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ABSTRACT 
 

This study delves into the intricate interactions between tourism and the traditional ways of life among indigenous 

communities in Sri Lanka. Focused on comprehending the sociocultural, economic, and environmental 

consequences, the research primarily utilized in-depth interviews for data collection. The results uncover a nuanced 

interplay of both positive and negative impacts. Positive aspects include heightened cultural exchange and economic 

empowerment through cultural tourism. However, concerns arise regarding cultural commodification and the 

potential erosion of traditional practices under the influence of tourism. The research puts forth recommendations to 

promote sustainable tourism, including community-led cultural education initiatives, responsible tourism 

collaborations, and measures for environmental conservation. These suggestions aim to strike a balance between 

deriving economic benefits from tourism and preserving the cultural authenticity and environmental integrity of Sri 

Lanka's indigenous communities. The findings and recommendations contribute to the ongoing discourse on 

responsible and culturally sensitive tourism practices, with implications for policy development, community 

empowerment, and further research in the field. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the diverse cultural panorama of Sri Lanka, indigenous communities serve as guardians of distinct traditions, 

embodying centuries-old practices that shape the nation's rich heritage. Amidst the backdrop of a thriving tourism 

industry, Sri Lanka's indigenous communities find themselves at the intersection of economic opportunities and 

potential challenges to their time-honored ways of life. This study aims to explore the intricate dynamics of 

tourism's impact on the traditional lifestyles of Sri Lanka's indigenous communities, investigating the multifaceted 

dimensions that influence their existence. 

 

Sri Lanka, an island nation with a rich tapestry woven from diverse cultures, landscapes, and traditions, serves as a 

vibrant testament to the diversity defining its identity. Within this mosaic, indigenous communities play a crucial 

role, with their customs and heritage deeply interwoven into the island's history. As Sri Lanka's tourism industry 

undergoes unprecedented growth, these indigenous communities become focal points, drawing both domestic and 

international visitors eager to immerse themselves in the authenticity of age-old traditions. 

 

Against the backdrop of this surge in curiosity and commerce, it becomes crucial to examine the intricate interplay 

between tradition and tourism, particularly concerning Sri Lanka's indigenous communities. This research aims to 

navigate the evolving dynamics that shape the relationship between tourism and the traditional lifestyles of these 

communities. The vibrant cultural heritage of Sri Lanka's indigenous peoples, including the Vedda, Uva, and others, 

offers a unique perspective through which we can comprehend the broader implications of tourism on heritage 

preservation, economic development, and environmental sustainability. 
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1.1 Context and Rationale 

Sri Lanka's indigenous communities, often residing in remote and ecologically sensitive areas, are custodians of 

ancestral wisdom and practices that have withstood the tests of time. As the allure of Sri Lanka's cultural treasures 

draws increasing numbers of tourists, these communities find themselves at the crossroads of opportunity and 

challenge. The economic prospects brought about by tourism present avenues for sustainable development, but they 

also carry the risk of cultural commodification and environmental strain. 

The contextualization of this research within the Sri Lankan framework is not just a scholarly pursuit; it is a 

response to the evolving narrative of the island's identity. Recognizing the potential for tourism to act as a double-

edged sword, this research aims to shed light on the nuanced impacts on traditional lifestyles, emphasizing the need 

for sustainable practices that respect and preserve the rich cultural tapestry of Sri Lanka. 

1.2 Objectives of the Research 

i. To Evaluate Sociocultural Transformations: Investigate how tourism influences the sociocultural dynamics 

within Sri Lanka's indigenous communities, examining shifts in traditional practices, community 

relationships, and cultural identity. 

ii. To Assess Economic Implications: Examine the economic impact of tourism on indigenous communities in 

Sri Lanka, focusing on income generation, employment opportunities, and the emergence of indigenous-led 

entrepreneurial ventures. 

iii. To Explore Environmental Consequences: Investigate the environmental repercussions of tourism on the 

lands and resources of Sri Lanka's indigenous communities, emphasizing sustainable practices and 

conservation efforts. 

iv. To Understand Strategies for Cultural Preservation: Explore the strategies employed by indigenous 

communities in Sri Lanka to balance the economic benefits of tourism with the preservation of their 

cultural heritage and traditional ways of life. 

In essence, this research aims to contribute to the ongoing dialogue surrounding sustainable tourism development in 

Sri Lanka, advocating for an approach that not only nurtures economic growth but also safeguards the invaluable 

cultural legacy of the island's indigenous peoples. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The intersection between tourism and indigenous cultures has been a subject of growing scholarly interest globally, 

as nations grapple with the complexities of sustaining economic development while preserving unique cultural 

heritages. In the context of Sri Lanka, a nation known for its rich tapestry of cultures, this literature review seeks to 

synthesize existing research and provide a comprehensive understanding of the impact of tourism on the traditional 

lifestyles of indigenous communities. 

