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Abstract 
Langkawi is predominantly made up of Malays who are Muslims. However, 
there is a small percentage of Buddhists, Hindus, and Christians on the 
island. In Malaysia, Islam is constitutionally the official religion, with the 
freedom to practice other religions enshrined. It has played an important 
cultural role and influence the way Malaysians think. The main principle of 
any religion is to maintain harmony in peoples' minds and between people in 
society. Consequently, avoidance of conflict through social confrontation 
becomes a significant value. Social Exchange Theory is supported by much 
research evidence suggesting the usefulness of the exchange system for 
the evaluation of tourism impacts. But no researcher has taken the cultural 
background of host residents into account when discussing awareness of 
tourism environmental conservation efforts. Langkawi is a tropical rainforest 
island, a Geopark, becoming an international tourism island that still 
maintains a laid-back island lifestyle; an openhearted multicultural 
community in the northwestern of Malaysia; was set as a case study of this 
research. A constructivist paradigm with a semi-structured interview method 
was adopted. This research explores an overview of Malaysian culture 
which is necessary to interpret the residents and community social construct 
of the socio-cultural awareness of tourism in environmental conservation 
and allows the focus to move away from a purely tourism-centric socio-
cultural interpretation, leading to a better understanding of residents and 
community responses to the awareness of tourism environmental 
conservation efforts in the context of Malaysia. 
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1.0 Introduction 
The tourism industry has a growing importance in Malaysia. in 

2016, Malaysia has been the fifth most visited country in the Asia 
Pacific, counting incoming tourists and total revenue from tourism 
activities. The incoming tourists have increased in number to 25.9 
million in 2017, which is a robust 0.1% growth, thus contributing 
RM82.2 billion to the country revenue (Ministry of Tourism, Arts & 
Culture Malaysia, 2018). Furthermore, there are a total of 3,628,951 
visitors that came to Langkawi from January to December 2018, 
which consisted of 493,664 international tourists and 3,135,287 
domestic tourists (Langkawi Development Authority, 2018). Tourism, 
which is quickly gaining importance to the Malaysian economy, at the 
national and state level, the increase in income of residents and 
community (host-guest) included, has been gaining importance 
socially and culturally (Ishii, 2012). Not surprisingly, tourism activities 
have been criticized for its uneven distribution of positive and 
negative impacts on host-destination (Soontayatron, 2013). On the 
other hand, studies also show that tourism can cause negative 
impacts on the environment, culture, and society in many destinations 
(Social and Cultural Impacts on the Environment Tourism Essay, 
2018). 

Assessing the impacts of tourism to determine sustainable 
ways of environmental conservation for the benefit of both hosts and 
guests is a huge challenge in the tourism industry. However, it is still 
unclear whether tourism is more useful or harmful in many host 
destinations. Usually, people inhabit and change environments 
through socio-cultural behaviors and processes. Besides that, people 
also use their socio-cultural understanding of phenomena to interact 
with the environment. People are the carriers of cultural heritage; with 
their characteristics, people make cultural values ubiquitous in 
inhabited geographic spaces of the world (Keitumetse, 2014). 
Therefore, the people as inhabitants are ‘ready assets’ and ‘enablers’ 
of environmental sustainability. Although it has been three decades 
since the formulation of sustainable development principles 
(Robinson et al., 1993), environmental conservation is still largely 
centered around the environmental sustainability of the natural 



MALAYSIAN JOURNAL OF CONSUMER AND FAMILY ECONOMICS Vol 24 (S1), 2020 

72 
 

environment resources, without consideration of “Environment as 
Cultural Heritage …” (Laplante et al., 2005). 

Conservation activities are rarely planned around cultural 
resources (Keitumetse, 2013). The new approach being introduced 
under Community-Based Cultural Heritage Resource Management 
(COBACHREM) looks to outline the symbiosis between cultural 
heritage, environment, and various stakeholders, to create awareness 
about neglected conservation indicators. This technical 
COBACHREM model acknowledges the existing academic 
frameworks of communal identity formation such as indignity and 
autochthony. The model constitutes of the two-phased process with 
four levels of operation which are: Level (1) production; Level (2) 
reproduction; level (3) consumption; that distinguishes specific 
components of cultural heritage resources to be monitored at Level 
(4) for sustainability, using identified cultural conservation indicators. 
Cultural resources are tangible and intangible remains of societies’ 
past activities in the biophysical environment, which when re-visited, 
re-evaluated, re-used, and re-constructed will transform into various 
forms of cultural heritage. 

