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Abstract: This ethnographic study examines the complex dynamics of cultural heritage tourism in Indonesia, 
focusing on the interplay between sustainable development initiatives and local community participation. 
Through immersive fieldwork conducted across three distinct Indonesian destinations—Yogyakarta, Toraja, and 
Ubud—this research reveals how traditional communities navigate the challenges and opportunities presented 
by tourism development. The study employed participant observation, in-depth interviews, and cultural mapping 
techniques over an 18-month period. Findings indicate that while tourism generates significant economic benefits, 
successful implementation requires genuine community engagement, cultural preservation mechanisms, and 
adaptive management strategies. The research contributes to understanding how indigenous knowledge 
systems can inform sustainable tourism practices in Southeast Asian contexts, offering implications for policy 
makers and tourism practitioners seeking to balance economic development with cultural authenticity. 
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Introduction 
Indonesia, comprising over 17,000 islands with remarkable cultural diversity, represents 

one of the world's most complex tourism destinations. The archipelago nation hosts more than 

300 ethnic groups, each contributing distinct traditions, languages, and cultural practices that 
form the foundation of its tourism appeal (Hitchcock et al., 2020). As the fourth most populous 

country globally, Indonesia faces the dual challenge of leveraging its rich cultural heritage for 
economic development while preserving the authenticity and integrity of local communities. 

The significance of tourism to Indonesia's economy cannot be overstated. Prior to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the sector contributed approximately 4.8% to the national GDP and 
employed over 13 million people (Ministry of Tourism and Creative Economy, 2020). However, 

the rapid expansion of tourism infrastructure and visitor numbers has raised critical questions 
about sustainability, cultural commodification, and equitable benefit distribution among local 

communities. 

Cultural heritage tourism, defined as travel motivated by the desire to experience and learn 
about the history, culture, and lifestyle of communities (Timothy & Boyd, 2019), presents both 

opportunities and challenges in the Indonesian context. While it offers pathways for economic 
empowerment and cultural preservation, it also risks transforming living traditions into 

performative displays for tourist consumption. This tension becomes particularly pronounced in 
rural communities where traditional ways of life intersect with modern tourism demands. 

Recent scholarship has emphasized the importance of community-based approaches to 

tourism development, recognizing local populations as key stakeholders rather than passive 
recipients of tourism benefits (Blackstock, 2018). In Indonesia, this perspective gains additional 

complexity due to the nation's diverse governance structures, ranging from centralized 
government initiatives to traditional adat (customary law) systems that govern local decision-

making processes. 

This study addresses a critical gap in understanding how Indonesian communities negotiate 
their cultural identity within tourism development frameworks. While existing research has 

documented tourism impacts in specific Indonesian destinations, limited attention has been paid 
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to the ethnographic dimensions of community participation and the role of indigenous knowledge 

systems in shaping sustainable tourism practices. 

The research questions guiding this investigation are: How do local communities in 
Indonesia participate in cultural heritage tourism development? What strategies do they employ 

to maintain cultural authenticity while accommodating tourist expectations? How do traditional 
governance systems influence tourism decision-making processes? What lessons can be drawn 

for sustainable tourism development in similar cultural contexts? 
 

Methodology 
This study employed an ethnographic approach to explore the lived experiences of 

communities engaged in cultural heritage tourism across Indonesia. Ethnography, with its 

emphasis on immersive fieldwork and cultural interpretation, provides an appropriate 
methodology for understanding the complex social dynamics surrounding tourism development 

in culturally diverse settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
2.1 Research Design 

The research adopted a multi-sited ethnographic design, following Marcus's (1995) 

framework for studying connections and relationships across different locations. Three primary 
field sites were selected based on their distinct cultural characteristics, tourism development 

stages, and community engagement models: Yogyakarta (Java), representing urban cultural 
tourism; Toraja (Sulawesi), exemplifying rural highland cultural tourism; and Ubud (Bali), 

illustrating mature cultural tourism destinations. 
2.2 Data Collection 

Fieldwork was conducted over 18 months between January 2022 and June 2023, with the 

researcher spending approximately six months at each site. Data collection methods included: 
Participant Observation: The researcher lived within local communities, participating in 

daily activities, cultural ceremonies, and tourism-related events. This approach facilitated 
understanding of community dynamics, decision-making processes, and the integration of tourism 

activities into local life patterns. 

In-depth Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 45 community 
members, including traditional leaders, tourism entrepreneurs, cultural practitioners, and 

government officials. Interviews were conducted in Bahasa Indonesia, with local language 
interpreters when necessary, and lasted between 60-120 minutes. 

