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    ABSTRACT

    Infrastructure development has become an essential component in strengthening urban tourism competitiveness and improving public mobility in contemporary cities. This study aims to analyze public perceptions toward the Joglo Underpass development project in Surakarta City through digital communication on social media platforms. The research also identifies the factors influencing public opinion formation regarding urban infrastructure development within the context of sustainable tourism. This study employed a qualitative case study approach involving interviews, online surveys, field observations, and social media content analysis. Data were collected from community members, government stakeholders, and digital interactions discussing the Joglo Underpass project. The findings indicate that public perception toward the project was predominantly positive because the infrastructure significantly reduced traffic congestion, improved accessibility, enhanced economic activity, and strengthened urban mobility. The study further reveals that public perception was influenced by direct experience, information credibility, social interaction, cultural values, and government responsiveness toward public issues. The findings confirm that digital communication plays a crucial role in shaping public opinion, encouraging participatory governance, and strengthening sustainable tourism branding. Consequently, infrastructure development should be understood not only as a technical urban project but also as a symbolic representation of city identity, public participation, and urban transformation.
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INTRODUCTION


            Surakarta City,
widely known as Solo, is one of Indonesia’s prominent cultural cities that
preserves strong Javanese traditions, arts, and historical heritage. As both a
cultural and tourism city, Solo continuously seeks to enhance its
attractiveness through modern infrastructure development while maintaining
local cultural values. In recent years, the Surakarta City Government has
intensively implemented strategic infrastructure projects aimed at improving
mobility, beautifying urban spatial arrangements, and increasing accessibility
for tourists. One of the most significant projects attracting broad public
attention is the Joglo Underpass, officially inaugurated on January 11, 2025.
This project was designed to reduce traffic congestion in the northern part of
Solo City, improve interregional connectivity, and support the city’s
transformation into a modern and tourist-friendly destination. With the
completion of this underpass, the government expected to improve traffic flow
at the Joglo intersection, which had previously been recognized as one of the
most congested areas in the city. Nevertheless, large-scale infrastructure
projects such as this inevitably generate both support and criticism from the
public, particularly concerning their social, economic, and environmental
impacts.


Public perception toward infrastructure
development reflects not only society’s acceptance of government policies but
also the degree of citizen participation in urban development. In the global
context, various studies indicate that public engagement in understanding
transportation and infrastructure networks is an essential factor in achieving
sustainable development (Roelich et al., 2020). Solo City itself is recognized
as one of the cities with high mobility levels in Central Java, making adequate
transportation infrastructure an urgent necessity. Beyond its transportation
function, the underpass project also carries symbolic and aesthetic dimensions
because it represents a new urban landmark in the western area of the city.
However, since the early stages of construction, the project has become a major
topic of discussion on social media due to several dynamics occurring during
its implementation. One of the moments that triggered strong public reactions
was a viral video showing water inundation around the Joglo Underpass area in
December 2024, which generated public speculation and debate regarding the
effectiveness of the drainage system and the project’s environmental impacts
(VIVA Jogja, 2024).


This phenomenon demonstrates that in the
digital era, social media has become the primary arena for shaping public
opinion regarding development policies. Society no longer receives information
passively from the government through one-way communication, but actively
provides opinions, criticism, and suggestions through digital platforms such as
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok. In the context of public
communication, this situation indicates that physical infrastructure
development must be accompanied by participatory and transparent digital
communication so that public perception can be effectively managed.


In line with the trend of governmental
digitalization, Solo City has also developed digital communication strategies
to support tourism promotion and infrastructure development. One notable
innovation is the launch of the “Solo Destination” application, a digital
platform providing online tourism information that received recognition from
the Indonesian World Records Museum (MURI) (ResearchGate, 2024). The existence
of this application represents part of the Smart Tourism strategy integrating
tourism information, cultural activities, and city events into a single
digital-based system. In this context, the effectiveness of government digital
communication in managing public perceptions of infrastructure projects is an
interesting subject for scientific investigation.


The development of digital communication
technology, particularly social media, has significantly transformed how people
perceive and respond to development policies. Digital platforms enable the
public to express opinions directly, rapidly, and openly. A study by Cramariuc
and Nastase (2025) reveals that millennials, as active social media users,
possess substantial influence in shaping public narratives through visual and interactive
content. This finding emphasizes that public perception toward infrastructure
projects is now shaped not only by direct experience but also by digital
interactions occurring within virtual spaces.