2.1 Factors Affecting Traditional Lifestyles of Indigenous Communities in Sri Lanka 

 Cultural Commodification and Sociocultural Dynamics 

Numerous studies underscore the transformative influence of tourism on the sociocultural fabric of indigenous 

communities. In Sri Lanka, the commodification of indigenous culture has been observed, with the demand for 

'authentic' experiences sometimes leading to the stylized representation of traditional practices for commercial gain 

(Seneviratne et al., 2017). The resulting sociocultural shifts within these communities, including alterations in social 

structures, community dynamics, and identity, have become focal points for academic inquiry (Da Silva et al., 

2019). 

 Economic Impacts on Indigenous Communities: 

Economic considerations form a significant dimension of the tourism impact on indigenous lifestyles. Research by 

Karunarathne et al. (2021) emphasizes the potential economic benefits that tourism can bring to indigenous 

communities in Sri Lanka, ranging from income generation through cultural tourism initiatives to the promotion of 

indigenous-led businesses. However, the literature also highlights challenges such as economic inequality, as not all 

members of these communities may equally benefit from tourism-related activities (Ranasinghe & Nawarathna, 

2018). 
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 Environmental Repercussions and Sustainability: 

Tourism's environmental impact on indigenous lands is a critical aspect of the discourse. The work of Dharmaratne 

and Gunawardana and Aravinda (2021) discusses the potential threats to biodiversity and ecosystems posed by 

tourism activities, especially in ecologically sensitive areas inhabited by indigenous communities. Balancing the 

economic benefits of tourism with environmental sustainability emerges as a key challenge, necessitating a nuanced 

approach to development (Wickramasinghe, 2020). 

 Strategies for Cultural Preservation: 

Efforts to preserve cultural heritage amidst tourism pressures have been explored in the literature. Indigenous 

communities in Sri Lanka have employed various strategies, including cultural education programs, community-

based tourism models, and collaboration with responsible tourism operators (Marasinghe et al., 2021). These 

initiatives aim to strike a delicate balance between economic opportunities and the preservation of unique cultural 

traditions. 

The literature on tourism's impact on the traditional lifestyles of indigenous communities in Sri Lanka provides a 

nuanced understanding of the multifaceted challenges and opportunities presented by the growing tourism industry. 

As this research progresses, it aims to contribute to this body of knowledge, offering insights that can inform 

sustainable tourism policies, promote cultural preservation, and foster the well-being of Sri Lanka's indigenous 

populations amidst the evolving dynamics of the tourism landscape. 

 

2.2. Concept Indicator Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:Concept Indicator Model 

Source: Author 

 

The literature on tourism's impact on the traditional lifestyles of indigenous communities in Sri Lanka provides a 

nuanced understanding of the multifaceted challenges and opportunities presented by the growing tourism industry. 

As this research progresses, it aims to contribute to this body of knowledge, offering insights that can inform 

sustainable tourism policies, promote cultural preservation, and foster the well-being of Sri Lanka's indigenous 

populations amidst the evolving dynamics of the tourism landscape. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design, specifically utilizing in-depth interviews as the primary method for 

data collection. The qualitative approach allows for a rich exploration of the impact of tourism on the traditional 

lifestyles of indigenous communities in Sri Lanka. 

3.2. Population and Sampling 

A purposive sampling strategy will be employed to select participants from diverse indigenous communities in 

different regions of Sri Lanka. The goal is to capture a range of perspectives and experiences within the indigenous 

population. 
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In-depth interviews will also be conducted with key stakeholders, including community leaders, representatives 

from tourism organizations, and other relevant individuals with insights into the intersection of tourism and 

indigenous lifestyles (Mbaiwa, 2011). 

 

3.3. Data Collection 

In-depth Interviews 

Semi-structured in-depth interviews will be conducted with participants to allow for flexibility and in-depth 

exploration of their experiences, perceptions, and insights. Interview questions will be designed to cover a range of 

themes, including sociocultural dynamics, economic impacts, environmental consequences, and strategies employed 

for cultural preservation. Interviews will be conducted in the local language to ensure a comfortable and authentic 

dialogue with participants. Audio recordings and detailed field notes will be taken during the interviews to capture 

both verbal and non-verbal nuances. The interviews will be conducted in settings chosen by participants to create a 

comfortable and familiar environment. 

