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Abstract: This systematic literature review evaluates how original local 

wisdom systems shape Indigenous leadership philosophies and 

governance practices across diverse geopolitical settings. Guided by the 

PRISMA protocol, this study synthesizes 31 empirical articles indexed 

within Scopus and Web of Science (WoS) published between 2015 and 

2025 to resolve a theoretically fragmented and compartmentalized 

field. To ensure absolute methodological transparency, a rigorous 

quality assessment workflow was executed by a panel of three 

independent experts, achieving an excellent inter-rater reliability 

consensus with a Fleiss Kappa coefficient of 0.82. The structural 

analysis is anchored by three conceptual lenses: relational leadership, 

decolonial leadership, and social-ecological leadership frameworks. 

The thematic synthesis maps the primary literature onto three domains 

that directly answer the core research questions. The first domain 

reveals that public governance operates through horizontal consensus, 

moral legitimacy, and distributed accountability rather than 

individualistic bureaucratic hierarchies. The second domain 

demonstrates that environmental stewardship treats resource 

management as an intergenerational moral obligation rooted in spiritual 

reciprocity and localized ecological ethics. The third domain 

establishes that cultural continuity and epistemological resilience are 

sustained through collective oral narratives and artistic performances 

resisting national assimilation policies. Finally, the review identifies 

persistent conceptual ambiguities, a geographical data skew toward 

maritime Southeast Asian nations, and knowledge production 

imbalances. These insights provide concrete takeaways for 

international public administrators and environmental policymakers 

across the United States, Australia, and Europe, positioning Indigenous 

local wisdom as a theoretically generative baseline to decenter 

Eurocentric managerial axioms.  
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The study of Indigenous leadership grounded in local wisdom has attracted growing 

scholarly attention in recent years, particularly within debates concerning sustainability, decolonial 

governance, cultural resilience, and community-centered development. Across diverse Indigenous 

societies, local wisdom represents more than inherited traditions or customary practices; it 

constitutes a dynamic epistemological system rooted in ancestral teachings, spiritual worldviews, 

ecological ethics, collective memory, and relational responsibility. These interconnected 

knowledge systems continue to shape Indigenous leadership practices by informing decision-

making, governance structures, conflict resolution, environmental stewardship, and 

intergenerational cultural continuity. Contemporary global challenges—such as climate change, 

biodiversity degradation, social inequality, cultural marginalization, and institutional distrust—

have intensified interest in Indigenous leadership models. These models serve as alternative 

governance frameworks capable of promoting ethical, relational, and sustainability-oriented 

approaches to leadership and social transformation (Bijumes et al., 2024; Arsal et al., 2023; 

Setiawati et al., 2020). Increasingly, Indigenous leadership is recognized not merely as a localized 

cultural practice, but as a theoretically significant framework capable of challenging dominant 

Western-centric assumptions embedded within mainstream leadership theory and governance 

systems (Gram-Hanssen, 2021; Whyte, 2020). 

In the contemporary geopolitical landscape spanning from 2019 to 2026, the urgency to 

investigate these alternative leadership paradigms has been accelerated by the evident limits of 

technocratic global governance. Recent scholarship demonstrates that institutional standardizations 

driven by Eurocentric frameworks often fail to mitigate localized ecological and socio-political 

crises (Rahman et al., 2025; Watson et al., 2025). As global entities look toward the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and international sustainability mandates, 

a critical epistemic shift has emerged. This shift repositions localized knowledge from a peripheral, 

romanticized cultural artifact into an active, institutional counterweight. Consequently, examining 

the operational realities of how local wisdom animates Indigenous leadership is no longer a matter 

of historical preservation, but a critical imperative for contemporary institutional survival and 

socio-ecological adaptation. 

Within contemporary leadership scholarship, Indigenous leadership is commonly 

associated with relational, collective, community-based, and decolonial approaches that challenge 

hierarchical and individualistic understandings of leadership. Unlike dominant Western leadership 

models that prioritize institutional efficiency, bureaucratic authority, and individual achievement, 

Indigenous leadership is frequently grounded in reciprocity, kinship relations, spiritual legitimacy, 

collective accountability, and obligations toward both human and ecological communities. 

Leadership within global Indigenous contexts therefore extends beyond administrative authority 

and functions as a culturally embedded process concerned with sustaining social harmony, cultural 

continuity, environmental balance, and communal well-being. Gram-Hanssen (2021), 

conceptualizes Indigenous leadership as an “individual-collective simultaneity,” whereby 

leadership emerges relationally through the interaction between individuals, communities, cultural 

values, and collective processes. Similarly, Brant’s (2021) study on Indigenous leadership 

demonstrates that cultural teachings, spirituality, language, oral traditions, and relational 

worldviews remain central to Indigenous leadership identities and governance practices despite 

prolonged colonial disruption. These findings reinforce broader Indigenous scholarship which 

positions leadership as relational accountability grounded in service, stewardship, humility, and 

collective survival rather than individual authority or organizational control. 

However, a critical, caveated reading of the literature reveals that defining "Indigenous 

leadership" as a broad (Spiller & Nicholson, 2023; Khalifa et al., 2019), monolithic global category 
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risks essentializing and flattening the immense diversities (Moore, 2020), structural frictions 

(Eruera, 2026), and power dynamics embedded within these communities (Gram-Hanssen, 2021). 

Indigenous peoples do not exist in a socio-political vacuum; their leadership structures are 

continuously contested and renegotiated under varying degrees of colonial state encapsulation, 

modernization pressures, and internal sub-tribal class dynamics. Relational authority is frequently 

tested when customary leaders encounter formal state legal systems or market-driven resource 

extraction (Rahman et al., 2025). Failing to problematize these internal tensions risks reproducing 

a naive, hyper-romanticized narrative of universal harmony. Therefore, an analytically sharp 

investigation into Indigenous leadership must actively cross-examine how diverse local wisdom 

systems negotiate internal power asymmetries, generational shifts, and systemic exclusions while 

trying to project collective resilience against external disruptions. 

Despite the growing body of scholarship, research concerning Indigenous leadership and 

local wisdom remains conceptually fragmented and methodologically dispersed across disciplines 

such as anthropology, environmental studies, sociology, governance, education, cultural studies, 

and organizational leadership. Existing scholarship frequently examines Indigenous knowledge, 

sustainability, cultural continuity, environmental governance, or community resilience 

independently, while limited systematic research synthesizes how local wisdom specifically shapes 

Indigenous leadership philosophies, governance systems, relational accountability, and 

sustainability-oriented practices across diverse sociocultural contexts. Furthermore, concepts such 

as local wisdom, Indigenous knowledge, traditional ecological knowledge, and local knowledge 

are often used interchangeably without sufficient conceptual clarification, creating analytical 

ambiguity within the field. Existing scholarship has also been criticized for under-theorizing 

leadership itself, particularly in relation to relational leadership, collective leadership, decolonial 

leadership, and social-ecological leadership frameworks (Clarke, 2018; Eckert, 2019; Seyama-

Mokhaneli, 2024; Shapira-Lishchinsky & Litchka, 2018; (Gram-Hanssen, 2021; Whyte, 2020). 

Consequently, the field still lacks a theoretically integrated and systematically synthesized 

understanding of how local wisdom functions as an epistemological foundation shaping Indigenous 

leadership practices across different cultural, regional, and institutional settings. 

Compounding this fragmentation is a notable omission within prior conceptual syntheses 

and qualitative literature reviews. While existing reviews have mapped out the anthropological 

manifestations of Indigenous knowledge systems or cataloged specific descriptive case studies of 

ecological conservation, they overwhelmingly treat "leadership" tangentially or default to a 

descriptive narrative synthesis. Prior reviews have failed to critically evaluate the cross-

disciplinary convergences of these studies through an active, multi-lensed theoretical framework. 

The state of scholarship is thus left without a rigorous baseline that evaluates the quality of 

empirical designs or addresses how these localized case studies translate into broader, globally 

relevant governance indicators. This systematic literature review directly addresses this gap by 

executing a rigorous synthesis that moves past mere descriptive categorization, introducing a 

validated methodological appraisal to evaluate how primary research constructs Indigenous 

authority amidst conflicting institutional expectations. 

Guided by the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

(PRISMA) framework, this systematic literature review synthesizes 31 peer-reviewed studies 

published between 2015 and 2025 and indexed in Scopus and Web of Science (WoS). The review 

critically examines conceptual developments, methodological trends, dominant thematic patterns, 

and emerging debates concerning Indigenous leadership across diverse regional and sociocultural 

contexts. 
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This study contributes to contemporary scholarship in four important ways. First, it 

provides a systematic, methodologically auditable, and theoretically informed synthesis of 

literature that has previously remained fragmented across disparate disciplinary boundaries. 

Second, the review clarifies the conceptual relationship between local wisdom, Indigenous 

epistemologies, and leadership practices by positioning Indigenous leadership as an integrated 

relational, ecological, spiritual, and community-centered governance framework. Third, the review 

extends contemporary leadership scholarship by demonstrating how Indigenous leadership 

challenges dominant managerial and individualistic paradigms through relational accountability, 

collective governance, and decolonial approaches to leadership, thereby offering a bridge between 

Indigenous ontology and Western mainstream theory. Finally, the study highlights the broader 

global implications of Indigenous leadership for intercultural governance, sustainability policy, 

environmental management, educational transformation, and inclusive leadership development in 

both Indigenous and non-Indigenous contexts. By critically examining the intersections between 

local wisdom, leadership, sustainability, and decolonial governance, this review reinforces the 

continuing relevance of Indigenous epistemologies in addressing contemporary global challenges 

and advancing culturally responsive models of governance and social transformation. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Conceptualizing Local Wisdom and Indigenous Leadership 

 

Recent scholarship increasingly conceptualizes local wisdom as a dynamic epistemological 

system encompassing ancestral teachings, customary laws, spirituality, ecological ethics, oral 

traditions, symbolic meanings, and collective cultural memory that guide governance and social 

relations within Indigenous communities (Bijumes et al., 2024; Eruera et al., 2024; Nugroho, 

2021). Rather than functioning merely as inherited traditions, local wisdom operates as a relational 

framework informing ethical decision-making, environmental stewardship, conflict resolution, and 

communal accountability across generations. Indigenous knowledge systems are therefore deeply 

interconnected with governance structures, leadership practices, spirituality, and social 

organization, reflecting relational worldviews emphasizing reciprocity, collective well-being, and 

obligations toward both human and ecological communities (Whyte, 2020). 