In the context of the Joglo Underpass
development, the construction of public perception on social media demonstrates
complex dynamics. Most members of the community expressed positive evaluations
because the underpass effectively reduced traffic congestion and shortened
travel time. However, others criticized issues related to infrastructure
maintenance, drainage systems, and the absence of local cultural elements
representing Solo’s identity. Based on surveys and interviews conducted with
participants from diverse professional backgrounds—including teachers, private
employees, micro-business owners, academics, and online transportation
drivers—it was found that positive perceptions tended to emerge from direct
experiences, whereas negative perceptions mainly arose from technical issues
and imbalances in public information.


From the perspective of perception theory
(Sarwono, 2010; Sumanto, 2014; Walgito, 2004), public perception is formed
through cognitive, affective, and conative processes in which experience,
cultural values, and information credibility play significant roles.
Furthermore, Kasali (2007) argues that perceptions toward public policy are
influenced by cultural background, previous experiences, adopted values, and
information circulating through media channels. In this regard, the Joglo Underpass
project can be understood as a space of interaction between physical
development and public communication, where city image and citizen
participation are shaped through interconnected digital and social experiences.
In the context of public communication, McQuail (2010) explains that public
perception is formed through interactions between media messages and social
experiences.


 


 


LITERATURE
REVIEW


Therefore, this study focuses on analyzing
public perceptions toward the Joglo Underpass development in Solo City through
digital communication on social media platforms. This research employs a
qualitative approach using a case study method, enabling the researcher to gain
an in-depth understanding of the dynamics of public perception regarding
infrastructure projects and their implications for sustainable tourism
branding. This study is expected to contribute to the development of
communication science, particularly in the fields of development communication
and digital communication, while also providing strategic recommendations for
the Solo City Government in managing inclusive, transparent, and participatory
public communication. The objectives of this study are:


1.       To analyze how public
perceptions regarding the Joglo Underpass development in Solo City are represented
through social media. 


2.       To identify the
factors influencing the construction of public perception within the context of
digital communication. 


3.       To provide strategic
recommendations for the Solo City Government in managing digital communication
related to infrastructure development policies oriented toward sustainable
tourism development. 


 


The novelty of this research lies in the
integration of public perception analysis on social media with the evaluation
of local government digital communication in the context of infrastructure
development that directly impacts the tourism sector. This approach enables the
emergence of new insights into how digital communication can function as a tool
for building public trust and creating a positive city image among residents
and tourists alike.


 


METHODOLOGY


Research
Approach and Design


This study employed a qualitative approach
using a case study method focusing on the Joglo Underpass development project
in Surakarta City, Central Java. The qualitative approach was selected because
it enables an in-depth understanding of social phenomena, public communication
dynamics, and community perceptions regarding urban infrastructure development.
The case study method was considered appropriate because public perception cannot
be separated from social interaction, direct experience, and digital
communication occurring within society.


The qualitative approach also provides
flexibility for exploring narratives emerging from social media discussions and
allows interpretative analysis of interview data, observations, and digital
documentation. Through this approach, the research aimed to understand how
public perceptions were constructed and mediated through government digital
communication as well as social interactions among citizens.


Research
Location and Object


This research was conducted in Surakarta
City, Central Java, with a particular focus on the Joglo Underpass area. The
project represents one of the strategic infrastructure initiatives implemented
by the Solo City Government to improve transportation connectivity and support
sustainable tourism development. The research object consisted of public
perceptions regarding the underpass development as expressed through social
media interactions and direct experiences within the surrounding community.


The study also involved relevant
stakeholders, including the Surakarta Office of Culture and Tourism, the Public
Works and Spatial Planning Office (PUPR), and members of the community from
various professional backgrounds such as micro-business owners, teachers,
online transportation drivers, private employees, and academics.


Data
Sources and Types


The
study utilized both primary and secondary data sources.



 	Primary Data




Primary
data included:


•    Semi-structured
interviews with community members and stakeholders associated with the Joglo
Underpass project, including government officials, residents, and surrounding
business actors. 