However, the conservation indicators that are specific to 
resources of cultural and heritage nature that can enrich sustainable 
development efforts are currently lack. Jackson and Inbakaran (2006) 
stated, factors that influence residents’ attitudes and awareness 
towards environmental conservation can be classified into 
demographic and socio-economic factors (e.g. age, gender, 
occupational situation, educational level, level of income and place of 
residence), personal factors (e.g. family background, socialization 
process, state of mental health), cultural factors (e.g. religion, local 
culture). Thus, the relationship between socio-demographic factors 
and the host-guest attitude towards tourism environmental 
conservation is not conclusive. Very few analyses focused on the 
influence of cultural factors from the host lenses. While these 
previous socio-cultural impact studies have focused on socio-
demographic factors, this research focused on cultural factors in a 
Malaysian setting, from a Malaysian perspective. 

 
2.0 Case study of Langkawi Island 

Langkawi, an archipelago of 104 Islands in the Andaman Sea, 
famous for its mystical legends, numerous natural attractions, 
including exquisite beaches, natural flora, and pristine rainforest 
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situated in the northwestern of Malaysia, was set as a case study for 
this research. This is because if Langkawi is remaining unspoiled, it 
can be continuously offered as one of the ecotourism islands in 
Malaysia. Furthermore, to gain international credibility ecotourism 
must genuinely offer ‘responsible travel to natural areas that 
conserves the environment and sustain the wellbeing of the local 
people’ (UNEP, 2002). Only four islands of the entire archipelago are 
inhabited, Langkawi, Tuba, Rebak, and Dayang Bunting. The 
population of Langkawi main island is about 75,000 and the total 
population is close to 110,000 of which 70% are Malays. Other major 
ethnic groups consist mainly of Chinese, Indians, and Thais 
(mylangkawi.com). Thus, the mix of different ethnicities is a result of 
Langkawi’s long layered history that witnessed a lot of cultural 
exchanges and immigration over the years. The official religion in 
Langkawi is Islam that is primarily practiced by the Malay ethnic. 
Other major religions are Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity, as 
they are small percentages of Chinese, Indian, and Thai populations 
on the island (langkawi-gazette.com). 

Langkawi is a modern tourist destination that has a mix of old 
heritage and modern influences, and this partly forms what is a 
uniquely Malaysian identity. Even though every religion has a similar 
core philosophy, they still have different guidelines and codes of 
practice for their believers. However, tourism can influence changes 
in the value systems, individual, behaviors, familial relationships, 
collective lifestyles, moral conduct, creative expressions, traditional 
ceremonies, and organization of host communities (Andereck et al., 
2005; Deery, et al., 2012; Kozak, 2002). This research poses a 
challenge to the assumption of current researches and proposes an 
approach based on the Malaysian interpretation, to enhance 
participation of environmental conservation from socio-cultural 
awareness. Given the Malaysian culture, which is essentially a 
melting pot, Malaysians may perceive tourism impacts differently. 

 
3.0 Socio-cultural Interpretation and Participation 

Tourism development is highly reliant on how local residents 
perceive the socio-cultural impacts of tourism development in its 
communities (Andereck et al., 2005; Latkova & Vogt, 2012; Nicholas 
et al., 2009; Wang & Pfister, 2008). In the same sense, sustainable 
tourism development hinges on addressing the concerns of residents 
and community and co-opting their support and participation in 
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tourism-related activities and programs such as environmental 
conservation activities (Gursoy et al., 2002). After all, such 
participation can reduce the negative impacts of tourism 
development, while simultaneously increasing the positive impacts on 
destination communities (Timothy, 1999; Tosun, 2002). Therefore, 
residents and local communities should be encouraged to engage 
with and also to sustain tourism developments (Byrd, 2007). There 
are a lot of studies that examined the residents’ sentiments towards 
socio-cultural impacts of tourism development (Deery et al., 2012; 
Easterling, 2005; Kayat, 2002), whereby the effects of their 
perceptions on participative behavior has been largely ignored 
(Easterling, 2005; Nicholas et al., 2009). 