This qualitative methodology, centered around in-depth interviews, offers a nuanced exploration of the tourism 

impact on traditional lifestyles within Sri Lanka's indigenous communities. The inductive nature of thematic content 

analysis aligns with the research objectives, aiming to uncover the multifaceted dimensions of this impact and 

contribute rich insights to the broader discourse on sustainable tourism development. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

Thematic Content Analysis 

The qualitative data obtained from in-depth interviews will undergo thematic content analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2014). The analysis will involve identifying recurring themes, patterns, and variations in participants' responses. 

Codes will be generated to categorize key concepts related to sociocultural impacts, economic implications, 

environmental consequences, and cultural preservation strategies. 

4. FINDINGS 

The findings of this research underscore the complex and multifaceted nature of the impact of tourism on the 

traditional lifestyles of indigenous communities in Sri Lanka. While economic opportunities and cultural exchange 

can be positive outcomes, challenges such as cultural commodification, economic disparities, and environmental 

concerns necessitate a thoughtful and community-centric approach to sustainable tourism development. The insights 

gained from this research contribute to the ongoing dialogue on fostering responsible tourism practices that honor 

and preserve the cultural heritage of indigenous communities. 

4.1. Sociocultural Dynamics 

The in-depth interviews conducted with members of indigenous communities unveiled a nuanced and intricate 

interplay of sociocultural dynamics profoundly shaped by the influence of tourism. The participants underscored a 

spectrum of both positive and negative impacts, highlighting key findings that provide valuable insights into the 

intersection of tourism and traditional lifestyles (Kalhoro & Abbas, 2022). On the positive side, tourism was 

recognized as a catalyst for increased cultural exchange, fostering meaningful interactions between indigenous 

communities and visitors and thereby nurturing cultural understanding and appreciation. Additionally, some 

community members reported experiencing enhanced financial well-being through the avenues created by cultural 

tourism. Conversely, the research shed light on the negative impacts, foremost among them being concerns over the 

cultural commodification of indigenous traditions. Participants articulated worries about the modification or staging 

of certain aspects for tourist consumption (Gamberožić, 2021). Furthermore, the influx of tourists was linked to the 

potential erosion of traditional practices, as community members sometimes adapted to meet perceived expectations, 

hinting at a delicate balance that must be navigated to preserve the authenticity of indigenous cultures amidst the 

tourism industry's influence. 

4.2 Economic Implications 

The research placed a significant emphasis on exploring the economic implications of tourism on indigenous 

communities, revealing distinct findings in this domain. The study highlighted noticeable income disparities within 

these communities, despite some members reporting increased earnings from engaging in tourism-related activities 

(Priyangika, 2022). The disparities observed among households pointed to economic inequalities that warrant 

attention for more inclusive and equitable development. On a positive note, the research identified entrepreneurial 
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opportunities stemming from tourism. Indigenous-led businesses, ranging from local handicrafts to guided tours and 

cultural workshops, emerged as a favorable aspect, showcasing the potential for economic empowerment and 

community-driven enterprises within the tourism sector (Ranasinghe & Li, 2017). These findings underscore the 

need for targeted interventions to address economic disparities while leveraging and sustaining the positive impacts 

of indigenous-led entrepreneurship in the context of tourism. 

4.3 Environmental Consequences 

The investigation delved into the environmental consequences of tourism on the territories and resources of 

indigenous communities, yielding noteworthy findings. Participants expressed apprehensions regarding the 

escalating threats to biodiversity attributed to the surge in tourist activities (Ranasinghe et al., 2020). Concerns were 

voiced over instances of habitat disruption and disturbances to wildlife populations, underscoring the delicate 

balance between tourism and ecological preservation. Additionally, the study illuminated the exacerbation of 

environmental challenges through insufficient waste management practices associated with tourism. Issues such as 

litter and pollution were identified as contributors to the degradation of the natural surroundings, emphasizing the 

imperative for sustainable tourism practices that mitigate adverse environmental impacts and safeguard the 

ecological integrity of indigenous lands (Pattiyagedara & Fernando, 2020). 