•    Online surveys
distributed digitally to gather public opinions regarding the underpass
development. 


•    Field observations
conducted around the underpass area after the infrastructure became
operational. 



 	Secondary Data




Secondary
data included:


•    Social media posts,
comments, and discussions on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok related
to the Joglo Underpass project, originating from both official government
accounts and public users. 


•    Government policy
documents, online news articles, official publications, photographs, and
relevant scientific literature discussing public perception, digital
communication, infrastructure development, and sustainable tourism. 


Data
Collection Techniques


Data
collection was conducted through three primary techniques:



 	Social Media Content Analysis




Data were collected by tracing posts,
comments, hashtags, and public interactions on social media platforms
discussing the Joglo Underpass project. The analysis focused on identifying
dominant themes, public narratives, and sentiment tendencies categorized as
positive, negative, or neutral. Qualitative sentiment analysis techniques were
also employed to understand patterns of public perception and the dynamics of
opinion formation within digital spaces.



 	Interviews




Semi-structured interviews were conducted
with residents and stakeholders directly involved in or affected by the
underpass project. Interview questions explored perceived benefits, encountered
challenges, opinions regarding government communication, and public
expectations toward post-construction management. Interviews were also carried
out with officials from the Office of Culture and Tourism to examine the
government’s public communication strategies related to the project.



 	Literature Study and Documentation




The researcher collected relevant literature
from national and international journals discussing public communication,
digital communication, infrastructure development, and sustainable tourism.
Additional documentation such as online news coverage, official government
publications, field photographs, and social media archives was utilized to
strengthen data triangulation and contextual interpretation.


Data
Analysis Technique


Data analysis was conducted using thematic
analysis developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This analytical approach
involved systematic coding, categorization of themes, and interpretation of
findings.


The
analytical stages included:



 	Theme and Sentiment Classification




Collected data were classified into major
categories such as project benefits, public criticism, community expectations,
and digital narratives. Sentiment analysis was conducted to distinguish
positive, neutral, and negative public perceptions toward the Joglo Underpass
project.



 	Narrative Analysis and Contextualization




Each identified theme was analyzed within the
social and cultural context of Solo City. The findings were then interpreted
using relevant theoretical perspectives, including social perception theory
(Sumanto, 2014), development communication theory (Servaes, 2008), and place
branding theory (Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2010).



 	 Data Triangulation and Interpretation




Triangulation was conducted by comparing
findings across multiple data sources, including interviews, surveys, social
media content, observations, and literature studies. Cross-method triangulation
was applied to ensure data validity and research reliability. The final interpretation
was then formulated to answer the research objectives and explain the
relationship between digital communication, public perception, and sustainable
tourism branding.


Conceptual
Framework


This
research was based on three primary concepts:



 	Public Perception




Public perception refers to the cognitive and
interpretative processes through which individuals and groups understand
information and experiences related to public policy (Sumanto, 2014; Walgito,
2004). Public perception toward infrastructure projects is influenced by direct
experience, information credibility, social interaction, and cultural values.



 	Digital Communication




Digital communication refers to the
utilization of online platforms and social media by governments and citizens to
distribute, receive, and interpret policy-related information (Inversini &
Rega, 2020). In the digital era, communication platforms function not only as
information channels but also as interactive public spaces where opinions and
narratives are continuously negotiated.



 	City Branding and Sustainable Tourism




City branding and sustainable tourism
emphasize the importance of creating a positive urban image supported by public
participation and infrastructure development that enhances long-term tourism
attractiveness (Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2010; UNWTO, 2013). Govers and Go
(2009) further explain that successful place branding requires integration
between physical identity, cultural representation, and digital communication.


These three concepts are interconnected in
shaping public perceptions regarding the Joglo Underpass development. Digital
communication acts as a bridge between government policy and public opinion,
while the resulting perception influences the city’s image as a modern and sustainable
tourism destination.


A study by Dou et al. (2024) revealed that
public perceptions regarding urban transportation and infrastructure quality
are strongly influenced by direct public experiences reflected through digital
interaction and user-generated social media content. This indicates that
citizens’ opinions can serve as important indicators in evaluating public
service quality and infrastructure policies.