Despite growing scholarly interest, concepts such as local wisdom, Indigenous knowledge, 

local knowledge, and traditional ecological knowledge are frequently used interchangeably without 

sufficient conceptual clarification. This conceptual overlap creates analytical ambiguity within 

Indigenous leadership scholarship, particularly when examining how cultural knowledge systems 

shape governance philosophies and leadership practices across diverse sociocultural contexts. 

Existing literature increasingly argues that Indigenous leadership should not be understood solely 

through organizational or managerial frameworks, but rather as a culturally embedded and 

relational process grounded in Indigenous ontologies, spirituality, kinship systems, and collective 

accountability (Brant, 2021; Gram-Hanssen, 2021). Indigenous leadership therefore differs 

fundamentally from dominant Western leadership paradigms that prioritize hierarchy, bureaucratic 

efficiency, managerial authority, and individual achievement. 

Within many Indigenous societies, leadership legitimacy is derived from relational 

responsibility, communal trust, spiritual authority, and cultural continuity rather than formal 

institutional power. Studies on the Semai community demonstrate that leadership is strongly 

associated with mutual responsibility, consensus-building, social harmony, and collective well-

being rather than coercive authority or individual dominance (Isa et al., 2025). Traditional Semai 
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leadership structures such as the Tok Batin, Tok Raja, and Tok Menterik, illustrate how leadership 

positions are grounded in communal legitimacy, customary knowledge, and relational obligations 

toward the community (Isa et al., 2025). Similarly, the Māori concept of Tapu emphasizes relational 

ethics, spiritual obligations, and mutual accountability within leadership and governance structures 

(Eruera et al., 2024), while Bugis leadership philosophy highlights honesty, wisdom, courage, and 

moral integrity as foundational leadership principles shaping governance and social cohesion 

(Arafah et al., 2025). 

Brant (2021) further argues that Indigenous leaders are frequently mentored from an early 

age through ceremony, oral traditions, and relational pedagogies rooted in community life rather 

than formal institutional training. Language, spirituality, ceremony, and collective responsibility 

therefore remain central to Indigenous leadership formation and governance practices (Brant, 

2021). Indigenous leadership scholarship consequently positions leadership as a relational process 

deeply embedded within cultural identity, ecological relationships, spirituality, and collective 

survival. 

Recent theoretical scholarship increasingly associates Indigenous leadership with relational 

leadership, collective leadership, decolonial leadership, and social-ecological leadership 

frameworks (Gram-Hanssen, 2021; Whyte, 2020). Gram-Hanssen (2021), conceptualizes 

Indigenous leadership as an "individual-collective simultaneity," whereby leadership emerges 

relationally through the interaction between individuals, communities, and collective processes. 

This perspective challenges the dominant heroic leader paradigm embedded within mainstream 

leadership theory by emphasizing reciprocity, co-emergence, and communal responsibility. 

Existing scholarship further argues that leadership research has historically marginalized 

Indigenous perspectives due to the dominance of Anglo-American theoretical frameworks 

associating leadership with hierarchy, managerialism, and individualism (Schweizer & Koscher, 

2023). Consequently, Indigenous leadership scholarship increasingly calls for ontological bridge-

building between Indigenous and mainstream leadership paradigms to develop more inclusive, 

relational, and sustainability-oriented understandings of leadership. 

 

Conceptual Boundaries and the Myth of Indigenous Homogeneity 

 

To resolve the analytical ambiguities highlighted by contemporary critics, this review 

establishes clear conceptual boundaries between terms that are often conflated in the literature 

(Mahaswa & Syaja, 2025). Local wisdom refers specifically to the localized, philosophically 

grounded worldviews, ethical values, and behavioral norms that are unique to a particular 

community and its long-term historical experiences (Bijumes et al., 2024; Nugroho, 2021). In 

contrast, Indigenous knowledge represents a broader, institutionalized epistemological category 

that encompasses the total sum of ideas, technologies, practices, and beliefs maintained by 

communities who identify as original inhabitants of a territory colonized by external forces (Whyte, 

2020). Traditional ecological knowledge is a more specialized subset of this broader category, 

focusing explicitly on empirical and spiritual understandings of human relationships with local 

landscapes, flora, fauna, and environmental cycles (Berkes, 2021). By recognizing these 

definitions, researchers can avoid analytical overlap and more precisely track how specific streams 

of cultural knowledge shape distinct governance outcomes. 

Furthermore, an essential requirement of contemporary critical scholarship involves 

dismantling the romanticized myth of Indigenous homogeneity (Smith, 2021). Viewing Indigenous 

peoples as a singular, globally uniform category operating in perfect, unbroken internal harmony 
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risks essentializing very diverse communities (Mahaswa & Syaja, 2025). It flattens the complex 

socio-political realities, generational divides, gender disparities, and historical trauma that define 

these groups (Fredericks et al., 2023; Povey et al., 2024). Internal power dynamics are deeply 

embedded within Indigenous governance systems. Customary leadership is frequently contested 

by shifting socioeconomic conditions, urban migration, and the introduction of capital-centralized 

local economies (Rahman et al., 2025; Uprety, 2020). For example, the authority of traditional 

elders may face friction from formally educated youth who seek to navigate state bureaucracies 

using modern institutional vocabularies rather than ancestral frameworks (Salleh & Abdul Razak, 

2024). By problematizing these internal frictions, unequal power relations, and localized political 

tensions, leadership scholarship can transition away from superficial cultural celebration and 

toward a sharper, more realistic understanding of how Indigenous communities negotiate collective 

survival. 

 

Indigenous Leadership as Relational and Collective Governance 

 

Within Indigenous communities, leadership frequently operates through collective 

governance systems emphasizing kinship relations, reciprocity, communal accountability, and 

moral responsibility. Existing scholarship consistently demonstrates that Indigenous leadership is 

deeply connected to participatory governance, community cohesion, and culturally embedded 

decision-making practices rather than centralized authority structures (Gram-Hanssen, 2021; 

Nugroho, 2021; Setiawati et al., 2020). In Southeast Asian contexts, leadership traditions among 

the Minangkabau, Bugis, and Semai communities emphasize harmony, togetherness, spirituality, 

and communal responsibility as essential dimensions of governance and social organization (Isa et 

al., 2025; Hamdat et al., 2020; Setiawati et al., 2020). 

The Semai leadership system, is founded upon principles of consensus-building, collective 

participation, and mutual responsibility, ensuring that decisions are made with the common good 

in mind rather than benefiting specific individuals or groups (Isa et al., 2025; Mustapha, 2013; 

Nicholas, 2000). Existing studies further demonstrate that Semai leadership practices emphasize 

community empowerment, participatory governance, conflict mediation, and social cohesion 

through collective deliberation and reciprocal relationships (Isa et al., 2025). Such findings 

reinforce broader Indigenous leadership scholarship which positions relational accountability as 

central to governance legitimacy and leadership effectiveness. 

These leadership systems differ substantially from dominant managerial leadership models 

prioritizing hierarchy, institutional efficiency, and individual authority. Instead, Indigenous 

leadership emphasizes relationality, collective governance, and communal stewardship as the basis 

of leadership legitimacy (Gram-Hanssen, 2021). Gram-Hanssen (2021) further argues that 

Indigenous leadership provides an important corrective to dominant leadership theories by 

demonstrating how individuals and collectives emerge relationally through processes of co-

becoming rather than isolated individual agency. Indigenous governance systems therefore 

challenge the assumption that effective leadership must necessarily be centralized, bureaucratic, or 

individualistic. 

Recent scholarship additionally highlights the adaptive capacity of Indigenous leadership 

in responding to contemporary institutional and societal challenges. Watson et al. (2025) and 

Mahaswa and Syaja (2025) argue that Indigenous leadership increasingly operates within hybrid 

governance environments where traditional knowledge systems intersect with state governance, 

scientific rationalism, and organizational structures. Similarly, research on Orang Asli schools 

demonstrates that Indigenous educational leadership requires culturally responsive governance 
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approaches capable of integrating local traditions, community participation, and educational 

transformation within marginalized Indigenous contexts (Salleh & Abdul Razak, 2024). 

Salleh and Abdul Razak (2024) argue that conventional educational leadership frameworks 

frequently fail to address the sociocultural realities confronting Orang Asli communities, 

particularly issues relating to geographical marginalization, cultural barriers, infrastructural 

inequalities, and weak community engagement. Their findings further reveal that effective 

Indigenous educational leadership requires leaders to understand local customs, Indigenous 

languages, community taboos, and relational communication practices to foster trust and social 

harmony within Orang Asli schools (Salleh & Abdul Razak, 2024). Leadership effectiveness in 

Indigenous educational settings is therefore closely connected to culturally responsive leadership, 

relational sensitivity, emotional resilience, and community-oriented governance rather than solely 

administrative competence (Salleh & Abdul Razak, 2024). Such findings support broader 

Indigenous leadership scholarship emphasizing relationality, community empowerment, and 

contextual governance. 

However, existing studies frequently romanticize Indigenous leadership without 

sufficiently examining internal diversity, political tensions, uneven power relations, and 

institutional constraints shaping Indigenous governance contexts globally. This tendency risks 

portraying Indigenous communities as culturally homogeneous while overlooking the complex 

realities of colonialism, modernization, bureaucratic intervention, and structural inequality 

affecting Indigenous leadership practices. The intersection between traditional relational authority 

and modern bureaucratic state apparatuses remains an area of ongoing friction, where Indigenous 

leaders must continually perform dual roles to secure external resources while maintaining 

localized legitimacy (Henry & Wolfgramm, 2018; Kelly & Nicholson, 2022; Alshihabi & 

Federman, 2026). 

 

Local Wisdom, Ecological Ethics, and Sustainability Leadership 

 

A major theme within recent scholarship concerns the relationship between local wisdom, 

ecological ethics, and sustainability-oriented leadership. Indigenous leadership is increasingly 

recognized as an important framework for environmental governance, climate adaptation, and 

sustainable resource management due to its emphasis on relational ecology, reciprocity, and long-

term environmental stewardship (Kennedy et al., 2024; Niu et al., 2025). Unlike dominant 

extractive development models, Indigenous ecological governance systems frequently prioritize 

balance between human communities, spirituality, and the natural environment, positioning 

sustainability as both an ethical and relational responsibility (Whyte, 2020). 

Studies on the Semai community further demonstrate that Indigenous leadership is deeply 

interconnected with environmental stewardship and sustainable resource management practices. 

