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Abstract: This conceptual paper theorizes how algorithmic visibility reshapes the professional identity 
of tour guides in Bali. Integrating structuration theory and identity work with platform studies and 
authenticity research, it develops a framework and propositions rather than reporting empirical data. 
The framework explains how guides negotiate legitimacy across three regimes—cultural (community 
norms and ritual propriety), algorithmic (ratings, rankings, engagement), and formal 
(licensing/associations)—and how tensions among them generate identity strain, emotional labor, and 
market precarity. We propose that guides respond via identity play, narrative layering, and community 
anchoring, which differentially affect well-being, service quality, and destination image. The paper 
contributes theoretically by bridging structure–agency perspectives and reframing authenticity as an 
algorithmically negotiated practice, and practically by outlining policy and capacity-building levers (e.g., 
dispute resolution for unfair reviews, greater transparency in ranking, and digital literacy training). 
Situated within Global South debates on cultural labor and digital mediation, the study delineates a 
research agenda for ethnography, cross-destination comparison, and quantitative tests of algorithmic 
effects. 
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1. Introduction  

Tourism has long been recognized as a driver of socio-cultural change, economic development, and 
identity negotiation within host communities [1, 2]. Within this industry, tour guides occupy a 
particularly pivotal role as interpreters of culture, mediators of meaning, and facilitators of memorable 
experiences [3, 4]. Their professional identity is not static but shaped through continuous interaction 
with tourists, institutions, and the broader socio-technical environment. In the context of Bali—a 
destination globally branded for cultural richness and spirituality—tour guides are tasked with 
balancing commercial imperatives and cultural safeguarding [5, 6]. 

The emergence of digital platforms has intensified this balancing act. Platforms such as 
TripAdvisor, Airbnb Experiences, and increasingly TikTok and Instagram, employ algorithmic 
mechanisms to curate visibility, privileging certain guides, tours, or narratives over others [7, 8]. This 
process, described as algorithmic visibility [9] redefines how guides gain recognition, attract clients, 
and sustain careers. For Balinese guides, whose professional legitimacy historically depended on state 
licensing, cultural knowledge, and community endorsement, algorithmic visibility introduces both 
opportunities and constraints. It democratizes access to markets but simultaneously subjects guides to 
volatile and opaque ranking systems that may undermine cultural authenticity [10, 11]. 

To analyze this transformation, identity-work theory offers a critical lens. Identity-work refers to 
the ongoing practices by which individuals construct, negotiate, and sustain professional selves in 
response to external pressures and internal aspirations [12, 13]. Tour guides in Bali increasingly 
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engage in strategies such as narrative layering—providing teaser content online before delivering 
deeper stories in person—and identity play, experimenting with digital personas to appeal to diverse 
tourist markets. These practices illuminate the interplay between agency and structure in professional 
life, aligning with Giddens’s structuration theory that emphasizes duality between enabling and 
constraining forces [10]. 

Despite growing recognition of digital transformation in tourism, research has not sufficiently 
examined how algorithmic visibility intersects with the professional identity of tour guides in the 
Global South, particularly in culturally dense destinations such as Bali. Existing studies tend to focus 
either on visitor behavior in digital environments [14, 15] or on authenticity debates in guiding [4, 
16]. There remains a gap in integrating these strands to explain the lived realities of guides navigating 
algorithmic metrics while upholding cultural legitimacy. 

This paper aims to address that gap by developing a conceptual framework that integrates 
structuration theory, identity-work, and digital platform studies to analyze the transformation of 
Balinese tour guides under conditions of algorithmic visibility. The objective is twofold: first, to theorize 
the mechanisms by which digital platforms reshape professional identity in guiding; and second, to 
provide propositions for future empirical research. By doing so, the study contributes to broader debates 
on cultural labor in tourism, digital mediation, and the evolving role of professional guides in the Global 
South. 
 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Tour Guiding and Professional Identity 

Tour guiding has been the subject of scholarly interest since the 1970s, when guides were initially 
described as “pathfinders” and “mentors” who translate cultural landscapes into tourist experiences [1]. 
Early studies emphasized the communicative role of guides as knowledge transmitters, focusing on 
accuracy and the preservation of heritage [17, 18]. Over time, this perspective expanded to 
acknowledge that guides are not neutral transmitters but cultural brokers who actively shape 
interpretations of place, culture, and people [3, 19]. 