 


RESULT AND DISCUSSION


Dynamics
of Public Perception toward the Joglo Underpass Development


The findings of this study indicate that
public perception toward the Joglo Underpass development in Solo City is
dynamic and multidimensional, encompassing functional, symbolic, social, and
cultural dimensions. Public perception was shaped through the interaction
between citizens’ direct experiences, digital narratives circulating on social
media, and official communication disseminated by the government.


In general, most members of the community
viewed the project positively, particularly because of its functional benefits
in reducing traffic congestion and improving interregional connectivity.
Citizens perceived the underpass as an effective solution for one of the city’s
major transportation problems. However, several criticisms and concerns also
emerged, particularly regarding environmental issues such as flooding,
infrastructure maintenance, and the absence of local cultural ornaments
reflecting the identity of Solo City.


These findings reinforce the concept of
multi-layered perception proposed by Kasali (2007), which explains that public
perception is formed through interactions among various factors, including
direct experience, information credibility, social values, and cultural
interpretation.


Communication
Channels and Digital Narratives


Analysis of digital content revealed that
public perception on social media was formed through two dominant communication
channels.


Government
Official Channels (Top-down Communication)


Government communication primarily emphasized
technical aspects of the project, development progress, and functional
benefits. Information delivered through official channels tended to be formal
and data-oriented, focusing on infrastructure achievements and urban mobility
improvements.


Community
Participatory Channels (Bottom-up Communication)


In contrast, community-generated narratives
highlighted direct experiences, emotional responses, and visual documentation
such as drone videos, comparison photographs, and daily traffic situations
around the underpass area. These narratives were more relatable and contextual,
playing an important role in constructing a “story of the city” within the
digital public sphere.


The gap between the “technical language” used
by the government and the “experiential language” expressed by citizens caused
some members of the public to feel that official information did not fully
address practical concerns such as traffic signs, road safety, drainage
systems, and urban aesthetics. This phenomenon reflects Jenkins’ (2006) concept
of convergence culture, in which citizens actively participate in producing and
distributing digital information.


Patterns
of Perception Changes Based on Project Phases


Public perception toward the Joglo Underpass
evolved according to the different phases of project implementation. The
patterns of perception changes are summarized in Table 1.


Table 1. Patterns of Public Perception
Based on Project Phases





 
  	
  Project Phase

  
  	
  Characteristics of Public Perception

  
  	
  Dominant Issues

  
 

 
  	
  Pre-construction
  Phase

  
  	
  Public
  optimism regarding traffic solutions accompanied by concerns over social and
  environmental impacts

  
  	
  Public
  expectations, land acquisition, flood potential

  
 

 
  	
  Construction
  Phase

  
  	
  Mixed
  perceptions; citizens understood temporary disruption but demanded greater
  transparency

  
  	
  Traffic
  diversion, construction noise, project duration

  
 

 
  	
  Post-construction
  Phase

  
  	
  Predominantly
  positive perceptions due to direct benefits experienced by residents

  
  	
  Drainage
  systems, cultural ornaments, infrastructure maintenance

  
 







 


The table demonstrates that public perception evolved
according to the direct experiences encountered by the community during each
phase of the project. Positive perceptions became dominant after the
infrastructure became operational because citizens directly experienced
improved mobility and reduced congestion. However, unresolved technical issues
such as drainage and maintenance remained important concerns influencing
long-term public trust.


Perceived Benefits Experienced by the Community


Based on interviews, online surveys, and field
observations, several major benefits were consistently identified by
respondents.


Improved Traffic Flow and Accessibility


Most respondents stated that travel time was
significantly reduced after the underpass became operational. Online
transportation drivers and office workers particularly emphasized the
improvement in mobility efficiency.


One respondent stated:


“Previously, it took around fifteen minutes to pass
through this intersection, but now it only takes a few minutes.”


Increased Local Economic Activity


Micro and small business owners around the underpass area
reported increased customer visits because the area became more accessible. The
infrastructure also created a new urban orientation point benefiting local
businesses through increased visibility.


Time and Operational Cost Efficiency


Reduced travel time directly contributed to fuel
efficiency and increased work productivity. Several respondents expressed that
they could now travel to work more comfortably without concerns about traffic
delays.


Enhanced Social Interaction and Urban Mobility


Improved accessibility facilitated interaction between
urban areas, increased social mobility, and strengthened connectivity among
communities living in different parts of the city.