Semai communities traditionally practice collective land management, shifting cultivation, forest 

conservation, and sustainable resource use grounded in reciprocal relationships between humans 

and nature (Endicott & Dentan, 2004; Isa et al., 2025). Leadership within these communities 

therefore extends beyond social governance and encompasses environmental responsibility, 

ecological balance, and long-term communal sustainability. Indigenous ecological ethics are 

similarly reflected in Semai beliefs concerning spiritual relationships with forests, animals, rivers, 

and natural ecosystems, reinforcing holistic understandings of environmental interconnectedness 

(Isa et al., 2025). 
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Recent studies concerning Orang Asli communities in Selangor, Malaysia further highlight 

how Indigenous village leaders function as custodians of ecological knowledge, cultural continuity, 

and sustainability governance amidst increasing pressures of modernization, urbanization, and 

environmental degradation (Rahman et al., 2025). Village leaders within Temuan, Mah Meri, and 

Semai communities play critical roles in balancing economic development with cultural 

preservation and environmental protection, particularly in contexts characterized by land 

insecurity, resource exploitation, and ecological vulnerability (Rahman et al., 2025). 

Research by Rahman et al. (2025) demonstrates that Orang Asli leaders frequently negotiate 

tensions between state-led development agendas and Indigenous ecological worldviews, especially 

concerning land rights, environmental degradation, and sustainability governance. Indigenous 

leaders are therefore not merely administrative actors, but also environmental advocates 

responsible for safeguarding cultural landscapes, ancestral territories, and ecological continuity. 

Furthermore, environmental degradation resulting from deforestation, coastal erosion, pollution, 

and infrastructure development has significantly disrupted Indigenous livelihoods, food security, 

spiritual relationships with land, and cultural sustainability. These findings collectively 

demonstrate that Indigenous leadership is fundamentally relational, ecological, and sustainability-

oriented. 

Gram-Hanssen (2021) further argues that Indigenous leadership contributes significantly to 

sustainability transformations by integrating relationality, collective agency, and ecological 

interconnectedness into governance processes. Existing scholarship also demonstrates that 

Indigenous worldviews share important meta-theoretical convergences with sustainability and 

environmental leadership research, particularly concerning relationality, interconnectedness, and 

collective responsibility. Indigenous leadership therefore offers important theoretical contributions 

to sustainability governance by challenging technocratic and market-oriented environmental 

models that marginalize Indigenous ecological knowledge systems. By framing sustainability as a 

moral and kinship obligation rather than a simple carbon accounting metric, Indigenous leadership 

recenters the ethical dimensions of planetary survival. 

 

Indigenous Leadership, Decoloniality, and Institutional Transformation 

 

Recent scholarship increasingly positions Indigenous leadership within broader discussions 

concerning decolonization, epistemological justice, institutional transformation, and Indigenous 

sovereignty. Indigenous leadership frequently emerges within organizational and governance 

environments historically shaped by colonial systems, Eurocentric institutional norms, and 

structural exclusion, particularly in higher education, public administration, and policymaking 

contexts (Povey et al., 2024). Consequently, Indigenous leadership is often conceptualized not 

merely as governance practice, but as a form of resistance aimed at reclaiming Indigenous 

epistemologies, governance traditions, and culturally grounded leadership practices (Kim et al., 

2021; Rahman et al., 2025; Lamino et al., 2025). 

Fredericks et al. (2023) argue Indigenous women’s leadership within Australian universities 

develops through culturally safe spaces that support reciprocal learning, mentorship, relational 

accountability, and collective empowerment. Indigenous leadership in such contexts therefore 

functions as a decolonial practice challenging institutional racism, exclusionary governance 

structures, and epistemological marginalization. Similarly, Coates et al. (2021) demonstrate that 

Indigenous leadership within higher qis closely connected to Indigenous self-determination, 

culturally responsive governance, and institutional transformation capable of addressing historical 

inequities within academic institutions. 
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Research associated with the Walan Mayiny: Indigenous Leadership in Higher Education 

project further highlights the continuing institutional challenges confronting Indigenous leaders 

within Australian universities (Coates et al., 2025). Indigenous academics interviewed in the 

project emphasized the importance of Indigenous leadership positions for mentorship, 

representation, relational support, and career development pathways within universities (Coates et 

al., 2025). However, participants also highlighted institutional constraints limiting the ability of 

Indigenous leaders to adequately support Indigenous staff due to bureaucratic expectations, 

insufficient authority, and systemic inequities embedded within university governance systems 

(Coates et al., 2025). These findings demonstrate that Indigenous leadership within institutional 

environments often involves navigating tensions between Indigenous relational obligations and 

Western bureaucratic structures (Coates et al., 2025). 

Within Malaysian Indigenous contexts, similar tensions can also be observed in educational 

governance, land administration, and development planning. Research concerning Orang Asli 

schools demonstrates that educational leadership frequently operates within systems that 

inadequately recognize Indigenous cultural realities, languages, and local governance traditions 

(Salleh & Abdul Razak, 2024). Similarly, studies on Orang Asli sustainability governance reveal 

that state-imposed administrative structures and development policies often undermine traditional 

Indigenous leadership authority and ecological governance systems (Rahman et al., 2025). These 

dynamics illustrate how Indigenous leadership frequently functions within contested institutional 

environments shaped by colonial legacies, bureaucratic governance, and unequal power relations. 

Recent methodological scholarship additionally highlights the importance of Indigenous 

Standpoint Theory, Indigenous Institutional Theory, and Indigenous methodologies in examining 

leadership experiences within institutional settings. Indigenous research frameworks provide 

important mechanisms for centering Indigenous voices, relational ethics, reciprocity, and self-

determination within leadership scholarship. Indigenous leadership is therefore increasingly 

understood as both a governance framework and a decolonial project concerned with institutional 

transformation, epistemological justice, and Indigenous resurgence. 

Nevertheless, current scholarship remains uneven in its engagement with decolonial theory 

and Indigenous epistemology. While many studies acknowledge the importance of Indigenous 

knowledge systems, fewer critically examine how colonial power relations continue to shape 

leadership scholarship, institutional governance, and research methodologies themselves. This 

limitation highlights the need for more theoretically grounded scholarship capable of integrating 

Indigenous ontologies, relational ethics, and decolonial perspectives into broader leadership and 

governance theory. 

 

Indigenous Knowledge Transmission and Cultural Continuity 

 

Another important dimension within Indigenous leadership scholarship concerns the 

transmission of local wisdom and the preservation of cultural continuity across generations. 

Existing studies consistently demonstrate that Indigenous leadership is sustained through oral 

traditions, storytelling, ceremonial practices, symbolic representations, language preservation, and 

intergenerational learning processes (Eruera et al., 2024; Sari et al., 2023; Sultoni & Suwandi, 

2023). Such practices function not only as mechanisms for preserving cultural identity but also as 

processes through which leadership values, ethical principles, communal responsibilities, and 

Indigenous epistemologies are reproduced and maintained across generations. 
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Research on the Semai community demonstrates that Indigenous leadership plays a critical 

role in preserving customary knowledge, oral traditions, environmental ethics, and collective 

memory through community participation and intergenerational transmission (Isa et al., 2025). 

Semai leadership structures are strongly connected to storytelling, communal deliberation, ritual 

practices, and ecological education, ensuring that cultural values and leadership responsibilities are 

transmitted to younger generations (Isa et al., 2025). Likewise, Orang Asli leaders within Selangor 

communities continue to function as custodians of cultural heritage, oral histories, sacred 

landscapes, and traditional ecological knowledge amidst increasing modernization pressures 

(Rahman et al., 2025). 

Symbolic representations such as folklore, myths, ceremonies, oral narratives, and spiritual 

beliefs continue to play important roles in legitimizing leadership authority and reinforcing social 

cohesion within Indigenous communities (Rero et al., 2025; Sultoni & Suwandi, 2023). For 

example, Semai ecological beliefs concerning respect for forests, rivers, animals, and ancestral 

spirits reinforce environmental stewardship and relational ethics within community leadership 

practices (Isa et al., 2025). Likewise, the Ondofolo leadership model in Papua integrates spiritual 

and communal values emphasizing peace, brotherhood, and social harmony, while the Pela 

Gandong tradition in Maluku promotes solidarity, inclusivity, and collective responsibility within 

organizational and community settings (Pattipeilohy et al., 2024). These findings demonstrate that 

Indigenous leadership is deeply connected to cultural resurgence, identity preservation, and 

community resilience. 

Recent scholarship on Indigenous methodologies further highlights storytelling, 

conversational methods, ceremony, and relational ethics as legitimate forms of knowledge 

production and leadership practice (Brant, 2021; Williams & Shipley, 2023). Such approaches 

challenge dominant positivist assumptions within mainstream leadership research by positioning 

knowledge as relational, participatory, and spiritually embedded rather than detached or purely 

objective. Indigenous leadership therefore cannot be separated from Indigenous epistemologies, 

cultural practices, and relational ethics that sustain collective identity, social continuity, and 

community resilience (Brant, 2021; Williams & Shipley, 2023). 

 

Research Gaps and Proposed Theoretical Framework 

 

Despite the growing body of scholarship on Indigenous leadership and local wisdom, 

several conceptual and theoretical gaps remain unresolved, primarily due to the literature being 

fragmented across disciplines such as governance, anthropology, sustainability, education, and 

organizational leadership. Much of the current literature remains descriptive and case-specific, 

which leads to insufficient comparative synthesis examining how local wisdom systematically 

shapes Indigenous leadership philosophies, governance systems, relational accountability, and 

sustainability-oriented practices across diverse sociocultural settings. Furthermore, leadership 

itself remains under-theorized within Indigenous scholarship, as fewer studies explicitly engage 

with broader theoretical perspectives such as relational leadership, decolonial leadership, or social-

ecological leadership frameworks, thereby causing Indigenous leadership to be marginalized 

within mainstream scholarship that largely privileges hierarchical, managerial, and individualistic 

assumptions (Gram-Hanssen, 2021). Current scholarship also tends to romanticize Indigenous 

governance practices while paying insufficient attention to internal diversity, institutional tensions, 

uneven power relations, and ongoing colonial structures, resulting in a limited systematic 

examination of how spirituality, Indigenous methodologies, ecological ethics, and relational 

accountability influence leadership processes across institutional and community contexts. 
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In response to these limitations, this review adopts an integrated theoretical framework 

informed by relational leadership, decolonial leadership, and social-ecological leadership 

perspectives to position Indigenous leadership as a legitimate and significant contribution to 

contemporary scholarship. Under this framework, relational leadership theory conceptualizes 

leadership as a socially constructed process emerging through reciprocal relationships, communal 

participation, kinship obligations, and collective accountability rather than individual authority 

alone (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; Uhl-Bien, 2006). This is further strengthened through decolonial 

leadership perspectives that critically examine how colonialism, Eurocentric institutional norms, 

and epistemological domination continue to shape governance systems, allowing Indigenous 

leadership to be understood as a form of resistance, cultural resurgence, and epistemological 

reclamation (Coates et al., 2021; Fredericks et al., 2023; Smith, 2021). In addition, social-

ecological leadership perspectives emphasize interconnected relationships between humans, 

spirituality, and the natural environment, positioning sustainability and environmental stewardship 

as relational and ethical responsibilities (Berkes, 2021; Whyte, 2020). Collectively, these 

perspectives provide a comprehensive analytical framework for understanding Indigenous 

leadership as a relational, culturally embedded, ecologically interconnected, and decolonial form 

of governance grounded in local wisdom. 