Professional identity in guiding is inherently relational. It is constructed through interactions with 
tourists, employers, local communities, and regulatory institutions [10, 20]. Research highlights 
tensions between authenticity and commodification: while tourists expect genuine cultural immersion, 
guides often adapt performances to market demands [16, 19]. In Bali, where rituals and traditions 
remain deeply embedded in everyday life, guides are challenged to maintain authenticity while catering 
to diverse, global audiences [5, 6]. 
 
2.2. Authenticity and the Guide–Tourist Relationship 

The notion of authenticity has dominated tourism research for decades. Wang [21] distinguished 
between objective authenticity (verification of original objects), constructive authenticity (socially 
constructed meanings), and existential authenticity (personal feelings of being true to oneself). Tour 
guides are instrumental in mediating these forms, often constructing narratives that emphasize cultural 
depth while simultaneously ensuring accessibility to foreign visitors [1, 22] 

However, authenticity is contested in practice. Studies show that guides often engage in selective 
storytelling, highlighting certain cultural elements while downplaying others to fit tourists’ 
expectations [10, 23]. In Bali, rituals may be condensed into photo opportunities, raising questions 
about “staged authenticity” [24]. At the same time, guides leverage personal charisma and 
improvisation to foster existential authenticity, creating moments of emotional resonance even in 
commodified settings [25, 26]. 
 
2.3. Digital Transformation and Algorithmic Visibility 

The digital era has radically altered how tourism services are promoted and consumed. Platforms 
such as TripAdvisor, Google Reviews, Airbnb Experiences, and Instagram have become crucial 
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intermediaries, reshaping power relations between providers and consumers [7, 8]. Visibility is no 
longer determined by institutional reputation or word-of-mouth alone but by algorithmic curation—
ranking systems, search optimization, and user-generated ratings [9, 15]. 

Algorithmic visibility refers to the process by which digital platforms allocate exposure to certain 
providers over others based on opaque computational logics [27, 28]. For tour guides, algorithmic 
visibility is double-edged: it democratizes market access, allowing freelance or marginalized guides to 
reach global clients, but also creates dependency on unpredictable metrics [29, 30]. The result is 
professional precarity, where reputation and livelihood depend less on cultural expertise and more on 
digital performance. 

In Bali, algorithmic visibility intersects with pre-existing cultural and institutional structures. 
Guides traditionally derive legitimacy from state certification, association membership, and community 
endorsement [6]. Platforms, however, reward guides who master digital marketing skills, regardless of 
formal accreditation. This shift challenges older hierarchies and creates friction between “traditional” 
and “platform-native” guides. Similar dynamics are observed in other Global South destinations, where 
cultural authority is contested by digital entrepreneurs [31, 32]. 
 
2.4. Identity-Work under Digital Pressure 

Identity-work theory provides a framework for analyzing how professionals manage such tensions. 
Identity-work refers to the ongoing set of activities through which individuals create, sustain, and revise 
identities in response to social and institutional demands [12, 13]. Scholars distinguish between 
strategies such as: 

Identity play: experimenting with new personas to adapt to changing expectations. For example, 
guides curate playful, humorous, or spiritual digital personas to attract different tourist segments [29]. 

Narrative layering: condensing complex stories into short digital teasers while reserving deeper 
storytelling for in-person tours [33]. 

Community anchoring: reinforcing legitimacy through association membership, peer support, and 
collective branding [4]. 

