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Abstract. As part of China’s broader efforts to promote rural revitalization and
sustainable tourism, rural tourism has emerged as a key platform for integrating
economic development with cultural heritage. However, local governance still
encounters core challenges in coordinating policies, aligning implementation
efforts, and managing diverse stakeholder interests. Thus, this study examines
the homestay industry in Yuhu Village, Yunnan Province, to investigate the re-
al-world context and functioning mechanisms of coordinated governance in rural
tourism. Through in-depth conversations with eight homestay owners, it is found
that the relationships among stakeholders within the governance structure are far
more complex than described in the literature. Many owners assume multiple
roles simultaneously, such as functioning both as resource users and as subjects
of regulatory oversight. This role overlap often leads to operational ambiguities
and challenges. Moreover, building trust typically relies on long-term interac-
tion, but inconsistencies in policy enforcement can make such trust fragile. Thus,
the results show that future governance models should place greater emphasis on
local contexts, promote more inclusive and flexible mechanisms, and strengthen
collaboration among intermediary stakeholders, in order to balance economic
development with cultural heritage preservation.

Keywords: Community-based Tourism, Rural Tourism Homestay, Collabora-
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1 Introduction

As regional tourism continues to expand, many localities are grappling with increas-
ingly complex governance issues involving a variety of stakeholders across different
levels. In practice, government-led planning has often struggled to keep up, frequently
sidelining local concerns, narrowing participation, and posing risks to long-term sus-
tainability [1,2]. Following Ansell and Gash, collaborative governance involves a
process of joint decision-making, where public authorities and community actors
engage in dialogue, build mutual trust, and work toward shared understanding [3].
This model is particularly relevant to the tourism sector, where power is often decen-
tralized and stakeholders pursue diverse, sometimes conflicting, interests, thus mak-
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ing effective collaboration not just useful, but necessary [4,5]. The changes unfolding
in rural communities like Yuhu Village in Yunnan highlight just how complex gov-
ernance can become when tourism becomes a major force in local development. With
homestays now playing a central role in local tourism economies, the ties between
government bodies, hosts, and local residents have grown more entangled. These
changes prompt deeper reflection on questions of power, voice, and the conditions
under which inclusive decision-making truly takes place. Although interest in tourism
governance has expanded, existing studies remain largely centered on government
authorities, tourists, or community residents, which often neglect the perspectives of
key intermediaries such as rural homestay owners [6,7]. Moreover, while collaborative
governance has been widely discussed in theory, there is still a noticeable lack of
empirical research at the micro level, particularly in relation to studies that explore the
everyday experiences of tourism entreprencurs [8,9]. This study examines homestay
owners in Yuhu Village, Yunnan, using stakeholder theory and collaborative govern-
ance to analyze their involvement, coordination, and institutional barriers in regional
tourism policy-making. It proposes strategies focused on inclusiveness, transparency,
and local collaboration.

2 Literature Review

2.1  Theoretical Evolution of Regional Tourism Planning

Regional tourism planning has shifted from a centralized, top-down model to a more
inclusive, stakeholder-driven approach. Early policies emphasized infrastructure and
government control, but were criticized for lack of flexibility and limited community
input [2]. Sharpley emphasized the gap between global sustainable development goals
and decentralized local implementation [1]. Decentralization and the strengthening of
community roles have been increasingly emphasized in recent research. Dwyer put
forward strong sustainability, putting community well-being above economic growth
[10]. Paunovi¢ et al. believe that the governance structures should adapt to different
stages of destination lifecycle [11]. Newly developed tourist areas often serve as sites
where stakeholder conflicts emerge. In many poor nations, community-based tourism
(CBT) is affected by weak policy support and imperfect data-informed frameworks,
resulting in uneven participation and benefit sharing [12].

2.2 Collaborative Governance Model in Tourism Development

As defined by Ansell and Gash, collaborative governance refers to a deliberative and
consensus-driven process, in which public institutions engage non-state stakeholders in
collective efforts [3]. In tourism contexts characterized by fragmented authority and
heterogeneous stakeholder interests, this approach is especially well-suited. Key ele-
ments include trust, inclusive institutional design, ongoing dialogue, and feedback
mechanisms [13]. Farsari incorporates complex adaptive systems theory to stress the
need for adaptive governance, while Sentanu et al. note challenges such as power
imbalances and limited institutional support [4,5]. Empirical studies in Southeast Asia
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further show that community participation often remains symbolic [14,15]. Inequality
often persists under both top-down and co-management models, as evidenced in
comparative research. Without power balance and adaptive systems, collaborative
governance may reproduce hierarchical patterns [7,16]. Bellato et al. also pointed out
the absence of feedback mechanisms within regenerative tourism systems [17].

