiations differ across various Indonesian regions or between Indonesia and other 
Southeast Asian destinations. 

Methodological developments could explore how emerging digital platforms and 
technologies (such as virtual reality and artificial intelligence) influence tourism discourse and 
community participation. Additionally, research could investigate how digital divides affect 
participation in online tourism communities and what implications this has for inclusive tourism 
development. 

The relationship between digital discourse and actual tourism behavior represents another 
important research direction. While this study examined online conversations, future research 
could investigate how digital narratives influence tourist decision-making and destination 
experiences. 
Limitations and Future Considerations 

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting these findings. The focus on 
publicly accessible digital content may have excluded important perspectives from less digitally-
engaged communities. The linguistic scope of the analysis, while including Indonesian and English 
content, may have missed perspectives from other linguistic communities present in Indonesia's 
diverse society. 
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The temporal scope of this research captured a specific period of tourism transformation, 
and findings may not be generalizable to different periods or contexts. Future research should 
consider how digital tourism discourse evolves as travel patterns stabilize and new technological 
platforms emerge. 

Despite these limitations, this research provides important insights into how digital 
communities shape tourism development in Indonesia and offers a foundation for future 
investigations into the complex relationships between technology, culture, and tourism in the 
contemporary world. 
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