Overall, the perceived benefits of the project outweighed
the technical problems that emerged during implementation. These findings
support Turok’s (2009) argument that positive social impacts strengthen public
legitimacy toward infrastructure projects.


Social and Economic Impacts



 	Social Impacts




The project generated several significant social impacts:


•    Increased interregional interaction and mobility 


•    Easier access to schools, workplaces, and public facilities 


•    Emergence of a new urban landmark and public space 


•    Strengthening of social cohesion through public discussions regarding
urban development 


The Joglo Underpass gradually became not only a
transportation facility but also part of the city’s collective urban identity.



 	Economic Impacts




Economically, the project contributed to:


•    Increased local business activities 


•    Improved distribution efficiency for goods and services 


•    Enhanced attractiveness for tourism and urban investment 


Modern transportation infrastructure strengthened Solo
City’s image as a city prepared to accommodate tourism growth and economic
expansion. These findings align with research by Arsh et al. (2024), which
highlights the important role of transportation infrastructure in supporting
tourism development and economic growth in Asian urban areas.


The variation of public perception among different social
groups also reflects Rodrigue et al.’s (2024) findings that infrastructure
projects often generate different interpretations between directly affected
communities and general users of the infrastructure.






Relationship between the Project and Tourism Development


The Joglo Underpass plays a strategic role in supporting
sustainable tourism development in Solo City because it improves accessibility
toward major tourist destinations such as Pasar Gede, Keraton Kasunanan,
Boyolali, and Karanganyar areas. The project also contributes to strengthening
Solo’s place branding as a modern city integrated with cultural identity.


These findings support Hall and Lew’s (2009) perspective
that tourism infrastructure should be managed in an integrated manner to
minimize social and environmental impacts while maximizing tourism
attractiveness. However, field observations identified several challenges:


•    Lack of cultural ornaments and visual elements representing Solo’s
identity 


•    Limited digital narratives connecting the infrastructure with tourism
branding 


•    Absence of tourism campaigns integrating the underpass into urban
promotional strategies 


Therefore, stronger visual and digital communication
strategies are necessary, including:


•    Adding batik ornaments and thematic lighting 


•    Utilizing user-generated content (UGC) for digital promotion 


•    Integrating the underpass into tourism routes and annual cultural events
such as Solo Car Free Day 


Through these strategies, the Joglo Underpass can
function not only as transportation infrastructure but also as a visual icon
and narrative element within Solo City’s sustainable tourism branding.


Factors Influencing Public Perception


The analysis identified five major factors influencing
public perception toward the Joglo Underpass development:



 	Direct Experience: This was the most dominant
     factor. Positive perceptions primarily emerged because citizens directly
     experienced the project’s benefits. 

 	Information Credibility and Accessibility: The
     clarity and transparency of government information strongly influenced
     public trust. 

 	Social Interaction and Community Opinion: Public
     perception was reinforced through discussions within communities and
     social media interactions, consistent with the two-step flow of
     communication theory. 

 	Cultural Values and City Identity: Public acceptance
     increased when the project was perceived as aligned with Solo’s cultural
     identity. 

 	Government Response toward Issues and Crises: The
     speed and clarity of government responses regarding technical problems
     such as flooding significantly affected public confidence. 




 


These five factors interacted dynamically in shaping
adaptive public perception. The findings demonstrate that public perception is
formed not only through communication processes but also through collective
experiences and symbolic urban meanings.


 






Comparative Analysis of Perceptions Based on Profession


Different professional backgrounds influenced how
respondents interpreted the Joglo Underpass project. The comparison is
presented in Table 2.