Cultural Mapping: Collaborative mapping exercises were undertaken with community 

groups to identify significant cultural sites, traditional practices, and tourism impacts. This 
participatory approach ensured local perspectives were central to data interpretation. 

2.3 Data Analysis 
Data analysis followed Spradley's (1980) ethnographic analysis framework, involving 

domain analysis to identify cultural patterns, taxonomic analysis to explore relationships between 
cultural elements, and componential analysis to understand the meanings community members 

attach to tourism experiences. Interview transcripts were coded using thematic analysis, with 

codes emerging inductively from the data and subsequently organized into broader themes. 
2.4 Ethical Considerations 

Research protocols were approved by the institutional review board, and formal 
permissions were obtained from local government authorities and traditional leaders. Informed 

consent was secured from all participants, with particular attention to ensuring cultural protocols 

were respected throughout the research process. Community feedback sessions were conducted 
to validate findings and ensure accurate representation of local perspectives. 

 

Results and discussions 

Results 
3.1 Community Participation Models 

The research revealed three distinct models of community participation in cultural heritage 
tourism across the study sites. In Yogyakarta, participation was characterized by collaborative 

partnerships between the Sultanate's traditional authority, local government, and community 
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organizations. The Sultan's palace (Kraton) serves as both a living cultural institution and tourist 

attraction, with community members employed as guides, artisans, and performers while 

maintaining their roles in traditional court life. 
Toraja presented a more complex participation model, where tourism development 

intersected with elaborate funeral ceremonies (Rambu Solo) that form the community's cultural 
cornerstone. Here, participation involved negotiations between traditional leaders (to minaa), 

tourism operators, and village councils regarding appropriate levels of tourist access to sacred 
ceremonies. Community members expressed ambivalence about tourism, appreciating economic 

benefits while concerned about cultural commodification. 

Ubud demonstrated the most mature participation model, where decades of tourism 
development had created sophisticated community-based organizations managing cultural 

tourism initiatives. The traditional Balinese village structure (banjar) had adapted to incorporate 
tourism governance, with community members rotating responsibilities for guiding visitors 

through traditional ceremonies, art workshops, and agricultural activities. 

 
3.2 Cultural Authenticity Strategies 

Communities employed various strategies to maintain cultural authenticity while 
accommodating tourist expectations. The most prevalent approach involved creating distinct 

spaces and times for tourist engagement versus community-centered cultural practices. In 
Yogyakarta, certain areas of the Kraton remained restricted to community use, while designated 

spaces were opened for tourist visits with trained guides providing cultural interpretation. 

Toraja communities developed temporal boundaries, designating specific periods during 
funeral ceremonies when tourists could observe proceedings while ensuring sacred moments 

remained private. This approach required sophisticated coordination between traditional leaders 
and tourism facilitators to maintain ceremonial integrity while providing meaningful visitor 

experiences. 

In Ubud, authenticity was maintained through active community participation in tourist-
oriented cultural performances. Rather than hiring external performers, local residents 

participated in traditional dance presentations, ensuring cultural knowledge transfer continued 
within the community while generating tourism revenue. 

 

3.3 Traditional Governance and Tourism Decision-Making 
Traditional governance systems played crucial roles in tourism decision-making processes 

across all study sites. In Yogyakarta, the Sultan's authority provided legitimacy for tourism 
initiatives while ensuring cultural protocols were observed. Tourism policies required approval 

from traditional councils before implementation, creating a dual governance structure balancing 
modern administrative requirements with customary authority. 

Toraja's traditional governance system proved particularly influential in tourism 

development. The to minaa (traditional leaders) maintained authority over access to cultural sites 
and ceremonies, with tourism operators required to seek permission and pay appropriate 

ceremonial contributions (ma'nene). This system ensured tourism benefits supported traditional 
institutions while maintaining cultural respect. 

Ubud's banjar system had evolved to incorporate tourism governance within existing 

community structures. Tourism decisions were made collectively during village meetings 
(sangkep), with revenue distribution and visitor management discussed alongside traditional 

community affairs. This integration demonstrated how customary governance could adapt to 
accommodate tourism while maintaining democratic decision-making processes. 

 
3.4 Economic Impacts and Benefit Distribution 

Tourism generated significant economic benefits across all study sites, though distribution 

patterns varied considerably. In Yogyakarta, benefits were relatively concentrated among 
individuals directly employed in tourism services, with broader community benefits realized 

through infrastructure improvements and cultural preservation funding. 
Toraja experienced more dispersed economic impacts, as funeral ceremonies attracted 

extended family networks from across Indonesia and internationally, generating revenue for local 
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businesses, transporters, and accommodation providers. However, the seasonal nature of major 

ceremonies created economic volatility that challenged long-term planning. 