These strategies reflect the dual pressures of maintaining cultural legitimacy while meeting the 
algorithmic demands of visibility. For Balinese guides, identity-work often involves reconciling 
obligations to cultural preservation (e.g., Tri Hita Karana philosophy) with the necessity of digital self-
branding [5, 6]. 
 
2.5. Tourism Labor and Precarity 

The literature on tourism labor highlights growing precarity under neoliberal and digital regimes 
[30, 34]. Tour guides, like other cultural intermediaries, are increasingly subjected to audience metrics, 
seasonal demand, and performance monitoring [35, 36]. The rise of platform economies intensifies this 
precariousness, with guides dependent on ratings and reviews that may be biased or manipulated [37]. 

Moreover, guides face emotional labor demands, managing their feelings to produce desired 
emotional states in tourists [38]. Research indicates that high levels of surface acting—suppressing 
genuine emotions to maintain professional demeanor—are associated with burnout and identity fatigue 
[39]. Algorithmic visibility exacerbates these pressures by rewarding constant availability, 
responsiveness, and self-promotion, blurring the boundaries between personal and professional life [9, 
30]. 
 
2.6. Summary and Research Gap 
The literature demonstrates that: 

Tour guiding is central to the co-construction of authenticity and cultural meaning. Algorithmic 
visibility reshapes the conditions of professional recognition, privileging digital performance over 
traditional legitimacy. Identity-work strategies are critical for navigating tensions between authenticity, 
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market demands, and platform metrics. Tourism labor is increasingly precarious, with emotional and 
cultural costs borne disproportionately by workers in the Global South. 

However, gaps remain. Few studies explicitly integrate identity-work theory, structuration theory, 
and platform studies to analyze how guides in culturally rich destinations such as Bali negotiate 
algorithmic visibility. Moreover, conceptual frameworks that link these theories are lacking, limiting 
opportunities for empirical testing and comparative analysis. This paper addresses these gaps by 
proposing a conceptual framework that explains how algorithmic visibility mediates the professional 
identity of Balinese tour guides, with implications for both theory and practice in global tourism 
research. 
 

3. Conceptual Framework 
Building on the reviewed literature, this study develops a conceptual framework that 

integrates structuration theory [10] identity-work theory [12] and the notion of algorithmic 
visibility [9, 27] to analyze how Balinese tour guides transform their professional identities. At its core, 
the framework recognizes the duality of structure: while guides exercise agency in constructing digital 
and cultural personas, their opportunities are simultaneously constrained by platform algorithms, 
institutional regulations, and community expectations. Identity-work is thus situated within 
overlapping domains: 

Institutional Structures (e.g., government licensing, professional associations). 
Cultural Norms (e.g., Balinese traditions, Tri Hita Karana philosophy). 
Digital Platforms (e.g., TripAdvisor, TikTok, Airbnb Experiences). 
These domains generate both enabling resources (wider visibility, new markets) and constraining 

conditions (opaque algorithms, authenticity dilemmas, precarity). Guides respond through strategies 
such as identity play, narrative layering, and community anchoring. 

Conceptual Propositions 
From the framework, several propositions emerge: 
P1: Algorithmic visibility reshapes the criteria of professional legitimacy, privileging digital metrics 

over traditional credentials. 
P2: Tour guides engage in identity-work strategies (e.g., identity play, narrative layering) to 

reconcile tensions between authenticity and algorithmic demands. 
P3: Structuration processes are evident as guides both reproduce and transform cultural narratives 

under digital mediation. 
P4: Emotional labor and identity strain increase when guides’ professional worth is tied to volatile 

algorithmic systems. 
P5: Community-based support mechanisms moderate the negative effects of algorithmic precarity, 

reinforcing resilience and cultural legitimacy. 
 
