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Abstract

:

Governance offers valuable guidelines to steer and direct destinations. Recent tourism governance research has explored the role of multiple actors in governing destinations but has not comprehensively investigated the underlying collaborative governance (CG) processes such as face-to-face dialogue, trust-building, shared understanding, or supporting factors such as institutional setting or leadership. The objectives of this paper are to determine the drivers and barriers of CG in a community-oriented destination in South Tyrol (Italy). This aims to reveal the processes that drive collaboration between stakeholders. For this reason, the paper builds on a qualitative case study with 20 semi-structured interviews with key informants. The results highlight that destination leadership is an essential driver of CG. However, several barriers to CG emerged. First, the findings show that institutional transformation led to a lack of trust and increased insecurity. Second, the inclusion of salient actors such as residents in the decision-making and implementation phase is scarce. Third, our findings highlight that a shared understanding of future development directions is missing between stakeholders. The contribution of this paper is a refined assessment of CG in tourism with special attention to the role of leadership and institutional settings. The derived implications target the role of leadership to foster the development of a shared understanding and to embark on a collaborative learning process that provides visible and tangible outcomes in turbulent times.
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1. Introduction


The governance of destinations, which are strongly shaped by touristic activities, is becoming an increasingly important topic [1,2,3]. Research has investigated the principles of tourism governance under varying settings [4,5]: At an institutional level, research has concentrated on the role of governance for economic performance [6,7], but recently social and environmental aspects of governance have received increased attention [8,9]. Previous studies have reported that tourism governance needs to adopt a holistic understanding of social factors such as citizen participation and collaboration among stakeholders [9,10]. At the organization level, it was shown that networks significantly contribute to tourism governance [11,12,13] and that collaboration and cooperation represent an essential aspect of tourism destinations [14]. In particular, recently increased interest has occurred for collaborative, community-oriented tourism governance models [14,15,16]. Nevertheless, a large body of governance literature has concentrated on economic indicators highlighting the need for more research on the social factors that shape tourism governance. Furthermore, collaborative processes in tourism have been investigated without paying attention to underlying and supporting factors [17,18]. The objective of this paper is to provide an integrated assessment of processes that drive or hinder collaborative governance (CG). The aim is to determine the factors that affect CG in the tourism context. For this reason, we use the framework by Ansell and Gash [19], which incorporates collaborative processes such as trust-building, commitment to processes, but also supporting factors such as leadership and institutional design.



The tourism industry is understood as a fragmented industry with an amalgamation of interdependent service providers [20]. Furthermore, formal and informal governance arrangements interact on the destination level. While tourism and hospitality businesses are often driven by socially informed governance due to family-related dynamics and regional embeddedness [21], destination management organizations are characterized by formal governance arrangements [22]. The governance setting of destinations has often followed phases of initiating tourism, boosting tourism, and reacting to arising issues [23]. Additionally, the initial focus of governance as a government issue has changed to transform destinations to be more integrative in order to tackle issues of declining support for tourism [9,24]. The success of CG relies on “whether the members of a collaborative network are able to develop new processes that will lead to new ways of working, new structural arrangements and integration of the members into a new whole, which will lead to the accomplishment of innovative solutions” [25] (p. 579).



The case study of the destination MeranerLand (South Tyrol, Italy) offers a particularly interesting setting because the bodies responsible for managing tourism changed on a large scale. Twenty interviews with key informants from four major stakeholder groups were conducted to generate in-depth insights into the drivers and barriers of CG. First, this paper highlights the role of institutional settings [26] and leadership [27] to achieve collaborative outcomes. Second, it provides an integrated assessment of drivers and barriers of CG. Implications target collaborative learning processes to improve the shared understanding of development objectives. The first part of the paper provides a theoretical overview and literature review of CG in tourism. The second part introduces the research design and procedure for data analysis. The third part highlights the results and provides a discussion of CG in tourism. Lastly, part four provides the conclusions, implications, and several directions for future research.




2. Theory Section and Literature Review


2.1. Tourism Governance


Governance aims to organize and coordinate destinations [28]. Presenza, Abbate, and Micera [29] summarized that the aim of governance is to “coordinate local stakeholders to design and develop destinations (…) fostering different valuable forms of commitments, synergies and collaborations between public/private actors and assisting policy-makers to implement sustainable development (…)” [29] (p. 480). Governance is about structures and processes and aims to understand how and why different components such as institutional design, personal relationships, and networks play together [27]. Previous research showed that “good governance” addresses several dimensions such as participation, legitimacy, transparency, and efficiency [2]. In this context, good governance can be achieved if all actors work together and manage to share power, expertise, and resources between public and private actors [30,31]. However, tourism governance frequently focused on business and government interests rather than including multiple stakeholders [9,32].



