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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.

Keywords: Indigenous Leadership, Local Wisdom, Sustainability
Governance, Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Decolonial Leadership

! Corresponding Author: a senior lecturer, Center for Da’wah and Leadership Studies, Faculty of Islamic Studies,
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia 43000 Bangi Selangor, Malaysia. Email: zulaini@ukm.edu.my

Copyright © 2026 by Author(s) and Licensed by CECS Publications, United States. This is an open access article
distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

303



Z. Aini. et al.

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

306



Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies Copyright 2025
2026, Vol.13, No.4, 303-342 ISSN: 2149-1291
http://dx.doi.org/10.66815/ejecs/2869

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 Maori 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

307



Z. Aini. et al.

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. RQl: 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("local wisdom" OR "local knowledge" OR "local heritage" OR "local genius" OR

Science "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  Journal Article Conference proceedings, Book chapters,

Type Review articles

Publication Final text In Press

Stage

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

and Humanities

Substantive Must  explicitly —address leadership,Studies referencing indigenous

Focus governance, traditional authority, orpopulations superficially without
customary decision making as a coreanalysing governance or decision-
analytical focus. 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

317



Z. Aini. et al.

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 t