4.4 Strategies for Cultural Preservation 

The study brought to light a spectrum of strategies implemented by indigenous communities to navigate the delicate 

equilibrium between deriving economic benefits from tourism and safeguarding their cultural heritage. One 

prominent strategy involves community-led initiatives, where certain communities have taken the initiative to 

establish cultural education programs explicitly designed for tourists (Wijesundara & Gnanapala, 2016). These 

programs not only aim to offer genuine insights into indigenous traditions but also seek to foster respect for the 

cultural heritage of these communities. Additionally, the research identified collaborative efforts with responsible 

tourism operators as a crucial strategy (Sumanapala & Wolf, 2023). By engaging in partnerships with operators 

committed to responsible and sustainable practices, indigenous communities can work towards minimizing negative 

impacts associated with tourism while ensuring that economic benefits align with the preservation of their cultural 

identity and heritage. 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings of the research study on the impact of tourism on the traditional lifestyles of indigenous 

communities in Sri Lanka, several recommendations emerge to guide sustainable practices and foster a balanced 

approach to tourism development: 

 Community-Led Cultural Education Programs 

Encourage and support indigenous communities in the continuation and expansion of community-led cultural 

education programs for tourists. These initiatives play a crucial role in providing authentic insights, fostering 

cultural understanding, and promoting respect for indigenous traditions. 

 Economic Empowerment Strategies 

Implement targeted economic empowerment strategies to address income disparities within indigenous 

communities. This may involve creating training programs, entrepreneurial support, and inclusive policies to ensure 

that the economic benefits of tourism are equitably distributed among community members. 

 Responsible Tourism Partnerships 

Facilitate and promote collaborations between indigenous communities and responsible tourism operators. These 

partnerships can contribute to sustainable tourism practices, minimizing negative impacts, and ensuring that tourism 

aligns with the preservation of cultural heritage and environmental integrity. 

 Environmental Conservation Measures 

Implement effective environmental conservation measures in collaboration with indigenous communities. This may 

include waste management initiatives, biodiversity protection programs, and sustainable land-use practices to 

mitigate the environmental consequences of increased tourism activities. 
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 Regulation and Policy Development 

Advocate for the development and implementation of regulations and policies that safeguard the cultural and 

environmental interests of indigenous communities. Ensuring that these policies are developed in consultation with 

indigenous representatives will contribute to more effective and culturally sensitive governance. 

 Tourist Awareness Campaigns 

Launch educational campaigns targeted at tourists to raise awareness about responsible and culturally sensitive 

tourism practices. Encouraging tourists to engage respectfully with indigenous communities and emphasizing the 

importance of preserving cultural authenticity can positively impact the tourism experience. 

 Cultural Heritage Protection 

Develop mechanisms to protect the cultural heritage of indigenous communities from commodification. This may 

involve establishing guidelines for the presentation of cultural practices to ensure that authenticity is maintained and 

that traditions are not diluted or staged solely for commercial purposes. 

 Capacity Building and Empowerment 

Invest in capacity building and empowerment initiatives within indigenous communities. This includes providing 

training in sustainable practices, entrepreneurship, and community-based tourism management, empowering 

communities to actively participate in decision-making processes. 

 Monitoring and Evaluation Framework 

Establish a robust monitoring and evaluation framework to regularly assess the impact of tourism on indigenous 

communities. This framework should incorporate indicators related to sociocultural dynamics, economic well-being, 

and environmental sustainability, enabling adaptive strategies as needed. 

 Research Continuation 

Encourage continued research and dialogue on the evolving relationship between tourism and indigenous 

communities. This ongoing exploration is vital for adapting strategies, addressing emerging challenges, and 

maximizing the positive impacts of tourism on traditional lifestyles while mitigating negative consequences. 

6. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the research has provided valuable insights into the intricate interplay between tourism and the 

traditional lifestyles of indigenous communities in Sri Lanka. The findings underscore the multifaceted nature of the 

impact, revealing both positive and negative aspects that necessitate careful consideration for sustainable 

development. Positive impacts, such as increased cultural exchange and economic empowerment through tourism, 

highlight the potential for beneficial interactions between communities and visitors. However, negative impacts, 

including concerns about cultural commodification and the erosion of traditional practices, emphasize the delicate 

balance required to preserve the authenticity of indigenous cultures amidst the influence of tourism. 

The recommendations put forth aim to guide future actions and policies, promoting responsible tourism practices, 

equitable economic development, and the protection of cultural heritage and the environment. By emphasizing 

community-led initiatives, responsible tourism partnerships, and environmental conservation measures, these 

recommendations seek to foster a harmonious relationship between tourism and indigenous communities. 

As the dialogue on sustainable tourism development continues, it is crucial to recognize the agency of indigenous 

communities in shaping their destinies. Collaboration, cultural respect, and empowerment should be at the forefront 

of any initiatives to ensure that the benefits of tourism contribute positively to the well-being and preservation of the 

rich cultural heritage of Sri Lanka's indigenous populations. This research serves as a foundation for ongoing 

discussions and actions aimed at fostering a balanced and respectful approach to tourism in the diverse tapestry of 

Sri Lanka's indigenous communities. 
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