Likewise, the environment is a central theme of tourism. It 
continues to be an important subject of debate in a time when the 
global policy is aimed at ecological problems such as pollution, 
depletion of natural resources, and deforestation (Kuvan & Akan, 
2005). Thus, the potential of tourism activities in achieving the 
objectives of environmental preservation and conservation have been 
widely studied (Jurowski & Gursoy 2004; Andereck et al., 2005). Such 
studies demonstrate that residents do favor a tourism promotion 
because it can stimulate environmental conservation awareness and 
does not contribute to the ecological decline. However, tourism can 
cause significant environmental damage because it is often 
developed in areas that have attractive but also a fragile environment 
(Andereck & McGehee, 2008). Tourism also causes traffic 
congestion, parking problems, disturbance and destruction of well-
preserved flora and fauna, illegal construction of building such as 
accommodation and dining units, air and water pollution, and littering 
(Jurowski & Gursoy, 2004; Andereck et al., 2005; Jago et al., 2006). 
Tourism helps to preserve local culture through the development of 
cultural activities by residents that target tourists, cultural exchange 
between tourists, and local and positive impacts on cultural identity, 
and it could also ‘pollute’ the hosts’ culture in numerous ways (Dogan 
& Denney, 2004). Zhuang et al. (2019) affirmed that the development 
of tourism will include changes in the social character of a destination 
as it also a major catalyst for change in local residents' moral values. 
Therefore, the social-cultural impacts are the 'human impacts' of the 
tourism industry that emphasize on changes in the quality of 
residents’ daily life at the tourist destinations and cultural impacts 
which relate to transformation in traditional values, norms, and 
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identities that arise from tourism (Glasson et al., 1995). As Hashimoto 
(2002) and Swarbrooke (1999) also claimed that quantifying and 
calculating such impacts are complicated and evidence will emerge 
slowly over time in an inconspicuous fashion. 

 
4.0 Social Exchange Theory 

The assessment of socio-cultural awareness is intricate. 
Firstly, it is slightly difficult to separate socio-cultural awareness from 
other awareness. There are several theories introduced by many 
scholars that can be used. And there have been criticisms on Doxey’s 
index of irritation and Butler’s lifecycle models as both do not focus on 
the host community (Takamitsu, 2018). Therefore, both models are 
not useful in measuring the socio-cultural impacts, but Ap (1992) 
stated that social exchange theory is more relevant to socio-cultural 
changes. Emerson (1962) developed the Social Exchange Theory 
(SET) and it has been applied to various contexts of research. The 
principle of SET suggests that exchanges will occur if the process 
creates valued rewards as well as offers more benefits than costs 
(Skidmore, 1975). Ap (1992) applied SET in explaining the changes in 
the host destination in response to tourism. SET involves the 
exchange of resources between individuals or groups when 
interacting; for instance, there is an exchange during the processes of 
interaction between host residents and visitors. 

The theory explains variability in response to tourism by 
individuals and various groups in the social exchange process which 
engages at the individual and community level (Snaith & Haley, 
1999). SET also suggests that individuals or groups decide exchange 
after weighing benefits and costs. Individuals’ attitude depends on 
perceptions of the exchanges they are making. Subsequently, 
individuals who evaluate and perceive beneficial rewards in the 
exchange, have a different perception from those who perceive the 
exchange to be harmful (Matheison & Wall, 2006). In the context of 
tourism, these principles suggest that residents are willing to enter an 
exchange with tourists if they can collect some benefits without 
incurring an unacceptable loss. If local residents believe tourism to be 
a valuable source of gain, and the costs they stand to pay do not 
exceed the benefits, then the exchange will support tourism 
development (Snepenger & Akis, 1994). A more complex relationship 
is apparent, once deeper investigation using SET takes place (William 
& Lawson, 2001). 
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Plenty of research evidence that supported SET suggests the 
exchange system is useful for the evaluation of tourism impacts. 
Consequently, Fredline (2004) reported that residents who perceive 
benefits from tourism are more likely to support tourism. 
Nevertheless, there are also several studies showing how residents 
have a more negative attitude towards tourism than otherwise 
(William & Lawson, 2001). This proves how residents who directly 
benefit from tourism would develop a positive perception of tourism 
impacts; save some reservations (Gursoy et al., 2002). Nonetheless, 
previous applications also have not involved the culture exchange 
processes which might be associated with the social exchange where 
cultural expressions form the basis of the exchange (Carter, 2000). 
Besides, the SET is tested by many scholars and yet nobody takes 
the cultural background of host residents into account in terms of the 
application. Avoidance of confrontation is deeply embedded in 
Malaysian culture to maintain harmony in society; accordingly, 
Malaysian (Langkawi residents) attitudes towards socio-cultural 
awareness of tourism environmental conservation might be greatly 
different from previous studies from the Western perspective. 