3.1. Conceptual Framework Diagram 

We locate professional identity at the intersection of institutional structures (licensing, 
associations), cultural norms (e.g., Tri Hita Karana), and digital platforms (algorithms, ratings). 
Drawing on structuration [32] and identity-work [10] we propose: P1) Algorithmic visibility reshapes 
legitimacy criteria; P2) Identity-work reconciles authenticity–algorithm tensions; P3) Guides 
reproduce/transform cultural narratives within digital systems (structuration); P4) Dependence on 
rankings increases emotional labour and identity strain; P5) Community supports moderate algorithmic 
precarity. 
 



631 

 

 

Edelweiss Applied Science and Technology 
ISSN: 2576-8484   

Vol. 9, No. 9: 627-636, 2025 
DOI: 10.55214/2576-8484.v9i9.9931 
© 2025 by the authors; licensee Learning Gate 

 

 
Figure 1.  

Conceptual framework: domains → professional identity → identity-work strategies. 

 
The diagram illustrates how professional identity emerges at the intersection of structural forces 

and agency, mediated by digital visibility and cultural authenticity. 
 

4. Methodological Positioning 
This paper is conceptual in nature and emphasizes the synthesis of multiple theoretical perspectives 

to generate a framework for future research. Conceptual studies are valuable for theory-building in 
under-researched Global South contexts. We adopt: (i) an integrative literature review (guiding, digital 
tourism, identity-work, platform labor); (ii) theoretical bridging between structuration and identity-
work; and (iii) framework development yielding propositions for empirical testing (ethnography, cross-
case comparisons, quantitative designs This positioning aligns with calls in tourism research for 
more theory-driven contributions that go beyond descriptive accounts of digital adoption, offering a 
deeper understanding of how algorithmic systems reshape cultural labor [8, 15]. 
 

5. Discussion 
5.1. Algorithmic Visibility as a Structuring Force 

Digital platforms increasingly mediate the visibility of tourism labor, operating as structuring 
systems that both enable and constrain professional practices. Drawing on Giddens [33] structuration 
theory, algorithmic visibility can be understood as part of the “rules and resources” embedded in socio-
technical systems. These rules include opaque ranking mechanisms, reliance on user-generated reviews, 
and platform policies that privilege certain types of content [27, 28]. For tour guides, these algorithmic 
structures provide access to global audiences but simultaneously reduce agency by forcing conformity to 
platform logics. 

In Bali, guides who traditionally relied on state licensing and community networks for legitimacy 
now face pressures to maintain constant online visibility. This dynamic illustrates the duality of 
structure: guides reproduce platform logics by adapting to algorithmic demands (e.g., curating 
Instagram-friendly narratives), but they also transform the system by embedding cultural elements into 
digital performances [6, 10]. 
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5.2. Identity-Work in the Digital Age 
The discussion of identity-work highlights the strategies guides adopt in negotiating professional 

selves under algorithmic pressures. 
Identity Play: Many guides experiment with multiple personas online—humorous storytellers, 

cultural ambassadors, or adventure leaders—to appeal to diverse market segments. While this flexibility 
enables broader visibility, it also risks identity fragmentation, as guides struggle to reconcile playful 
online personas with community expectations of cultural seriousness [12, 13]. 

Narrative Layering: Guides compress complex rituals into digital “teasers” while reserving deeper 
storytelling for in-person encounters. This layered approach allows them to navigate the short attention 
spans encouraged by algorithms while safeguarding cultural depth [29, 33]. 

Community Anchoring: To counteract algorithmic volatility, many guides rely on professional 
associations and peer support networks. Collective branding, such as community-based tourism 
initiatives, reinforces cultural legitimacy and provides resilience against negative reviews or sudden 
shifts in platform algorithms [4, 31]. 

These strategies demonstrate the dynamic nature of identity-work: rather than passively adapting, 
guides actively shape their professional selves through agency, albeit within structural constraints. 
 
5.3. Authenticity and the Algorithmic Dilemma 

Authenticity remains a central theme in guiding research, but the digital age introduces new 
complexities. Algorithms prioritize content that is visually engaging, concise, and emotionally 
stimulating. This often encourages guides to “stage” authenticity in ways that appeal to tourists’ digital 
consumption habits [16, 24]. 