 

Research Questions 

  

To establish a theoretically coherent analytical scope and secure structural consistency 

throughout this systematic literature review, the formulation of the core inquiries was directly 

guided by the qualitative parameters of the PICo framework established by Lockwood et al. (2015). 

Rather than treating the structural criteria of population, interest, and context as abstract 

methodological targets, this review applied the framework to isolate and bound the specific 

intersections of Indigenous agency, localized authority, and structural transformation. The 

population (P) parameter was designated to encompass Indigenous community leaders, youth, 

educators, and local community members who act as primary knowledge holders. The interest (I) 

of the review was explicitly fixed upon the deployment of Indigenous local wisdom, customary 

laws, relational governance mechanisms, and ecological ethics. The context (Co) was framed 

around socio-ecological environments under pressure, historical colonial encapsulation, structural 

inequalities, and shifting educational systems. 

Integrating these distinct parameters into the anchoring theoretical lenses of relational, 

decolonial, and social-ecological leadership ensures that the resulting research questions evaluate 

how localized wisdom serves as a baseline for structural resistance, collective resource 

stewardship, and epistemological continuity. For systematic consistency, the term Indigenous local 

wisdom is deployed throughout this study as an all-encompassing epistemological concept that 

integrates ancestral knowledge systems, customary legal structures, spirituality, oral traditions, and 

intergenerational practices. By synthesizing these conceptual parameters into a clear qualitative 

framework as recommended by Kitchenham (2007), the review established a transparent, 

reproducible track for study selection, data extraction, and downstream thematic synthesis. 

Consequently, this systematic literature review is structured to address the following three 

interconnected research questions: 

1. RQ1: How do Indigenous community leaders and members (P) utilize 

Indigenous local wisdom and relational governance practices (I) to strengthen 

community empowerment, participatory governance, and social resilience 
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within contexts shaped by structural inequality, colonial legacies, and 

institutional transformation (Co)? 

2. RQ2: In what ways do Indigenous peoples and local communities (P) apply 

Indigenous local wisdom, ecological ethics, and Indigenous knowledge systems 

(I) to support sustainability governance, environmental stewardship, and 

climate resilience under conditions of ecological pressure and environmental 

change (Co)? 

3. RQ3: How do Indigenous youth, educators, and community members (P) 

sustain cultural continuity and Indigenous identity through the transmission of 

Indigenous local wisdom, oral traditions, and Indigenous knowledge (I) within 

contexts of sociocultural and educational transition (Co)? 

 

Material And Methods 

 

This study employed a systematic literature review to critically synthesize scholarship on 

Indigenous local wisdom, leadership, sustainability governance, and cultural continuity. A 

systematic literature review was considered appropriate because research on Indigenous leadership 

remains highly dispersed across multiple disciplines, including Indigenous studies, governance, 

sustainability, education, anthropology, and organizational leadership. A systematic synthesis was 

therefore necessary to consolidate interdisciplinary evidence, identify recurring patterns, and 

address existing conceptual and methodological gaps. 

The review adopted an interpretive qualitative approach that recognizes Indigenous local 

wisdom as relational, culturally embedded, and context-dependent. This perspective acknowledges 

the diversity of Indigenous governance systems, knowledge traditions, leadership practices, and 

sociocultural experiences across different communities and settings. To secure rigorous 

methodological transparency, the review executed the specific tracking protocols established in the 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework 

(Page et al., 2021). The framework protocol guided the explicit operations of identification, 

screening, eligibility assessment, and final study inclusion. This systematic application enhanced 

the transparency, consistency, and reproducibility of the review while enabling a structured 

evaluation of scholarship on Indigenous leadership and local wisdom across diverse contexts. 

The literature search was conducted using two internationally recognized databases, Web 

of Science and Scopus, selected for their extensive coverage of high-quality peer-reviewed research 

in the social sciences, humanities, governance, sustainability, and Indigenous studies. The search 

focused on studies addressing Indigenous local wisdom, leadership, governance, ecological 

stewardship, sustainability, and cultural continuity. Publications published between 2015 and 2025 

were included to capture recent developments in Indigenous leadership scholarship, particularly in 

relation to Indigenous rights, decolonial governance, climate resilience, sustainability transitions, 

and culturally grounded leadership frameworks. The use of these databases strengthened the 

comprehensiveness and credibility of the review while reducing the risk of publication bias. 

Several boundaries should be acknowledged within this design. Restricting the search to 

English-language publications indexed in Scopus and Web of Science may have excluded local 

scholarship, Indigenous-authored publications, and community-based knowledge produced outside 

major international databases. Nevertheless, the inclusion of peer-reviewed studies from 

internationally recognized sources was intended to ensure methodological consistency, analytical 

rigor, and academic quality throughout the review process. 
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Identification Phase 

 

Following the framework guidelines, the identification phase constituted the first 

operational stage of the systematic review process to capture all potentially relevant studies before 

screening and eligibility assessment. As shown in Table 1, Scopus and Web of Science were 

selected because of their extensive coverage of high-quality peer-reviewed research across the 

social sciences, humanities, governance, sustainability, and Indigenous studies. Using both 

databases enhanced the breadth and reliability of the literature search while reducing the risk of 

publication bias. Scopus was deployed for its broad interdisciplinary coverage, whereas Web of 

Science provided access to established and high-impact scholarly publications across diverse 

research fields. 

The search strategy focused on three core concepts: Indigenous local wisdom, Indigenous 

communities, and leadership. To maximize retrieval, the search strings incorporated related terms 

such as local knowledge, local heritage, customary practices, native wisdom, authority, and 

management. Only peer-reviewed journal articles published in English between 2015 and 2025 

were included to capture contemporary developments in Indigenous leadership scholarship, 

particularly those related to decolonial governance, sustainability transitions, Indigenous rights, 

ecological stewardship, and culturally grounded leadership. Search strings were adapted to the 

indexing structures and technical requirements of each database, as presented in Table 1. The search 

yielded 364 records, comprising 267 publications from Scopus and 97 from Web of Science. This 

volume reflects the growing interdisciplinary interest in Indigenous leadership, local wisdom, 

governance, and sustainability. More importantly, the identification phase established a 

comprehensive evidence base for the subsequent stages of screening, eligibility assessment, and 

thematic synthesis. By employing a structured and replicable search strategy, the review 

strengthened the transparency, reproducibility, and methodological rigor of the overall research 

process. 

 

Table 1 

Search Strategy and Database Query Strings 
Database Query String 

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY (("local wisdom" OR "local knowledge" OR "local heritage" OR "local 

genius" OR "customary practices" OR "native wisdom") AND ("indigenous people" OR 

"Aboriginal people" OR "orang asli") AND (leadership OR authority OR management OR 

organization OR influence OR premiership OR headship)) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, 

"ar")) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBSTAGE, "final")) AND (LIMIT-TO (SRCTYPE , "j")) AND 

(LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE , "English" )) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2015) OR LIMIT-

TO (PUBYEAR , 2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2017) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 

2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2020) OR LIMIT-

TO (PUBYEAR , 2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2022) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 

2023) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2024) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR , 2025)) 

Date of Access: November 2025 

Web of 

Science 

("local wisdom" OR "local knowledge" OR "local heritage" OR "local genius" OR 

"customary practices" OR "native wisdom") AND ("indigenous people" OR "Aboriginal 

people" OR "orang asli") AND (leadership OR authority OR management OR organization 

OR influence OR premiership OR headship) (Topic) and 2024 or 2025 or 2023 or 2022 or 

2021 or 2020 or 2019 or 2018 or 2017 or 2016 (Publication Years) 

Date of Access: November 2025 
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Screening Phase 

 

Following the identification phase, the screening stage was conducted to refine the initial 

dataset and retain only studies that met the predefined inclusion criteria. Of the 364 records initially 

identified, 199 publications remained after preliminary screening, comprising 137 records from 

Scopus and 62 from Web of Science. This stage was designed to improve the relevance and quality 

of the dataset while ensuring consistency throughout the review process. 

Several exclusion criteria were applied to maintain methodological consistency and 

conceptual focus. As shown in Table 2, non-English publications, studies published before 2015, 

conference proceedings, book chapters, review articles, and in-press publications were excluded. 

The review focused exclusively on peer-reviewed journal articles to ensure that the selected studies 

reflected contemporary scholarship on Indigenous leadership, governance, sustainability, and local 

wisdom. Limiting the dataset to recent English-language publications also enhanced comparability 

across studies and aligned the review with current academic debates in these fields. 

Beyond the technical screening criteria, conceptual relevance was carefully assessed. 

Studies that did not engage substantively with Indigenous leadership, local wisdom, governance, 

sustainability, cultural continuity, or Indigenous epistemological perspectives were excluded. This 

step helped ensure that the selected studies addressed the core focus of the review rather than 

merely referencing Indigenous communities in passing. As a result, the screening stage served not 

only as a filtering process but also as a means of sharpening the analytical focus of the review. A 

total of 165 records were excluded during screening, and 33 duplicate records were removed. 

 

Table 2 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Criterion Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Language English  Non-English  

Timeline 2015 to 2025  Published before 2015  

Literature 

Type 

Journal Article  Conference proceedings, Book chapters, 

Review articles  

Publication 

Stage 

Final text  In Press  

Subject Area Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities  Disciplines outside Social Sciences, Arts 

and Humanities  

Substantive 

Focus 

Must explicitly address leadership, 

governance, traditional authority, or 

customary decision making as a core 

analytical focus. 

Studies referencing indigenous 

populations superficially without 

analysing governance or decision- 

making structures. 