 
5.0 Methodology 

This research adopted a constructivist paradigm with 
qualitatively semi-structured interviews as primary methods. 
Residents’ communal behavior patterns and the interaction between 
them and tourists on a day to day basis, as well as residents’ 
perceptions and attitudes towards socio-cultural awareness of tourism 
environmental conservation in Langkawi, were investigated. The 
Snowball technique was adopted for recruiting the interviewees. 
Seventeen interviews, or until the information reached the saturation 
point, were undertaken. The interview protocol was amended to suit 
each interviewee's circumstance. Besides, a digital audio recorder 
was used to enable the researcher to pay attention to what the 
participant was saying and notes were also taken to support the 
recorded session. Interviews were transcribed and data from the field 
notes were initially organized by themes into categories in the Malay 
language to avoid losing the real meaning of the context by 
translating data to English. From data findings, new categories and 
sub-categories were developed. The data were categorized into 
themes and copied into new files under theme headings. 



MALAYSIAN JOURNAL OF CONSUMER AND FAMILY ECONOMICS Vol 24 (S1), 2020 

77 
 

When the data were categorized in qualitative content analysis, 
there are some blocks of text found to be used more than once as 
they are related to more than one theme. The participants are given 
pseudonyms in the analysis. There are four residents and community 
types offered in the classification system that facilitated the 
conceptualization of certain characteristics and experiences that 
linked with SET. 

 
• Type 1 or ‘Extensive contact’ included local community, who had 

regular or direct contact with tourists and depended on tourism 
activities for livelihood to the extent that they might be unemployed 
if there was no tourism. 

• Type 2 or ‘Partial contact’ which covered local residents who had 
regular contact with the tourists, as well, but they were not reliant 
on tourism for work. 

• Type 3 or ‘Neutrally concerned with tourism' which represents 
local residents who had indirect or non-frequent contact with 
tourists and received only a small part of their income from 
tourism. 

• Type 4 or ‘No contact with tourism’ that included local people who 
have no contact with tourists or only saw them in passing. 

 
6.0 Analysis of Findings 

The resident typology (Extensive contact; Partial contact; 
Neutrally concerned with tourism; and Local authorities) in social 
exchange theory had different characteristics and they also had 
different attitudes towards environmental conservation. Ali, not 
surprisingly as he belongs to the 'Extensive contact' group, 
demonstrated that he had a positive perception and attitude towards 
tourism environmental conservation but he was also aware of its 
negative impacts as was Ah Lee. 

“I would like to maintain Langkawi as a destination rich with 
cultural activities and entertainment as it is good for my family 
business, but tourism has brought destruction to the environment as 
well”. (Ali – male, age 33, business owner at travel agency and 
homestay – Extensive contact) 

“I love it because the community spirit among local residents at 
Langkawi such as willingness and desire to participate in activities 
that promote a community is much alive… However, I do believe that 
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tourism development has brought a sort of ‘imperialism’ to my 
community”. (Ah Lee – male, age 42, local Hawker Centers owner – 
Neutral concerned with socio-cultural awareness) 

However, Stephanie showed an interesting point. She stated 
that she does not care about socio-cultural factors, but she accepted 
tourism at the end of the day as tourism had brought the opportunity 
to meet people from other cultures, and development to her 
community so far. 