For instance, Balinese ceremonies may be reduced to brief clips optimized for TikTok, potentially 
diluting cultural meaning. Yet, existential authenticity may still emerge when tourists feel personally 
moved by these encounters, regardless of whether they are staged [25]. The algorithmic dilemma, 
therefore, is not a binary choice between authentic and inauthentic performance but a negotiation of 
layered meanings, mediated by digital visibility. 

This resonates with broader debates in cultural tourism, where authenticity is increasingly seen as 
negotiated and relational rather than fixed [19, 22]. Guides in Bali exemplify this by selectively 
performing rituals, blending sacred and commercial elements, and reframing them for global audiences. 
 
5.4. Precarity and Emotional Labor 

Another critical issue concerns the precarious nature of tourism labor under platform capitalism. 
Tour guides are particularly vulnerable because their visibility—and, by extension, income—depends 
heavily on reviews and algorithmic rankings [37]. Negative reviews, even if biased or inaccurate, can 
significantly damage professional standing. 

This precariousness is exacerbated by the emotional labor required to maintain high ratings. Guides 
must consistently display enthusiasm, patience, and hospitality, even under stressful conditions [38]. 
Research confirms that high levels of surface acting are associated with burnout, identity strain, and 
reduced job satisfaction [39]. In Bali, the pressure to constantly perform both offline (during tours) and 
online (via content creation and review management) intensifies these challenges, blurring personal and 
professional boundaries [30]. Thus, algorithmic visibility not only reshapes identity but also amplifies 
vulnerabilities, creating conditions of emotional exhaustion and professional instability. 
 
5.5. Implications for the Global South 

The transformation of guiding under algorithmic visibility has broader implications for tourism 
labor in the Global South. Unlike guides in the Global North, who often operate within more regulated 
and resource-rich environments, guides in destinations such as Bali face asymmetric power relations 
with global platforms. While platforms extract value from their cultural labor, guides bear the risks of 
precarity, cultural commodification, and reputational vulnerability [11, 32]. 
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Moreover, the emphasis on digital skills and online branding risks marginalizing older or less 
digitally literate guides, reinforcing generational divides. This raises equity concerns, as algorithmic 
systems inadvertently privilege those with access to technology, linguistic proficiency, and marketing 
skills [8]. Community-based initiatives and policy interventions are therefore essential to ensure 
inclusive participation and cultural preservation. 
 
5.6. Toward a Research Agenda 

This conceptual article sets the stage for future empirical studies. Based on the framework, three 
directions are proposed: Ethnographic Studies of Digital Guiding: In-depth ethnographies can reveal 
how guides perform identity-work in both digital and physical contexts, highlighting lived experiences 
of negotiating authenticity under algorithmic pressure. Comparative studies across destinations: cross-
cultural comparisons can examine whether the dynamics observed in Bali are mirrored in other Global 
South contexts, such as Thailand, Vietnam, or Kenya, where cultural tourism is central. 

Quantitative Assessments of Algorithmic Impact: Surveys and experiments could measure the 
psychological and economic impacts of algorithmic visibility on guides, including burnout, income 
variability, and perceptions of legitimacy. By advancing these research directions, tourism scholarship 
can move beyond descriptive accounts of digital adoption toward a more theoretically informed 
understanding of cultural labor under platform capitalism. 
 
5.7. Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes three theoretical contributions: Integration of Structuration and Identity-
Work: By linking structuration theory with identity-work, the study explains how guides both 
reproduce and transform structures under digital mediation. Extension of Authenticity Debates: It 
highlights how algorithmic systems reconfigure authenticity, introducing new layers of negotiated 
meaning. Critical Perspective on Tourism Labor: It foregrounds the precariousness and emotional toll 
of guiding in the algorithmic age, with particular relevance to Global South contexts. 
 