2.3  Stakeholder Theory and the Role of Homestay Owners

Freeman’s stakeholder theory emphasizes the role of various actors like governments,
communities, businesses, and tourists in influencing tourism outcomes [18]. As shown
in recent studies including Salman et al., small-scale rural homestay owners often
remain marginalized in formal governance, facing limited influence and inadequate
policy support [6]. Janjua et al. observed inadequate entrepreneurial support from
governmental organizations, particularly in the areas of training and strategic planning
[8]. Jin et al. utilized evolutionary game theory to analyze homestay owners in Yunnan,
exhibiting the impact of governmental incentives on their decision-making processes
[9]. Bellato et al. identified these actors as key hosts in regenerative tourism systems,
while also emphasizing the importance of multi-stakeholder engagement to strengthen
tourism governance [17,19]. Stakeholder theory offers a solid framework for analyzing
power imbalances and the marginalization of small-scale tourism participants.

2.4  Research Gap and Theoretical Contribution

Extensive research exists on macro-level governance, but little attention has been given
to intermediary stakeholders like homestay owners who play multiple roles as inves-
tors, service providers, and community members [7,20]. Despite the application of
evolutionary game theory by Jin et al., further investigation into behavioral mecha-
nisms and institutional frameworks remains necessary [9]. This study employs a
stakeholder approach and emphasizes on the micro-level experiences of homestay
owners in Yuhu Village in order to address the gap and offer theoretical support for
improving regional tourism policies.

3 Methodology

3.1 Research Approach and Theoretical Framework

This study adopts a qualitative approach and employs thematic analysis to explore the
collaborative governance experiences of rural homestay owners in Yuhu Village.
Thematic analysis offers a rigorous method for identifying and interpreting recurring
patterns in qualitative data, making it especially suitable for examining subjective
experiences and localized governance processes in community-based tourism [21].
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3.2 Participant Selection and Recruitment

Eight homestay owners in Yuhu Village were selected based on specific eligibility
criteria. Participants had to be long-term residents to ensure deep familiarity with the
community’s socio-cultural and economic context. They also needed to be actively
involved in the homestay sector, either by operating a homestay at the time or having
had substantial prior experience in homestay management.. Additionally, participants
had to have direct responsibility for decision-making in planning, finance, marketing,
and service innovation.

3.3 Data Collection and Analytical Procedures

Data were collected through comprehensive semi-structured interviews, which were
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using NVivo software to improve processing
efficiency and ensure reliable, transparent results. A systematic coding process was
employed, beginning with open coding to identify significant segments, followed by
axial coding to group related codes, and concluding with the development of themes
that reveal broader governance structures and practical mechanisms from the viewpoint
of homestay owners.

34 Ethical Considerations and Limitations

Ethical considerations were strictly observed throughout the study. Participants were
informed of the research objectives and gave verbal consent prior to the interviews.
Anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed, and participants retained the right to
withdraw at any time. Limitations of the study include the small sample size and the
particular socio-cultural environment of Yuhu Village, potentially restricting the
broader applicability of the results. However, the rich contextual insights gained sig-
nificantly advance the understanding of stakeholder-based governance in rural tourism
contexts.

4 Results

4.1 Diverging Perceptions of Market Competition

Local homestay owners in Yuhu Village express differing views regarding external
investment. Three owners expressed that high-end investors could boost the village’s
reputation without posing a direct threat to the local homestay market. They believed
that market segmentation allows coexistence because luxury accommodations serve
high-spending tourists while local owners maintain their own customer base. And this
market segmentation contributes to a mutually beneficial outcome. As noted by an
owner from Songshanxia Homestay, high-end investors typically possess substantial
financial resources and the capacity to restore heritage buildings, attracting premium
clientele and enhancing the village’s overall appeal. Crucially, these investors tend to
avoid competing in the low-end market, which helps to minimize direct competition
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with local residents. However, concerns were raised about the transient nature of such
investors. For example, an owner from Yuyue homestay noted that some external
investors finish projects and then leave, burdening the local community with mainte-
nance and management. In contrast, the majority of respondents opposed the unregu-
lated introduction of low-cost vendors by external investors, primarily due to concerns
that such operations could undermine the village’s cultural identity, lead to market
oversaturation, and attract low-budget tourists. There was significant concern that
Yuhu Village’s distinctiveness might be eroded by over-commercialization. For in-
stance, the owner of Songshanxia Homestay shared that they would be reluctant to stay
if the area became crowded with street stalls. These concerns suggest that more con-
text-sensitive regulatory frameworks may be needed to help safeguard Yuhu’s unique
character as a rural tourism destination. Achieving a balance between economic growth
and cultural preservation remains a delicate and ongoing challenge.