“I wish to have Langkawi like before, the same as when I grew 
up before tourism came to Langkawi. Even though the development 
of public infrastructures was slow, I was happy as residents take pride 
in their local culture”. (Stephanie – female, age 59, teacher – No 
contact with tourism) 

Fatimah showed that she tried to understand other local 
people’s views and tried to compromise on tourism environmental 
conservation matters even though she mentioned that she did not like 
tourism. 

“I would like to have more recreational facilities, quality of 
public service in Langkawi without tourism… I am concerned about 
socio-cultural impacts but understand. Local people in Langkawi, 
recently choose to sell their lands to non-local investors and left 
agricultural activities for tourism businesses. Hmmm… agriculture 
was part of local community daily activities in the past but it is no 
more nowadays. Some say it is not worth counting on it anymore as 
tourism has become ‘the boom’ in Langkawi. So we have to find our 
way out. As usual, life goes on and we need money for living. Can’t 
blame anyone… Hmmm, about island environmental conservation, 
can we blame the government?” (Fatimah – female, age 64, 
housewife – No contact with tourism) 

Fatimah, not surprisingly, as she belongs to ‘No contact with 
tourism’ group, showed a negative interpretation towards tourism on a 
socio-cultural basis. However, she tried to compromise with local 
residents in other typology as she repeatedly stated her feelings, but 
there was no socio-cultural movement without tourism – “concerned 
and yet understanding” and “cannot blame anyone”. 

The resident in ‘neutral concerned with tourism’ seems to show 
neutral interpretative and participative behavior towards social-cultural 
awareness. It could be safely assumed that local residents do not 
want to make a further comment towards tourism on socio-cultural 
awareness to prevent from having conflict, as well as to remain 
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harmonious and compromising with other types of residential groups. 
This can be seen from Ah Lee’s perception towards tourism 
development and local community socio-cultural awareness as he 
mentioned that he liked tourism because of its positive impacts and 
also count on the fact that tourism brought negative impacts on 
environmental conservation. Therefore, it can be summarized that 
avoidance of confrontation to remain in harmony in multiculturalism 
that has been embedded in Malaysian culture and society is real 
when sometimes there is a mix-up of various cultures in the process 
of tourism development. Malaysia has a rich cultural life and various 
social customs, much of which revolve around the traditional 
festivities of its diverse population. 

“I love it because the community spirit among local residents at 
Langkawi is strong, such as willingness and desire to participate in 
activities that promote the community… However, I do believe that 
tourism development has brought ‘imperialism’ to my community”. (Ah 
Lee – male, age 42, local restaurant owner – Neutral concerned with 
socio-cultural awareness). 

The apparent result can be explained through social exchange 
theory that proposes local people make trade-offs between costs and 
benefits of development and not rationalize their response 
straightforwardly. In this case, it appears that local residents in 
‘Extensive contact’ and ‘Partial contact’ groups may be willing to 
accept the socio-cultural problem in exchange for personal, 
residential, and communal benefits that tourism offers. In the context 
of tourism, it is clear that local residents willingly enter into an 
exchange with tourists if they can collect benefits without involving 
heavy expenses or costs. If the locals theoretically believe in tourism 
as a valuable source, and that the costs they incur do not exceed the 
benefits, the exchanges will support tourism development (Pham & 
Kayat, 2011; Lee et al., 2007; Madrigal, 1995; Matheison & Wall, 
2006; Sharpley, 1999; Snaith & Haley, 1999; William & Lawson, 
2001). The valuable sources of cultural interactions in tourism 
environmental conservation activities are important elements, 
revealing a sociocultural understructure such as the awareness of 
tourism impacts. It is supported by Garcia et al. (2015) that 
interactions happening between tourists and local people result in the 
introduction and promotion of different cultures in the context of social 
exchange. Celik (2019) in a study of social distance in tourism 
claimed that tourism is the most important phenomenon that enables 
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individuals to interact with each other. Thus, negative attitudes 
observed in individual-group and individual-society relationships could 
change in a positive direction in tourism as it would reveal the 
sociological impacts of tourism. 