6. Conclusion and Implications 
6.1. Conclusion 

This conceptual paper has explored the transformation of professional identity among Balinese tour 
guides in the context of algorithmic visibility. By integrating structuration theory [10], identity-work 
theory [12] and insights from platform studies [9, 27] the study offers a theoretical lens to understand 
how guides navigate the interplay between cultural authenticity, digital mediation, and precarious labor 
conditions. 

The findings suggest that algorithmic systems are not neutral tools but active structuring forces 
that redefine professional legitimacy. Tour guides, once legitimized through state licensing, community 
endorsement, and mastery of cultural narratives, now face a reality where visibility, ratings, and digital 
engagement significantly determine their professional standing. In response, they engage in strategies 
of identity play, narrative layering, and community anchoring, demonstrating agency while 
simultaneously constrained by algorithmic logics. 

At a deeper level, the study contributes to ongoing debates in tourism by reframing authenticity as 
an algorithmically negotiated practice, where meaning is continuously co-created among guides, 
tourists, and platforms. The precariousness of platform-dependent labor underscores the emotional 
costs borne by cultural workers in the Global South, who must constantly adapt to volatile ranking 
systems and the demands of affective performance. In short, this article underscores the dual nature of 
algorithmic visibility: it offers opportunities for expanded markets and personal branding but also 
generates vulnerabilities that threaten cultural integrity, equity, and professional well-being. 
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6.2. Practical Implications 
The study yields several implications for stakeholders in tourism and hospitality: For Tour 

Guides: Developing digital literacy and strategic identity-work is essential. Guides should be trained in 
digital branding while also grounded in ethical frameworks that safeguard cultural integrity. For 
Tourism Associations: Professional organizations should create collective platforms that amplify guide 
visibility beyond global platforms, reducing dependence on opaque algorithms. Community-based 
tourism networks can also buffer against reputational risks. For Policymakers: There is a pressing need 
for regulatory frameworks that ensure fair labor conditions in digital tourism markets. This includes 
mechanisms for dispute resolution in cases of unfair reviews, transparency in algorithmic ranking, and 
support for digital capacity building. For Tourists: Awareness campaigns can encourage responsible 
consumption of cultural content online, fostering appreciation for cultural depth rather than superficial 
engagement driven by algorithms. 
 
6.3. Theoretical Implications 

From an academic perspective, the paper offers three contributions: Bridging Structural and Agency 
Perspectives: By linking structuration theory with identity-work, it illuminates how tour guides 
navigate systemic pressures while exercising agency in shaping professional selves. Extending 
Authenticity Theory: The framework shows that authenticity in tourism is increasingly mediated by 
digital logics, challenging static notions of “staged” versus “real” performances. Foregrounding the 
Global South: Much tourism scholarship is Global North-centric; this study highlights how digital 
precarity disproportionately affects guides in emerging economies, calling for decolonial perspectives in 
platform studies. 
 
6.4. Limitations and Future Research 

As a conceptual paper, this study does not present empirical data, which limits its immediate 
generalizability. However, it establishes a foundation for future research in three directions: 
ethnographic studies of guides in digital contexts: Observing how guides blend online and offline 
performances in everyday practice. Cross-regional comparisons: examining whether similar dynamics 
occur in other cultural tourism destinations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Quantitative 
analyses: Measuring the psychological, economic, and cultural impacts of algorithmic visibility on 
tourism labor. Future research can also explore intersectional dimensions, such as gender and 
generation, to understand how digital transformations unevenly affect different groups of guides. 
 
6.5. Value of the Study 

The value of this study lies in its novel integration of theories and its focus on the Global South. By 
conceptualizing the professional identity of tour guides through the lens of algorithmic visibility, it 
advances both tourism theory and practice, the paper contributes to critical debates on cultural labor, 
digital mediation, and sustainability in Global South tourism contexts. Ultimately, this research 
highlights the urgent need for more equitable digital futures in tourism, ones that recognize the cultural 
and emotional labor of guides, while ensuring that technological systems enhance rather than 
undermine professional dignity and authenticity. 
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