4.2  Challenges in Local Governance and Policy Implementation

Several local homestay owners pointed out that recent infrastructure upgrades appear
closely linked to government attempts to attract outside investment. One interviewee,
the owner of Yuhu Renjia Homestay, explained that external firms, particularly a
Shanghai-based company involved in the tourist center project, have contributed sig-
nificantly to enhancing the village’s environment and overall image. However, despite
these improvements, some residents expressed skepticism and believed they were more
aligned with short-term political objectives than with long-term sustainability. Im-
plementing policy on the ground is rarely straightforward, especially when different
stakeholders interpret its meaning and implications in diverse ways. One homestay
owner recalled how an abrupt policy shift brought expansion plans for Tingfeng
Boyuan Homestay to a halt, leaving some owners feeling frustrated and less confident
in local governance. According to the owner of Guanxue Shizhu Homestay, the en-
forcement of policies was inconsistent, with certain owners receiving lenient treatment,
while others were closely scrutinized for minor infractions. Echoing these concerns, the
owner of Yuyue Homestay shared that vulnerable groups often struggle more with
policy enforcement, raising deeper concerns about fairness and trust in institutions.
Many homestay owners expressed growing doubts about current policies, which has
led to lower engagement in governance. Most said they had little meaningful input in
decision-making. The same owner also mentioned that, despite ongoing discussions
about rural revitalization, the funds have not brought them any direct benefits. Despite
the implementation of various rural revitalization initiatives, only a few homestay
owners have realized tangible benefits. These policies face local skepticism, as exter-
nally-driven initiatives often clash with the unique needs and context of the commu-

nity.
4.3 Dynamics Between Homestay owners and Other Villagers

The transition from villagers to homestay owners has reconfigured social relations in
Yuhu Village. Many owners reported that commercialization has changed how they are
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viewed socially, with villagers seeing them more as “bosses” than as neighbors. In
addition, the Yuyue homestay owner observed that basic subsistence needs often di-
minish locals’ sense of civic responsibility. The erosion of traditional mutual-aid sys-
tems has led to failed collective efforts in pricing coordination, resource sharing, and
village-wide strategies, as individualism and mistrust prevail. These dynamics have
exacerbated social divisions in Yuhu Village, creating growing tensions between
tourism participants and non-participants. In recent years, informal channels of com-
munication among villagers have gradually broken down, making it harder for people
to work together and deepening divisions within the community. Several homestay
owners pointed out that tourism, while bringing more visitors, has also led to a quiet
but steady departure of local families, especially those with deep roots in the area.
One owner of Shanshuitan Homestay shared her concern that Yuhu might be heading
down the same path as Shuhe, where fast development brought prosperity but also
diluted its original character. As more young people leave, some interviewees worry
that the village is losing its vitality and creativity, with fewer hands to carry forward
local customs. Although the economy appears to be thriving, many still question
whether Yuhu can preserve the cultural identity that once made it special.

5 Discussion

The framework developed here is based on conversations with local homestay owners,
who described how they navigate the pressures of market competition, shifting gov-
ernment policies, and everyday village relationships. Figure 1 introduces a triangular
model that reflects these intertwined challenges. Several owners shared that they often
feel caught between rising financial demands, unclear regulations, and the need to stay
connected with their neighbors. While the framework builds on concepts from collab-
orative governance and stakeholder theory, its main purpose is to shed light on the more
grounded yet often overlooked challenges, like conflicting expectations or poor coor-
dination, that shape the long-term viability of tourism in places like Yuhu.

I

Local Homestay Owner

Fig. 1. Relational Governance Model of Local Homestay Owners
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5.1  Stakeholder Alignment and Market Segmentation

The differing views on external investors often reveal deeper conflicts between local
actors. Though stakeholder theory focuses on mutual benefit, what truly makes col-
laboration work is when everyone is on the same page and knows where they fit in.
Without this shared clarity, genuine cooperation becomes difficult to sustain [6,18]. In
Yuhu Village, high-end investors who respect the local market ecology tend to be
accepted, as their presence aligns with differentiated market segmentation strategies
that can coexist with local homestay owners. In contrast, many locals see unregulated
low-cost vendors as taking advantage of the village’s appeal, crowding the market and
eroding its cultural identity [17]. These dynamics highlight the need for regulations that
protect cultural integrity while supporting economic growth. Furthermore, they high-
light the critical role of trust among stakeholders, as the exclusion of key actors during
tourism planning can weaken destination cohesion and long-term resilience [4,5].