Residents in the ‘Extensive contact’ and ‘Partial contact’ 
groups both have greater concerns over the various economic 
attributes of their community, whereas the local residents in the 
category 'No contact with tourism' do not feel concerned regarding 
economic issues that relate to tourism such as the number of tourists 
and the attractiveness of such investment in the community. Aminah 
and Ros would be delighted if the number of tourists increased. An 
individual who evaluate and perceive the beneficial rewards in the 
exchanges, they have different perceptions with ones who perceive 
the harmful effects of the exchange (William & Lawson, 2001). 
Nonetheless, local interpretation of, and participation in tourism within 
communities are various and the combination of effects of tourism on 
environmental conservation when the intrinsic dimension is regarded 
is complex. The intrinsic elements include the level of participation 
and socio-cultural awareness, the residential closeness to the tourist 
areas, and the duration of being a resident in the areas (Carter, 2000; 
Faulkner & Tideswell, 1997; William & Lawson, 2001). 

“I presume, it would be great if more tourists come to 
Langkawi. Then the local authority will be more sensitive and critical 
about island environmental conservation needs. Furthermore, the 
Malaysian government also will further enhance the quality of public 
services such as a hospital (medical), the police force (security) and 
the like” (Aminah – female, age 40, seafood restaurant owner – 
Extensive contact). 

“More tourists should be good. It can bring us money”. (Ros – 
female, age 51, money changer worker – Partial contact). 

Differently, Fatimah, a local resident in ‘No contact with 
tourism’ expressed her feeling that she does not welcome more 
tourists in her community. She seemed to be a bit upset with the 
situation that happened on the island due to tourism vis-a-vis socio-
cultural awareness, even though she realized that more tourists will 
bring more benefits to her society especially in economic matters. 

“Oh my… More tourists! I knew that they bring us something 
good in economic terms and in-return little by little give impact on 
residents' social-cultural awareness, I don't want them more anyway". 
(Fatimah – female, age 64, housewife – No contact with tourism). 
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From the given feedback, this can be implied that the number 
of tourists and the economic state of the island community is the 
utmost concern especially for residents in ‘Extensive’ and ‘Partial 
contact’ groups. This demonstrates a significant difference in the 
feedback from residents in ‘No contact with tourism’ group but 
positively participated in socio-cultural awareness activities. 
Furthermore, it can be seen how residents in ‘No contact with tourism’ 
group have the less economic opportunity than the other three 
groups, and that they are increasingly aware of the need to be a part 
of the socio-cultural activities of island tourism environmental 
conservation. Besides, there are residents in 'Extensive contact' and 
'Partial contact' groups that do not receive economic benefits to the 
extent of their expectation, but they are still optimistic and continue 
putting the ongoing interest in positive socio-cultural development. 

The ‘Partial contact’ group residents generally have lower 
economic status and are more aware of the socio-cultural and 
environmental impacts of tourism. Previous research by McMinn and 
Cater (1998) in Belize focused on the highest level of enthusiasm for 
tourism that related to economic benefits. The research result shows 
that levels of enthusiasm can be different based on income especially 
true to the low-income groups. Few scholars also support the idea 
that the economic reliance on tourism is found to be an important 
discriminator of attitudes towards tourism development (Ap, 1992; 
Glasson et al., 1992; Madrigal, 1995; Murphy, 1981; William & 
Lawson, 2001). Moreover, Woosnam (2012) shared features of 
perception regarding tourism impact which can be influenced by many 
factors. Even though there is no evidence for the official classification 
of the factors, it can be classified into two groups: Extrinsic and 
Intrinsic factors. In this study, economic and employment 
dependency, community attachment, distance from the tourist zone, 
interaction with tourists, personal values, and demographic variables 
such as age, gender, and education are among the Intrinsic factors 
involved directly and indirectly (Moayad Alrwajfah et al., 2019). 