Ubud demonstrated the most sophisticated benefit distribution system, with community-
managed tourism initiatives ensuring revenue supported village development projects, cultural 

preservation activities, and education programs. The mature tourism market allowed for economic 
diversification beyond basic visitor services. 

 

Discussions 
The findings reveal the complex negotiations required for successful cultural heritage 

tourism development in Indonesia's diverse cultural landscape. Community participation emerged 

as a multifaceted process requiring adaptation of traditional governance systems, creative 

approaches to maintaining cultural authenticity, and innovative mechanisms for equitable benefit 
distribution. 

The role of traditional authority systems proved particularly significant, challenging 
conventional tourism development models that prioritize government or private sector leadership. 

In all three study sites, traditional leaders served as cultural gatekeepers, legitimizing tourism 

activities while ensuring respect for local customs and values. This finding aligns with recent 
scholarship emphasizing the importance of indigenous governance systems in sustainable tourism 

development (Zeppel, 2021). 
The authenticity strategies employed by communities demonstrated sophisticated 

understanding of tourism dynamics and cultural preservation requirements. Rather than viewing 
tourism as an external imposition, communities actively negotiated terms of engagement, 

creating boundaries that protected sacred or private cultural elements while sharing appropriate 

aspects of their traditions with visitors. This approach contradicts earlier tourism literature 
suggesting inevitable cultural commodification in developing destinations. 

The economic impacts revealed both opportunities and challenges for sustainable 
development. While tourism generated significant revenue and employment opportunities, 

success required strong community organization and traditional governance systems to ensure 

equitable distribution. The Ubud model demonstrated how mature tourism destinations could 
develop sophisticated benefit-sharing mechanisms, while Toraja's experience highlighted the 

importance of managing tourism's temporal and seasonal variations. 
The integration of traditional governance systems with modern tourism administration 

emerged as a critical success factor. Rather than replacing customary authority with formal 

tourism governance, successful destinations created hybrid systems respecting both traditional 
and modern institutional requirements. This finding has important implications for tourism policy 

development in culturally diverse regions. 
The research also revealed the importance of community agency in tourism development 

processes. Communities were not passive recipients of tourism impacts but active participants 
shaping how tourism integrated with local life. This agency was expressed through traditional 

governance participation, authenticity maintenance strategies, and collective decision-making 

about tourism development priorities. 
These findings contribute to growing recognition that sustainable tourism requires 

genuine community participation rather than token consultation processes. The Indonesian 
experience demonstrates that such participation is possible when tourism development respects 

existing cultural institutions and provides mechanisms for community voice in decision-making 

processes. 

 

Conclusions 
This ethnographic study of cultural heritage tourism in Indonesia reveals the complex 

dynamics through which communities navigate tourism development while maintaining cultural 

integrity. The research demonstrates that successful community participation requires recognition 
of traditional governance systems, creative approaches to cultural authenticity, and innovative 

benefit-sharing mechanisms tailored to local contexts. 
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The study's primary contribution lies in documenting how Indonesian communities exercise 

agency in tourism development, challenging narratives that portray local populations as victims 

of tourism expansion. Instead, the research reveals sophisticated strategies for engaging with 
tourism while preserving cultural values and traditional institutions. 

For tourism practitioners and policy makers, the findings suggest that sustainable cultural 
heritage tourism requires genuine partnership with local communities rather than top-down 

development approaches. Successful initiatives must respect traditional authority systems, 
support community-controlled authenticity strategies, and ensure equitable benefit distribution 

through locally appropriate mechanisms. 

The research also highlights the importance of temporal and spatial boundaries in 
managing cultural tourism. Communities require private spaces and times for cultural practices 

alongside opportunities for appropriate sharing with visitors. Tourism development must 
accommodate these requirements rather than treating culture as a commodity available for 

unlimited consumption. 

Future research should explore how these community participation models might be scaled 
or adapted to other cultural contexts, particularly in Southeast Asia where similar challenges of 

balancing development with cultural preservation are prevalent. Longitudinal studies examining 
how community participation evolves over time would provide valuable insights into the 

sustainability of these approaches. 
The study's limitations include its focus on three specific destinations, which may not 

represent the full diversity of Indonesian tourism experiences. Additionally, the 18-month 

fieldwork period, while intensive, represents a relatively brief window into long-term community 
dynamics. Future research employing longer-term ethnographic engagement could provide 

deeper insights into how community participation strategies evolve over time. 
Despite these limitations, this research contributes important insights into community-

based approaches to cultural heritage tourism development. The Indonesian experience 

demonstrates that sustainable tourism is possible when development processes respect local 
agency, traditional institutions, and community-defined priorities for cultural preservation and 

economic development. 
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