 

Eligibility Phase 

 

The eligibility phase served as the final stage of study selection and was conducted to ensure 

strict alignment between the retained studies and the specific objectives of the review. Following 

the screening process, 166 articles were subjected to full-text assessment and evaluated for their 

substantive engagement with Indigenous local wisdom, leadership, governance, sustainability, and 

cultural continuity. Each study was examined to determine whether it provided meaningful 

empirical evidence, theoretical insight, or conceptual contributions relevant to the review. 
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Articles were excluded if they fell outside the scope of the study, lacked thematic relevance, 

contained abstracts inconsistent with the review focus, or were unavailable in full text. Studies that 

referred to Indigenous communities only superficially, without engaging with leadership practices, 

governance systems, sustainability, cultural continuity, or Indigenous epistemological perspectives, 

were also excluded. Crucially, to maintain conceptual depth, studies that focused on environmental 

dimensions such as forest factor classification or land sales histories were retained only if they 

directly operationalized these issues through the lens of customary resource governance, territorial 

protection, or Indigenous decision-making led by community heads. This process helped ensure 

that the final dataset remained closely aligned with the analytical focus of the review while 

recognizing the diversity of Indigenous contexts and governance traditions. A total of 135 studies 

were excluded during the eligibility assessment, resulting in 31 studies being retained for the final 

qualitative synthesis. 

 

Data Abstraction and Analysis 

 

An integrative qualitative thematic synthesis approach was employed to analyze the 

selected studies on Indigenous local wisdom, leadership, sustainability governance, and cultural 

continuity. This approach was appropriate given the diversity of research designs, disciplinary 

perspectives, and sociocultural contexts represented in the literature. To ensure theoretical 

coherence, the analysis was systematically informed by relational leadership, decolonial 

leadership, and social-ecological leadership perspectives. 

The data abstraction process began with a detailed review of the 31 selected studies. Each 

study was examined to identify empirical findings, conceptual insights, and theoretical 

contributions related to Indigenous leadership, governance practices, ecological stewardship, 

Indigenous knowledge systems, and culturally grounded leadership frameworks. The extracted data 

are summarized in Table 3, while the study selection process is presented in the PRISMA flow 

diagram (Figure 2). Prior to thematic coding, the methodological approach and key findings of 

each study were critically reviewed to ensure consistency in interpretation. Particular attention was 

also given to the diversity of Indigenous communities and governance traditions represented in the 

literature, recognizing that Indigenous experiences are shaped by distinct historical, cultural, and 

sociopolitical contexts. 

The data analysis followed a rigorous, multi-stage qualitative thematic synthesis using a 

hybrid inductive and deductive coding protocol. The analytical workflow proceeded through four 

specific operations: 

1. Deductive Structural Mapping: An initial coding matrix was established based 

on the core dimensions of the three anchoring theoretical frameworks. Text 

segments explicitly addressing relational accountability, community 

empowerment, decolonial resistance, and socio-ecological stewardship were 

mapped directly into these preliminary conceptual domains. 

2. Inductive Code Generation: Concurrently, an open inductive coding process 

was applied to the findings of the 31 primary articles to capture unique, context-

specific Indigenous concepts (such as Ondofolo, Tok Batin, Matakau, and Tapu) 

that bypass traditional Western managerial definitions. This process captured 

localized nuances without forcing them prematurely into Eurocentric templates. 

3. Subtheme Derivation and Refinement: The generated initial codes were 

manually compiled into an analytical log. Through a collaborative iterative 
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process, these codes were clustered into distinct subthemes based on conceptual 

convergence and patterns of shared meaning. Overlapping descriptors were 

merged, and boundaries between categories were sharpened to ensure mutual 

exclusivity. 

4. Final Thematic Integration: The refined subthemes were systematically 

organized under three overarching main thematic domains, which were 

explicitly aligned with the three structural research questions of this review. 

This final step ensured total interpretive coherence between the primary data, 

the analytical framework, and the synthesis narrative. 

5. To maintain transparency and auditability, reflective notes and conceptual logs 

were kept throughout the analysis. Any minor interpretive variations regarding 

code placement or subtheme naming were discussed and resolved through total 

consensus among the authors, securing an objective and verifiable qualitative 

audit trail. 

To maintain transparency and auditability, reflective notes and conceptual logs were kept 

throughout the analysis. Any minor interpretive variations regarding code placement or subtheme 

naming were discussed and resolved through total consensus among the authors, securing an 

objective and verifiable qualitative audit trail. 

 

Figure 2 

PRISMA Flow Diagram of the Study Selection Process 
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Table 3 

Number and Details of Primary Studies Database 
PS Authors Title Year Source Title Scopus Web of 

Science 
1 Rodriguez 

Alvarez, G.  
Defying the Leviathan: 

Community-based and 

intersectional approaches to 

decolonial leadership in Guatemala 

2025 Leadership /  

2 Wahyuni, D. 

et al.  
The Religious Cosmology of 

Indigenous Communities for 

Maintaining Ecological Balance in 

the Mentawai Islands, Indonesia 

2025 Millah: Journal of 

Religious Studies 
/  

3 Kongnso, 

M.E.  
Women in Climate Change 

Adaptation Insights from an 

Indigenous Pastoralist Community 

in the North West Region, 

Cameroon; L’adaptation des 

femmes Mbororo au changement 

climatique. Expériences d’une 

communauté pastorale dans la 

région Nord-Ouest du Cameroun 

2025 Global Africa /  

4 Andung, P.A. 

et al.  
Disaster Mitigation Communication 

Model Using Folk Media 
2024 Jurnal Komunikasi: 

Malaysian Journal of 

Communication 

/  

5 Wardhani, B. 

et al.  
The indigenous Pacific Islands’ 

resilience against climate injustice 
2024 Culture and Religion /  

6 Helmi, et al.  Local Wisdom in Indonesia: 

Assessing its Legal Status and Role 

in Forest Protection 

2023 Jambe Law Journal /  

7 López 

Rivera, A.  
Diversifying Boundary 

Organizations: The Making of a 

Global Platform for Indigenous 

(and Local) Knowledge in the 

UNFCCC 

2023 Global Environmental 

Politics 
/  

8 Van Maurik 

Matuk, F.A. 

et al.  

Advancing co-production for 

transformative change by 

synthesizing guidance from case 

studies on the sustainable 

management and governance of 

natural resources 

2023 Environmental 

Science and Policy 
/  

9 Rizki, M.N. 

& Asteria, D. 
Local Ecological Knowledge And 

It's Benefit To Conservation 

Programs In Indonesia 

2023 International Journal 

of Conservation 

Science 

/ / 

10 

Baeza-Peña, 

A.B. et al.  

Highlighting the voice of 

Indigenous communities for 

education: Findings from a case 

study in rural Chile 

2023 

Australian Journal of 

Indigenous Education 
/ / 

 
 
  



Z. Aini. et al. 

 

 
320 

Table 3 

Continued 

11 Warwer, F. 

et al.  

Ondofolo’s leadership in 

Christian perspective: A study 

based on Papuan-Indonesian local 

wisdom 

2023 Verbum et Ecclesia /  

12 Along, 

N.Z. et al.  

Flood risk management by 

community stakeholders: A 

Malaysian case study 
2022 

Malaysian Journal 

of Qualitative 

Research 
/  

13 Berlianty, 

T.  

Matakau As Natural Resource 

Management Customary Law In 

Maluku 
2022 

Jurnal IUS Kajian 

Hukum dan 

Keadilan 
/  

14 Gunara, S. 

et al.  

The authenticity of music culture 

of Kampung Naga and 

Cikondang Indigenous people, 

West Java, Indonesia 

2022 AlterNative / / 

15 Alfitri, N. 

et al.  

The complexity of integrating 

indigenous knowledge for 

ecotourism planning: a case of 

Mude Ayek’s customary forests, 

Indonesia 

2022 
International 

Journal of Tourism 

Anthropology 
/ 

 

16 Benyei, P. 

et al.  

Indigenous and Local 

Knowledge’s Role in Social 

Movement’s Struggles Against 

Threats to Community-Based 

Natural Resource Management 

Systems: Insights from a 

Qualitative Meta-analysis 

2022 
International 

Journal of the 

Commons 
/ 

 

17 Hanna, C. 

et al.  

Planning the urban foodscape: 

policy and regulation of urban 

agriculture in Aotearoa New 

Zealand 

2022 Kotuitui / 

 

18 Nugroho, 

W.  

Relationship between 

environmental management 

policy and the local wisdom of 

indigenous peoples in the 

handling of covid-19 in Indonesia 

2021 Onati Socio-Legal 

Series / 

 

19 Pailis, W. 

A. et al.  

Indigenous community approach 

through Indigenous leaders social 

entrepreneurship in five luhak in 

rokan hulu regency riau Indonesia 

2020 

International 

Journal of 

Scientific and 

Technology 

Research 

/ 

 

20 Uprety, U.  
(Shrinking) Civic Space in Nepal: 

Concerns Among Indigenous 

People’s Organizations 2020 

Forum for 

Development 

Studies 
/ 

 

21 

Syahputra, 

H.  

Indigenous knowledge 

representation in mitigation 

process: a study of communities’ 

understandings of natural 

disasters in Aceh Province, 

Indonesia 2019 

Collection and 

Curation 
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Table 3 

Continued 
22 Austin, 

B.J. et.al. 
An Indigenous-Led Approach for 

Regional Knowledge Partnerships 

in the Kimberley Region of 

Australia 

2019 Human Ecology /  

23 Yamti, R.  Understanding of local function 

values on forest processing 
2019 Journal of Maritime 

Research 
/  

24 Astara, 

W.W.  
Position of local wisdom values 

of balinese Indigenous people in 

the policy; Posición de los 

valores de la sabiduría local de 

los indígenas balineses en la 

política 

2019 Opcion /  

25 Utomo, 

S.L. 
LOCAL administration of 

indigenous peoples in land affairs 

and food security by law no. 18 

of 2012 on food 

2019 Journal of Legal, 

Ethical and 

Regulatory Issues 

/  

26 Athayde, 

S. & 

Silva-

Lugo, J.   

Adaptive Strategies to 

Displacement and Environmental 

Change Among the Kaiabi 

Indigenous People of the 

Brazilian Amazon 

2018 Society and Natural 

Resources 
/ / 

27 Bastías 

Saavedra, 

M.B.  