Residents in ‘Neutral concerned with tourism’ and ‘No contact 
with tourism groups’ demonstrate concern of ongoing socio-cultural 
quality awareness as it is likely a contributing factor in their sense of 
belonging and community participation as in the case of Fatimah, Ah 
Lee, Stephanie expressed below. Yet some of them were agitated 
with socio-cultural awareness of tourism environmental conservation 
in its role of transforming their social system to environmental 
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awareness and conservation; they still had a strong sense of 
belonging to the place where they come from. Residents that 
appreciate communal qualities and community participation have 
negative attitudes towards tourism development (Belisle & Hoy, 1980; 
Gursoy et al., 2002; Korca, 1998; Pizam, 1978). A study conducted by 
Zamani-Farahani and Musa (2008) shows that, even though local 
communities strongly support tourism development, their opinions 
regarding tourism policy, management, and marketing and local 
community involvement are not equally favorable. Furthermore, the 
consequences of tourism are localized and can vary considerably 
according to the form that it takes and the situations in which it occurs 
(Wall & Mathieson, 2006). Residents' attitudes towards tourism 
development and its impact provide a significant input to identify the 
strategic and managerial priorities of tourism (Deery et al., 2012). 
They are few literatures suggests that involving local communities in 
tourism decision-making and strengthening their ability to act are 
important factors for sustainability (Ribot, 2004; Muganda et al., 
2013). 

“I was born here in Langkawi. I went to study in Kuala Lumpur 
and after completing my study; I still want to live here where I was 
born. After a while, many things have changed because of tourism 
activities and I still want to proceed with my life here before I die - I 
will not move to the ‘mainland’”. Fatimah – female, age 64, housewife 
– no contact with tourism). 

“My adopted daughter is studying in Singapore right now and I 
frequently visit her from time to time. If she prefers to continually live 
and work in Singapore after graduation, I still want to be here in 
Langkawi even though I will be alone. I love Langkawi very much, it is 
my playground. But a short visit to her will happen if needed”. (Ah Lee 
– male, age 42, local Hawker Centers owner – Neutral concerned 
with socio-cultural awareness). 

“I am totally proud to tell everyone that I came from Langkawi. 
This is my home and where I was born and grew up”. (Stephanie – 
female, age 59, teacher – no contact with tourism). 

In the Malaysian context, the study further suggests that local 
residents seem to have moderate knowledge of the negative impacts 
on socio-cultural awareness from the exchange process in island 
tourism. In the case of Langkawi, it demonstrates how residents need 
to increase participation in socio-cultural awareness activities as they 
need something to rely on economically. Therefore, this might offset 
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the balance of the exchange process in favor of tourism 
environmental conservation. 

 
7.0 Conclusions 

Many scholars have tested social exchange theory (SET), but 
in this research, there is a probable difference in the results obtained 
through SET in those previous studies. Respecting other socio-
cultural qualities are deeply embedded in the Malaysian culture to 
maintain harmony in a multi-cultural society. Therefore, local 
residents’ attitudes towards socio-cultural awareness of tourism 
environmental conservation might be different from other studies in 
the Western Eastern sphere. The analysis also shows that local 
residents have a certain level of awareness of negative socio-cultural 
impacts brought by tourism activities. However, all four resident types 
show a continually supportive attitude towards tourism in their 
community. Local residents may have less acknowledgment of the 
socio-cultural problem and other negative socio-cultural impacts of 
tourism activities. Instead, the resident is more open to positive and 
also equal benefits in the exchange process because all faith teaches 
avoidance of conflict which remains an important quality in Malaysian 
society. In short, it shows that local residents would desire to accept 
tourism and also intend on overlooking the truth that tourism will bring 
along socio-cultural impacts to their community, as the fact remains 
that the communities are reliant on tourism activities. As a result, this 
may tip the balance in favor of the exchange processes promoting 
tourism. Besides, the scenario could be interpreted as such that each 
type of local residents would not wish to generate any conflict in their 
society as they avoided their true feeling and concern towards tourism 
environmental conservation. Therefore, it is important to note that 
further research in the same area of study should recognize and 
assign due importance to specific social characteristics of the host 
residents in areas of application of theory. The influence of socio-
cultural and psychological factors should be further considered to 
analyze and also interpret further, local residents’ socio-cultural 
awareness of tourism environmental conservation and the associated 
behavioral changes from time to time, as well as their responses 
towards socio-cultural changes. 
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