Table 2. Comparative Analysis of Public Perceptions Based
on Profession





 
  	
  Professional Group

  
  	
  Main Perception Focus

  
  	
  Dominant Themes

  
 

 
  	
  Teachers
  and Educational Workers

  
  	
  Time
  efficiency for school mobility and student safety

  
  	
  Congestion
  reduction, road signs, traffic safety

  
 

 
  	
  Private
  Employees

  
  	
  Work
  mobility efficiency and travel comfort

  
  	
  Accessibility,
  infrastructure maintenance

  
 

 
  	
  Micro-business
  Owners (UMKM)

  
  	
  Increased
  customer visits and business visibility

  
  	
  Economic
  activation, urban aesthetics

  
 

 
  	
  Academics
  and Lecturers

  
  	
  Relationship
  between infrastructure and city branding

  
  	
  Cultural
  narratives, place identity

  
 

 
  	
  Online
  Transportation Drivers

  
  	
  Route
  efficiency and increased income

  
  	
  Traffic
  safety, street lighting

  
 







 


Although each professional group emphasized different
aspects, all respondents shared similar views regarding three important issues:


1.     Significant benefits for urban mobility, 


2.     The importance of regular infrastructure maintenance, and 


3.     The need for transparent and responsive public communication. 


Synthesis of Findings and Policy Implications



 	Main Findings




This study found that:


•    Public perception toward the Joglo Underpass project was predominantly
positive because citizens directly experienced its benefits. 


•    Negative perceptions mainly emerged from technical issues such as
drainage systems, infrastructure aesthetics, and delayed public communication. 


•    Digital communication played a crucial role in shaping public opinion
and strengthening project legitimacy. 



 	Policy Implications




The findings suggest several strategic implications for
urban governance:


•    The government should develop sustainable and participatory
post-construction communication strategies. 


•    Communication channels should be diversified through social media,
public information boards, and face-to-face forums. 


•    City branding should be integrated with public infrastructure
development. 


•    Rapid-response crisis communication protocols should be strengthened. 


•    Local communities and business actors should be involved in co-branding
programs related to urban infrastructure and tourism promotion. 


 


By implementing these strategies, the Solo City
Government can strengthen the image of a sustainable city supported not only by
physical infrastructure development but also by inclusive and human-centered
public communication.


 


CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATION  


This study highlights how public perception
toward the Joglo Underpass development in Surakarta City was formed through the
interaction between citizens’ direct experiences, government digital
communication, and public narratives circulating on social media platforms. The
findings demonstrate that infrastructure development is evaluated not only from
technical and functional perspectives but also from symbolic, social, and
cultural dimensions that shape how people interpret urban transformation.


In general, public perception toward the
Joglo Underpass project was predominantly positive. Most respondents considered
the project successful in reducing traffic congestion, improving transportation
flow, and enhancing interregional connectivity. These benefits created
significant impacts on travel efficiency, local economic activity, and urban
mobility convenience. Citizens directly experienced shorter travel times,
better accessibility, and improved daily transportation conditions.


Nevertheless, several criticisms and concerns
also emerged, particularly regarding technical issues such as drainage systems,
infrastructure maintenance, urban aesthetics, and the limited representation of
local cultural identity within the infrastructure design. The study found that
government responsiveness toward these issues played a crucial role in
maintaining public trust and sustaining the project’s positive image.


The analysis identified five major factors
influencing public perception: direct experience, information credibility and
transparency, social interaction and community opinion, cultural values and
city identity, and government responsiveness toward issues and crises. These
interconnected factors collectively shaped public understanding of
infrastructure development as both a practical urban solution and a symbolic
representation of city progress.


This study further confirms that digital
communication has become an essential component of contemporary urban
governance. Social media functions not only as a medium for information
dissemination but also as a participatory public sphere where citizens actively
negotiate meanings, express criticism, and construct collective narratives
regarding urban development. Consequently, the success of infrastructure
projects increasingly depends not only on physical construction quality but
also on the effectiveness of public communication management.


Based on these findings, several
recommendations can be proposed for the Solo City Government and other urban
policymakers:


1.   Strengthening
participatory digital communication through interactive and transparent social
media engagement. 


3.   Integrating local
cultural identity into infrastructure design and visual aesthetics to reinforce
city branding. 


4.   Developing
sustainable post-construction communication strategies to maintain long-term
public trust. 


5.   Establishing
rapid-response communication mechanisms for addressing technical issues and
public criticism. 


6.   Encouraging
collaboration between government institutions, local communities, and business
actors in promoting infrastructure-based tourism branding. 


 


Ultimately, the Joglo Underpass can serve as
a model for integrating physical infrastructure development with digital public
communication. The project demonstrates that urban infrastructure can function
not only as a transportation facility but also as a strategic instrument for
strengthening cultural identity, public participation, and sustainable tourism
development in Surakarta City.
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