5.2 Institutional Trust and Governance Gaps

The results support core ideas in collaborative governance, showing that real progress
depends on broad participation, long-term commitment, and transparency. As Ferreira
et al. warn, symbolic investment without genuine involvement can wear down trust
and make cooperation harder over time [22]. From a collaborative governance view,
short-term priorities can weaken collaborative efforts and disrupt learning processes,
ultimately putting sustainability at risk [5]. Previous research demonstrated that when
governance lacks continuity or openness, entrepreneurial actors often pull back,
weakening collaboration [23]. Institutional imbalances can further erode trust and
legitimacy, especially when rules are unclear or unevenly enforced [6,23]. To avoid
these pitfalls, Becken and Kaur argued that regenerative tourism requires not only
broad stakeholder inclusion but ongoing support to help them meaningfully engage in
both planning and oversight [24].

5.3  Social Reconfiguration and Cultural Dilution

As villagers take on entrepreneurial roles, homestay owners are increasingly seen as
outsiders rather than part of the community, which has weakened traditional forms of
mutual support. This reflects Janjua et al.’s observation that rural tourism often re-
shapes local identity and creates tension between those who benefit and those who are
left behind [8]. Issues like distrust, social division, and a weak collective identity still
undermine effective collaborative governance. Though Collaborative Governance
highlights the importance of building trust early on and aligning shared goals, in reality,
governance tends to be fragmented and reactive [5]. However, the case of Yuhu Village
reveals ongoing structural challenges. While local homestay owners are eager to get
involved, there’s a clear lack of mechanisms for coordinated action and genuine ex-
pression. This gap highlights how the intermediary role and the lived experiences of
these owners have been overlooked in the current governance process.
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The deeper challenges in local governance are revealed through cultural dilution and
social disintegration, especially in balancing the preservation of natural heritage with
development goals. This affirms Bellato et al., who warn that without intentional
governance interventions, tourism may gradually replace place-based meanings with
commodified spectacles [17]. The identity economy, once grounded in Naxi culture,
spatial aesthetics, and community rituals, is being overtaken by standardized tourist
landscapes. In regenerative tourism, preserving cultural authenticity is essential, not
only for its aesthetic value but also as a foundation for maintaining a living value
system that ensures the long-term resilience of the destination [24]. When local tradi-
tions are staged but not truly managed by the community, tourism becomes extractive,
undermining both uniqueness and sustainability. Besides, rapid tourism growth without
community-based planning inevitably leads to social displacement. The outmigration
of locals reduces the labor pool and weakens vital informal governance networks.
Bellato et al. stress that unchecked commercialization harms regenerative capacity,
replacing shared memory and intergenerational continuity with short-term market
demands [17].

6 Conclusion

This study explores collaborative governance in rural tourism in Yuhu Village, Yun-
nan, focusing on the challenges faced by homestay owners. Using stakeholder theory, it
looks at how local actors manage fragmented policies, institutional gaps, and market
shifts. Key findings show that external investment boosts infrastructure but risks
symbolic governance and cultural commodification. Inconsistent policies and unequal
treatment create trust deficits, hindering collective action. The shift from community
members to market-driven homestay owners fosters social fragmentation, highlighting
the need for effective governance. Theoretically, it fills a gap by focusing on over-
looked intermediary stakeholders like rural homestay owners, showing how power
imbalances and governance gaps limit local agency, advancing stakeholder theory.
Practically, to enhance governance credibility, it suggests that policymakers emphasize
inclusive participation, transparency, and long-term planning. Besides, it urges com-
munity stakeholders and homestay owners to build trust-based networks that encourage
local collaboration and co-governance.

It is important to note that this study is based on a single case, reflecting a specific
temporal and spatial context. Future research could adopt comparative, multi-site
analyses to explore the evolution of governance mechanisms over time. Additionally,
interdisciplinary approaches that combine behavioral economics and digital govern-
ance tools may further illuminate the decision-making processes of rural tourism
stakeholders. In summary, this research provides a nuanced understanding of rural
tourism governance through the lived experiences of homestay owners. It highlights
both structural barriers and grassroots innovations, offering valuable insights for
shaping inclusive and resilient tourism futures in rapidly changing rural regions.
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