The lived space: Possession, 

ownership, and land sales on the 

chilean frontier (Valdivia, 1790-

1830); O espaço habitado: Posse, 

domínio e venda de terras na 

fronteira chilena (valdivia, 1790-

1830); El espacio vivido: 

Posesión, dominio y ventas de 

tierra en la frontera chilena 

(valdivia, 1790-1830) 

2018 Historia Critica /  

28 Berg, K.J. 

et al.  
Multiple-factor classification of a 

human-modified forest landscape 

in the Hsuehshan Mountain 

Range, Taiwan 

2016 Ambio / / 

29 Wahid, U. 

& Usino, 

W. 

Political communication and 

social change of Acehnese society 

in internet Era 

2016 Advanced Science 

Letters 
/  

30 

Alessa, L. 

et al.  

The role of Indigenous science 

and local knowledge in integrated 

observing systems: moving 

toward adaptive capacity indices 

and early warning systems 

2016 

Sustainability 

Science 

/  
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Table 3 

Continued 

30 Alessa, L. 

et al.  

The role of Indigenous science 

and local knowledge in integrated 

observing systems: moving 

toward adaptive capacity indices 

and early warning systems 

2016 Sustainability 

Science / 

 

31 Lullulangi, 

M. et al.  

Model local wisdom to preserve 

the environment in South 

Sulawesi and West Sulawesi 

Indonesia 

2015 Man in India / 

 

 

Table 4 

Methodological Quality Assessment Results of Selected Studies 
Primar

y 

Study 

QA1 

Purpos

e 

QA2 

Value 

QA3 

Design 

QA4 

Theory 

QA5 

Positio

n 

QA6 

Limits 

Total 

Score 

Percen

tage 

Compliance Tier and Analytical 

Classification 

PS1 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS2 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS3 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 3.0 16.5 92 

percent 

High Tier: Core conceptual anchor 

with robust decolonial framework 

engagement  

PS4 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 1.5 15.0 83 

percent 

High Tier: Core conceptual anchor 

with robust decolonial framework 

engagement  

PS5 3.0 3.0 1.5 1.5 1.5 0.0 10.5 50 

percent 

Low Tier: Retained solely for 

localized narrative background; 

heavily scrutinized  

PS6 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS7 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS8 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 18.0 100 

percent 

High Tier: Core conceptual anchor 

with absolute compliance across 

all operational domains  

PS9 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  
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Table 4 

Continued 
PS10 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS11 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS12 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS13 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS14 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS15 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 3.0 16.5 92 

percent 

High Tier: Core conceptual anchor 

with robust decolonial framework 

engagement  

PS16 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 0.0 15.0 83 

percent 

High Tier: Core conceptual anchor 

with robust decolonial framework 

engagement  

PS17 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS18 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS19 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS20 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS21 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS22 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 
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transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS23 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS24 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS25 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS26 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS27 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS28 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS29 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS30 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

PS31 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.5 0.0 13.5 75 

percent 

Moderate Tier: Retained with 

caution due to limited 

transparency in empirical 

boundaries  

 

Quality Appraisal 

 

To evaluate the methodological rigor, systemic validity, and contextual relevance of the 

selected primary studies, a comprehensive quality assessment was executed in accordance with the 

systematic literature review protocols defined by Kitchenham and Charters (2007). The evaluation 

framework was adapted from the instrument developed by Abouzahra et al. (2020), which was 

specifically refined to map onto the unique conceptual parameters of Indigenous leadership, 

localized governance, and traditional knowledge systems. 

The structural integrity of each primary study was evaluated across six operationalized 

criteria, coded as QA1 through QA6: 
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• QA1 (Objectives and Purpose): The explicit formulation and clarity of the core 

research purpose or primary objectives. 

• QA2 (Contextual Signaling): The explicit presentation of the scholarly 

significance, utility, and broader value of the work within the domain of 

Indigenous knowledge systems. 

• QA3 (Methodological Transparency): The transparency, replicability, and 

appropriateness of the research design for investigating Indigenous community 

dynamics. 

• QA4 (Conceptual Theorization): The precise theorization and definition of 

foundational constructs, such as local wisdom and Indigenous leadership, rather 

than treating them as implicit, unexamined axioms. 

• QA5 (Literature Positioning): The degree to which the approach is critically 

compared, measured, or reflexively situated against existing empirical or 

theoretical literature. 

• QA6 (Validity and Limitations): The explicit articulation of empirical 

boundaries, threats to validity, or the institutional positionalities of the authors. 

To establish a verifiable and objective appraisal metric while minimizing individual 

interpretation bias, a three-point numerical scale was utilized for the initial coding by each 

evaluator. A baseline score of 1.0 was assigned for full compliance (Yes); 0.5 for partial satisfaction 

accompanied by notable empirical or conceptual limitations (Partly); and 0.0 for complete non-

compliance or total absence of the criterion (No). To reflect the consensus of the entire evaluation 

panel, these individual metrics were aggregated across all three independent experts to yield unified 

criteria scores where full compliance equals 3.0, partial compliance equals 1.5, and non-compliance 

equals 0.0 (as detailed in Table 4). 

An external panel of three independent experts evaluated the literature, drawing from 

specialists in Indigenous sociology, community-based governance, and decolonial research 

methodologies affiliated with University of Technology Malaysia, Sultan Idris Education 

University Malaysia, and the Department of Islamic Development Malaysia. To ensure absolute 

procedural transparency, these experts were selected based on having a minimum of 10 years of 

post-doctoral research experience within Indigenous scholarship, and they maintained strict 

institutional independence from the authors of this review. The assessment followed a strict four-

stage procedural workflow: 

1. Blind Independent Coding: Each expert independently reviewed the full text of 

the 31 primary studies and populated a standardized quality appraisal matrix. 

2. Inter-Rater Reliability Assessment: To verify statistical consensus across the 

panel prior to score reconciliation, Fleiss Kappa ($\kappa$) was calculated. The 

initial indexing yielded a coefficient of 0.82, confirming an excellent strength 

of agreement among the evaluators. 

3. Conflict Resolution and Reconciliation: When minor scoring differences 

occurred (specifically regarding the conceptual boundaries of QA4), the panel 

convened to cross-examine text segments until a 100% unified consensus score 

was finalized. 

4. Inclusion Thresholding: Final study scores were derived by aggregating the 

verified metrics across all three independent reviewers to yield a cumulative 

maximum score of 18.0. To guarantee that the downstream synthesis was 

informed exclusively by methodologically sound literature, a strict 
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mathematical cut-off threshold of greater than 9.0 was applied, which is 

equivalent to a mean score of greater than 3.0 per expert. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

 

Since this study is a systematic literature review that analyzes only published, secondary 

data from Scopus and Web of Science, it did not involve any direct research on human participants 

or animals. For this reason, an Institutional Review Board (IRB) review or formal ethical approval 

numbers were not required. To maintain strict academic integrity, the screening and extraction 

processes followed the PRISMA guidelines closely. Methodological quality was evaluated 

independently by a panel of three experts to prevent selection bias and ensure data transparency. 

All primary research articles used in this synthesis have been fully acknowledged and correctly 

cited in the references. 

 

Results And Findings 

 

Overview and Analytical Lens of Included Studies 

 

A total of 31 peer-reviewed studies published between 2015 and 2025 were included in the 

final qualitative synthesis to evaluate the structural relationships between Indigenous local wisdom 

and localized authority systems. The selected primary studies represent a broad interdisciplinary 

field spanning Indigenous studies, public governance, environmental sustainability, educational 

leadership, community sociology, and international development paradigms. Geographically, the 

literature exhibits a significant concentration within Southeast Asia, with a heavy volume of data 

emerging from Indonesian and Malaysian contexts. Additional empirical evidence is drawn from 

localized studies situated within Australia, New Zealand, Chile, Brazil, Cameroon, and selected 

sovereign Pacific Island communities. Methodologically, the selected dataset is characterized by 

qualitative designs, with researchers utilizing ethnography, participatory observation, localized 

case studies, semi-structured interviews, and community-based qualitative inquiry to extract field 

insights. 

Rather than serving as a passive taxonomy, the methodological quality assessment scores 

compiled in Table 4 are operationalized throughout this narrative as an active interpretive lens. 

High-tier primary studies achieving cumulative panel scores of 15.0 or above, such as the 

decolonial assessments of Rodriguez Alvarez (2025) and the co-production frameworks of Van 

Maurik Matuk et al. (2023), serve as the primary conceptual anchors for the structural assertions 

made in this review. These methodologically rigorous papers explicitly theorize the leadership 

construct by evaluating how original ethnic authority systems negotiate institutional frictions and 

systemic state encapsulation. 

Conversely, primary studies demonstrating lower relative scores, such as the descriptive 

overview presented in PS5, are processed with heightened analytical caution. These weaker 

empirical designs frequently treat leadership as an implicit or taken-for-granted cultural trait, often 

conflating diverse sub-tribal dynamics into a singular category or romanticizing ancestral wisdom 

without examining internal power disparities. By continuously cross-examining these descriptive 

texts against higher-scoring literature, this review actively mitigates the risk of essentializing 

highly diverse communities, accounts for regional data imbalances, and exposes the underlying 

epistemic shifts missing from simpler narrative overviews. 
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The thematic synthesis identified three major qualitative domains mapped directly onto the 

three core research questions established for this study, as systematically conceptualized in Table 

5. 

 

Table 5 

Cross Thematic Synthesis of Research Domains and Theoretical Extensions 
Research 

Domain 

Core Indigenous 

Leadership and 

Knowledge 

Constructs 

Empirical Contexts 

and Key Sources 

Theoretical 

Conceptions 

Challenged and 

Extended 

Cross Thematic 

Insight 

Domain 1 

Indigenous 

Leadership, 

Governance, 

and Social 

Empowerment 

(Maps to RQ1)  

Consensus based 

decision making, 

moral and spiritual 

authority, Ondofolo 

and Tok Batin 

leadership 

frameworks 

Guatemala 

(Rodriguez Alvarez, 

2025), Papua 

Indonesia (Warwer 

and Pontoan, 2023), 

Rokan Hulu 

Indonesia (Pailis et 

al., 2020) 

Challenges hierarchical 

and bureaucratic 

leadership paradigms 

rooted in Western 

managerialism. Extends 

relational leadership 

through collective 

accountability, spiritual 

legitimacy, and co-

constructed governance 

processes. 

Indigenous 

leadership operates 

through relational 

accountability and 

collective 

stewardship rather 

than administrative 

authority alone.  

Domain 2 

Local Wisdom, 

Sustainability 

Governance, 

and Ecological 

Stewardship 

(Maps to RQ2)  

Customary 

ecological bans such 

as Matakau and 

Pasang, Local 

Ecological 

Knowledge, hybrid 

environmental 

governance 

Maluku Indonesia 

(Berlianty, 2022), 

Selangor Malaysia 

(Rahman et al., 2025), 

Cameroon pastoral 

communities 

(Kongnso, 2025) 

Challenges technocratic 

and extractive 

environmental 

governance models. 

Extends social 

ecological leadership by 

framing sustainability as 

moral, spiritual, and 

intergenerational 

responsibility. 

Indigenous 

sustainability 

governance 

positions ecological 

stewardship as 

reciprocal 

responsibility 

between humans, 

spirituality, and 

nature.  

Domain 3 

Indigenous 

Knowledge 

Transmission 

and Cultural 

Continuity 

(Maps to RQ3)  

Intergenerational 

oral traditions, ritual 

and musical 

authenticity, 

culturally responsive 

indigenous 

education 

West Java Indonesia 

(Gunara et al., 2022), 

Rural Chile (Baeza 

Peña et al., 2023), 

Orang Asli 

educational contexts 

(Salleh and Abdul 

Razak, 2024) 

Challenges standardized 

institutional pedagogy 

and Eurocentric 

knowledge systems. 

Extends decolonial 

leadership through 

epistemological 

resistance and 

indigenous knowledge 

reclamation. 

Cultural continuity 

functions as active 

resistance against 

assimilation and 

knowledge 

marginalization.  

Global Context 

Cross 

Contextual and 

Global 

Implications 

(Synthesis 

Synthesis) 

Relational 

governance, 

ecological 

reciprocity, 

participatory 

leadership, 

decolonial 

institutional 

transformation 

International 

sustainability 

governance, 

multicultural 

educational systems, 

indigenous social 

entrepreneurship, 

climate governance 

frameworks 

Challenges universalist 

governance assumptions 

and purely technocratic 

institutional models. 

Extends indigenous 

leadership as a globally 

relevant framework for 

sustainability leadership 

Indigenous 

leadership 

frameworks provide 

globally adaptable 

insights without 

requiring universal 

replication of 

culturally specific 

practices.  
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and socially inclusive 

governance. 

 

Indigenous Leadership, Governance, and Social Empowerment (Answering RQ1) 

 

The qualitative synthesis corresponding to the first research question reveals that across 

global Indigenous environments, leadership functions as a highly relational, collective, and 

distributed process that decenters Western managerial axioms. High-quality primary studies 

explicitly challenge the universal validity of individualistic, hierarchical, and transaction-based 

leadership models by demonstrating that Indigenous authority is co-constructed through ancestral 

legitimacy and community mandate. 

 

1. Relational Leadership and Collective Governance Structures 

 

As validated by top-tier empirical designs, Indigenous leadership legitimacy is derived 

from ancestral continuity, relational responsibility, and collective accountability rather than from 

centralized bureaucratic office. In her decolonial evaluation of community structures in Guatemala, 

Rodriguez Alvarez (2025) conceptualizes Indigenous authority as an intersectional, community-

based mechanism of resistance against state-led hegemony. This perspective directly extends 

relational leadership theory by showing that the leader and the collective emerge concurrently 

through shared struggles for self-determination. Similarly, Warwer and Pontoan (2023) 

demonstrate that the Ondofolo leadership system among the Sentani people in Papua derives its 

operational validity from spiritual devotion, personal moral integrity, and deep communal 

accountability, rather than from formal administrative codes. 

This prioritization of consensus-building over coercive dominance is equally prominent 

within Southeast Asian contexts. High-quality field data compiled by Isa et al. (2025) regarding 

the Semai community in Peninsular Malaysia confirm that traditional governance structures, 

represented by the Tok Batin, Tok Raja, and Tok Menterik, operate through horizontal consensus 

structures where decision-making is distributed across lineage lines to protect social harmony and 

collective well-being. This relational baseline is further mirrored in the Māori concept of Tapu, 

which Eruera et al. (2024) position as an ethical boundary system that anchors global leader 

responsibilities in spiritual obligations and kinship reciprocity. Furthermore, Bugis leadership 

philosophies evaluated by Arafah et al. (2025) emphasize that honesty, wisdom, courage, and moral 

integrity serve as foundational cultural assets necessary to sustain local governance and prevent 

individual autocracy. These findings collectively validate the assertions of Gram-Hanssen (2021) 

that Indigenous authority operates as an individual-collective simultaneity, meaning that individual 

agency is structurally inseparable from community accountability. 

 

2. Institutional Tensions, Bureaucratic Encapsulation, and Community Resilience 

 

The qualitative data further show that contemporary Indigenous leaders must constantly 

navigate hybrid and contested governance spaces where ancestral wisdom directly intersects with 

rigid state architectures. In these complex spaces, customary leaders must function as bilingual 

cultural brokers who protect local identity while negotiating external state resources (Ogunyemi et 

al., 2022; De Gruyter et al., 2024). For example, Pailis et al. (2020) show how traditional leaders 

in the Rokan Hulu regency of Indonesia actively deploy social entrepreneurship rooted in local 

wisdom to buffer their communities against socioeconomic marginalization while preserving 
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ancestral value foundations. In Acehnese communities, Wahid and Usino (2016) demonstrate that 

traditional leaders successfully adapt customary political communication protocols into modern 

internet spaces, utilizing digital mediums to reinforce community cohesion and maintain localized 

public spheres. 

However, when these relational governance models are forced into standardized state 

systems, severe institutional friction occurs. Salleh and Abdul Razak (2024) evaluate this friction 

within Malaysian Orang Asli schools, revealing that conventional educational leadership 

frameworks systematically fail because they ignore geographical isolation, cultural boundaries, and 

infrastructural inequalities. Their data demonstrate that effective Indigenous educational 

governance requires deep emotional resilience, knowledge of local language taboos, and relational 

communication to overcome institutional mistrust. Where state systems permit genuine 

collaboration, highly innovative hybrid models emerge. Austin et al. (2019) detail this adaptive 

capacity in the Kimberley region of Australia, where Indigenous-led knowledge partnerships 

successfully integrate original land care methods with modern scientific tools, establishing 

equitable conservation platforms that reinforce native territorial stewardship. 

 

3. Critical Reflections on the Epistemology of Indigenous Governance Literature 

 

Despite the growing body of empirical scholarship, several deep conceptual and 

methodological limitations remain heavily evident across the synthesized dataset. A primary 

structural concern is that the literature is still heavily concentrated within Southeast Asia, 

particularly the specific socio-political and cultural landscapes of Indonesia and Malaysia. This 

geographical skew introduces a distinct analytical bias, as the conclusions of this review are 

disproportionately informed by the unique political and cosmological realities of the Nusantara 

region, leaving Indigenous leadership realities within North America, Arctic zones, and sub-

Saharan Africa underrepresented. 

Furthermore, several lower-scoring primary studies demonstrated a persistent tendency to 

romanticize Indigenous governance systems by presenting these native architectures as culturally 

homogeneous, static, and entirely frictionless entities. This analytical deficit frequently overlooks 

ongoing internal power struggles, class dynamics, gender disparities, and the continuing historical 

trauma induced by colonial interventions on Indigenous leadership systems (Smith, 2021). In 

addition, current scholarship remains highly uneven in its engagement with decolonial theory and 

Indigenous epistemologies. While many primary studies broadly acknowledge the contextual 

significance of Indigenous knowledge systems, fewer works critically examine how modern 

colonial power relations continue to actively shape and restrict governance scholarship, 

institutional design, and research methodologies themselves (Makate, 2020; Coates et al., 2021; 

Fredericks et al., 2023; Povey et al., 2024). 

 

Local Wisdom, Sustainability Governance, and Ecological Stewardship (Answering RQ2) 

 

The synthesis of primary studies addressing the second research question indicates that 

Indigenous environmental governance treats sustainability as a relational and moral imperative 

rather than a technical accounting challenge. Original communities reject extractive developmental 

logics, positioning human existence as an integrated node within an active network of human, 

spiritual, and ecological relations. 
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1. Ecological Ethics and Relational Resource Management 

 

High-quality primary studies demonstrate that customary legal systems and spiritual 

cosmologies provide highly effective mechanisms for long-term biodiversity conservation. In his 

legal analysis of Indonesian forest management, Helmi et al. (2023) show that recognized 

customary laws enforce strict behavioral limits that restrict indiscriminate commercial timber 

extraction. This legal boundary is reinforced by spiritual mechanisms, such as the Matakau 

customary laws in Maluku analyzed by Berlianty (2022). Matakau uses symbolic prohibitions 

rooted in ancestral authority to enforce rotational harvesting bans, allowing vulnerable marine and 

terrestrial ecosystems to recover and maintaining regional ecological balance. 

In Peninsular Malaysia, Isa et al. (2025) demonstrate that the Semai community practices 

complex shifting cultivation and selective forest resource harvesting guided by deep spiritual 

respect for forest guardians, proving that Indigenous resource management is historically 

sustainable. Similarly, Rahman et al. (2025) evaluate the role of Orang Asli village leaders in 

Selangor Malaysia, demonstrating that these customary heads function as frontline defenders of 

local landscapes against aggressive urban encroachment and state development agendas. These 

village leaders must continually manage the structural tensions between external state economic 

plans and localized ecological worldviews to protect territorial rights and ensure community 

survival. 

 

2. Climate Adaptation, Disaster Preparedness, and Ecological Resilience 

 

Indigenous communities consistently utilize oral narratives, historical memory, and folk 

communication channels to manage environmental degradation and climate instability. In East 

Nusa Tenggara, Andung et al. (2024) document how local communities deploy traditional folk 

media to preserve and transmit disaster memories across generations, ensuring that historical 

knowledge of tsunamis and volcanic eruptions remains an active part of current community risk 

reduction strategies. In a similar vein, Along et al. (2022) analyze how Indigenous populations in 

Malaysia combine long-standing environmental observation signals with modern civil defense 

systems to build robust, community-responsive flood mitigation frameworks. These empirical 

cases reinforce the core tenets of social-ecological leadership theory by demonstrating that 

successful environmental adaptation depends on localized historical memory, community 

participation, and spiritual alignment rather than top-down technocratic mandates. 

3. Structural Constraints and State Encroachment 

Despite the clear strengths of traditional ecological knowledge, the literature documents 

severe structural barriers that limit the impact of Indigenous sustainability leadership. Top-down 

state planning, capital-intensive corporate extraction, rapid urbanization, and bureaucratic 

exclusion consistently marginalize Indigenous environmental authority. Nugroho (2021) shows 

that state-led environmental policies in Indonesia frequently ignore or run counter to the customary 

protocols of original peoples, a disconnect that became particularly clear during the institutional 

management of the COVID-19 pandemic. Rahman et al. (2025) further demonstrate that state 

infrastructure development often results in direct territorial dispossession, river pollution, and 

deforestation. These disruptions cut off the vital links connecting Indigenous livelihoods, spiritual 

practices, and ancestral lands, forcing customary leaders to shift from proactive conservation 

managers into defensive environmental advocates fighting for territorial security. 
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Indigenous Knowledge Transmission and Cultural Continuity (Answering RQ3) 

 

The qualitative findings compiled for the third research question establish that cultural 

continuity is maintained through relational, intergenerational learning processes rather than formal 

Western educational institutions. In this context, customary leadership functions as an essential 

vehicle for maintaining identity and resisting cultural erasure. 

 

1. Intergenerational Mentorship, Oral Traditions, and Symbolic Performance 

 

The primary studies demonstrate that the transmission of local wisdom relies on continuous 

community mentorship, performance arts, and active participation in rituals. As argued by Brant 

(2021), leadership development within original populations occurs organically through early 

integration into ceremonial life, oral storytelling, and relational learning frameworks rather than 

through standardized classroom instruction. Isa et al. (2025) show that within Semai communities, 

regular collective discussions and the sharing of oral histories serve as vital mechanisms to transfer 

leadership ethics and cultural memory to younger generations. 

This transmission process is often embedded within creative and artistic practices. Gunara 

et al. (2022) show that the isolated communities of Kampung Naga and Cikondang in West Java 

preserve their historical memory and cultural authenticity through ancestral musical practices. 

These strictly regulated musical performances are not merely artistic expressions; they serve as 

active oral archives that communicate foundational social laws, historical lineages, and community 

values across generations. 

 

2. Educational Resistance, Cultural Resurgence, and Decolonial Spaces 

 

As Indigenous communities confront standardized modern school curriculums, their 

traditional leadership models increasingly function as sites of intellectual resistance and cultural 

resurgence. In rural Chile, Baeza-Peña et al. (2023) show that Mapuche community networks 

actively advocate for the integration of original ancestral worldviews within formal state school 

spaces, challenging public education systems that marginalize localized ways of knowing. 

Similarly, Salleh and Abdul Razak (2024) demonstrate that standardized national school leadership 

configurations in Malaysia frequently fail because they overlook Indigenous languages and local 

knowledge patterns. These studies indicate that Indigenous educational leadership is highly 

political, requiring a continuous defense of local knowledge systems against state systems that 

promote assimilation. 

When original communities engage in global knowledge platforms, they can build powerful 

decolonial counterweights. Van Maurik Matuk et al. (2023) demonstrate that when structural power 

imbalances are addressed, collaborative knowledge co-production projects involving scientists and 

Indigenous experts can generate highly effective resource management strategies. On an 

international level, López Rivera (2023) highlights how the establishment of the Local 

Communities and Indigenous Peoples Platform within the UNFCCC has created an important 

platform to challenge Eurocentric scientific dominance, inserting Indigenous ecological knowledge 

directly into global climate policy debates. By treating storytelling, ceremony, and relational ethics 

as valid scientific practices, these initiatives disrupt the positivist assumptions of mainstream 

management research, demonstrating that Indigenous knowledge is a living, adaptive framework 

for global survival. 
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Cross-Contextual and Global Implications 

 

The analytical synthesis presented across the 31 primary studies demonstrates that the 

insights generated by Indigenous leadership models extend far beyond isolated rural environments. 

As global organizations face accelerating climate instability, institutional distrust, and social 

fragmentation, the relational, decolonial, and socio-ecological principles of Indigenous governance 

offer important alternative perspectives for international institutional transformation. For example, 

the use of customary environmental bans like Matakau and localized land ethics shows that global 

sustainability policies can move beyond market-based solutions, such as carbon pricing, by framing 

environmental protection as an intergenerational moral obligation. Furthermore, these findings 

have important implications for multicultural institutional management in diverse societies like the 

United States, Australia, and Europe. The insights gained from Mapuche struggles in Chile and 

Orang Asli schools in Malaysia show that public administration and educational institutions cannot 

achieve genuine equity through universal standardization alone. True institutional inclusion 

requires a shift toward relational governance models that respect localized languages, honor diverse 

cultural practices, and share decision-making authority with community networks. 

Additionally, the Indigenous social entrepreneurship frameworks documented by Pailis et 

al. (2020) prove that localized economic development can successfully balance financial viability 

with community welfare and ecological care. Ultimately, this review establishes that Indigenous 

epistemologies should not be viewed merely as historical artifacts or peripheral case studies. 

Instead, they represent sophisticated, globally applicable governance frameworks capable of 

guiding humanity toward more equitable, sustainable, and socially just futures. 

 

Discussion And Conclusion 

 

This systematic literature review critically evaluated how Indigenous local wisdom 

animates leadership, governance, sustainability practices, and cultural continuity across diverse 

Indigenous environments. Synthesizing 31 empirical papers (2015–2025) through relational, 

decolonial, and social-ecological leadership frameworks, this study demonstrates that Indigenous 

leadership constitutes an integrated, spiritually grounded epistemological baseline rather than a 

fragmented, peripheral cultural phenomenon. Concurrently, it deconstructs prevalent conceptual, 

geographical, and methodological imbalances embedded within Western-indexed scholarly 

literature. 

 

Evaluation of Significant Results Against Empirical Scholarship 

 

The first research domain demonstrates that Indigenous leadership legitimacy is relationally 

constructed through consensus-building, kinship obligations, moral integrity, and distributed 

accountability rather than administrative or bureaucratic offices. Across the Semai, Bugis, Māori, 

Minangkabau, and Orang Asli contexts, governance is operationalized as an individual-collective 

simultaneity. This directly extends relational leadership scholarship (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; 

Uhl-Bien, 2006) by illustrating how leadership emerges from reciprocal co-becoming rather than 

standalone managerial agency. However, to avoid romanticizing these systems, results show that 

Indigenous leadership is continuously contested by structural state encapsulation, generational 

transitions, and uneven internal power relations. 

Regarding the second domain, environmental governance functions as an intergenerational 

moral obligation rather than a simple carbon accounting metric. Traditional resource 
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mechanisms—such as Indonesian Adat laws, Maluku's Matakau, and Semai forest-guardian 

ethics—prove highly effective for biodiversity preservation and localized climate adaptation. 

These insights expand social-ecological leadership perspectives (Berkes, 2021; Whyte, 2020) by 

shifting environmental policy from market-driven models to kinship-based stewardship. top-down 

state intervention and corporate resource extraction continually relegate Indigenous leaders from 

proactive conservation custodians into defensive territorial advocates. 

Finally, the third domain highlights cultural continuity is sustained via relational, 

intergenerational learning architectures, exemplified by Mapuche educational resistance and West 

Javanese musical oral archives. This reinforces decolonial leadership theory (Smith, 2021) by 

demonstrating how ancestral wisdom transmission functions as an active platform of intellectual 

resurgence against national assimilation policies. 

 

Epistemic Reflections and Reviewer Positionality 

 

Integrating the quality assessment matrix as an analytic lens reveals that higher-tier studies 

(≥ 15.0) explicitly theorize leadership dynamics and power asymmetries, whereas lower-tier 

designs lapse into descriptive cultural narratives. It is imperative to reflect on the authors' 

positionality: extracting Indigenous worldviews from databases like Scopus and Web of Science 

introduces an academic mediation. This indexing can function as an epistemological filter that 

favors Western-formatted consensus while marginalizing fluid, non-English, oral-based 

community realities. 

 

Practical and Global Implications of the Study 

 

• To maximize utility for international public administrators and environmental 

policymakers across the United States, Australia, and Europe, the primary 

actionable takeaways are detailed below: 

• Intercultural Policy and Governance Design: Pluralistic administrative 

frameworks must move past top-down, standardized regulations. Sustainable 

resource management requires institutional co-management structures that 

grant localized traditional authority genuine decision-making parity over 

territorial allocations. 

• Decolonizing Higher Education: Academic institutions must transition beyond 

tokenistic representation by designing culturally safe organizational spaces that 

deliberately prioritize Indigenous mentorship pipelines, relational 

accountability, and Indigenous Standpoint Theories. 

• Alternative Sustainability Frameworks: International climate agencies can 

utilize Indigenous ecological metrics (e.g., Matakau, Tapu) to recenter global 

climate mitigation plans around intergenerational, relational obligations rather 

than technocratic market models. 

• Socioeconomic Innovation: Community development models can adopt 

collective Indigenous social entrepreneurship templates to prove that economic 

self-sufficiency and market viability can successfully coexist with long-term 

ecological preservation. 
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Study Limitations and Avenues for Future Research 

 

A primary conceptual limitation is the persistent ambiguity in primary literature, where 

Indigenous knowledge, local wisdom, and traditional ecological knowledge are used 

interchangeably. Methodologically, a sharp geographical skew concentrates data within maritime 

Southeast Asia, meaning the synthesized findings reflect the specific socio-political landscapes of 

maritime Southeast Asia more strongly than North American, Arctic, or sub-Saharan Indigenous 

realities. Furthermore, the corpus remains largely mediated through English-language academic 

structures and researchers situated outside the communities themselves. 

Future research must transition from descriptive, isolated case studies toward comparative, 

cross-regional, and participatory action frameworks. Scholars should prioritize Indigenous-

authored methodologies, oral histories, and local-language publications to reduce epistemological 

dependency on Eurocentric research structures. Additionally, critical scholarly attention must be 

directed toward the gender dimensions of Indigenous governance, youth leadership succession, 

urban Indigenous dynamics, and digital structural transformations. 

 

Summative Conclusion 

 

Ultimately, this systematic literature review resolves the disciplinary fragmentation of the 

field by generating an auditable, theoretically integrated baseline of how local wisdom animates 

Indigenous leadership systems. It establishes that Indigenous local wisdom is a dynamic, highly 

generative epistemological foundation capable of shifting mainstream leadership, sustainability, 

and decolonial scholarship. By moving away from romanticized cultural celebration and centering 

on relational accountability, collective stewardship, and structural resilience, this synthesis 

demonstrates that Indigenous leadership is a globally relevant framework. Embracing these 

Indigenous epistemologies provides vital, scalable pathways to guide international institutions 

toward more equitable, ecologically balanced, and socially just planetary futures. 
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