The collaboration between actors is of utmost importance for good governance because tourism is known to represent a fragmented industry with diverse actors that jointly provide tourism services [20]. In this context, managing relationships with stakeholders is becoming imperative in order to ensure legitimacy and acceptance [33,34]. However, these relationships can be costly and time-consuming when extensive and various barriers to engage with stakeholders exist [34,35]. In order to assess these drivers and barriers, we shed more light on the underlying processes of CG [19].




2.2. Collaborative Governance in Tourism


CG is a major research stream in the public administration literature [19,36], however less is written about CG in tourism. A systematic assessment [37] with the keywords “collaborative governance” and “tourism” (title, keywords, and abstracts) in the Web of Science (Core Collection) and EBSCOhost (Business source premier) databases resulted in 10 final publications that address CG in tourism (Table 1).



The literature review (Table 1) shows that the CG understanding from the public administration literature has not fully disseminated to the tourism field. From a public administration literature perspective, Robertson [43] introduced the CG perspective [19] to the tourism context. His conclusions emphasize cooperation, coordination, and collaboration as critical success factors for collaborative governance and highlight the role of public managers for success. Nevertheless, questions remain because the institutional design differs in other destinations and other actors might be more salient than public managers. Keyim [18] argues that CG has different interpretations and distinguished between, e.g., the tourism, rural studies, and public administrations context. It is concluded that more research is necessary on “the role of NGOs and similar civil society organizations” in the case study destination [18] (p. 547). This highlights the need for more research on the impact of stakeholder configurations on collaborative governance, which is particularly relevant because previous collaborative governance contributions have not addressed the context of community-oriented destinations with established management bodies such as destination management organizations (DMOs) (Table 1). Selin [17] highlighted the importance of leadership for collaborative approaches and also used the model by Ansell and Gash [19]. Drawing on the concept of backbone organizations [44], it was found that backbone leadership adds to the success of coalitions [17]. It appears promising to explore varying leadership roles in established, community-oriented destinations in order to show the varying roles of different stakeholders. Additionally, in a recent review on tourism governance, Bichler [9] (p. 10) called for more research on the implications of varying governance settings and to account for the multiple roles actors (e.g., destination managers and policymakers). We argue that the structured and empirically driven CG model by Ansell and Gash [19] provides a valuable guiding framework for the further analysis of governance, entrepreneurship, and institutional settings.



CG aims to bridge public and private stakeholders into a consensus-oriented decision-making process [19]. The collaborative framework builds on a set of starting conditions that include power-resource asymmetries, incentives for and constraints of participation,and prehistory of cooperation or conflict (Figure 1). Starting conditions such as power [45,46], participation [47,48,49], and conflicts or cooperation have been important topics in tourism research [50,51].



Central to the model (Figure 1) are the collaborative processes that include trust-building, commitment to process, shared understanding of strategic goals and beliefs, intermediate outcomes, and face-to-face dialogue [19]. Additionally, leadership and institutional design affect the capacity to achieve CG. For example, leadership was recognized as a critical factor across disciplines [27,35,52] and previous research showed that leadership in tourism is often shared among a group of individuals [17,52]. Thus, leaders such as local entrepreneurs and representatives that influence core services, strategic orientation, and innovation capability [53] have a central role as they interact will all spheres of tourists, entrepreneurs, public bodies, and the local communities. They shape the environment, share common interests,and have a commitment to influence a field of practice or policy [54]. Leaders share responsibilities and have a crucial position in managing and providing opportunities for engagement (e.g., determining how information is shared, how policy and strategy are set, and what programs/initiatives are implemented). Additionally, research showed that networks support leaders in finding common ground around issues they care, mobilize support, and influence policy and the allocation of resources [54,55]. A network perspective is promising because it links leaders who share common interests and who have the commitment to influence practice and policy [24,56]. Networks help to bundle resources, reach consensus and exert influence [24,27].



Ansell and Gash [19] recognized that the institutional design affects collaborative processes. While Ansell and Gash [19] perceived the institutional design as the basic protocols and ground rules for collaboration [18], the understanding of institutional design in the tourism context is much broader [57]. Important institutions are DMOs, regional tourism organizations (RTOs), national tourism organizations (NTOs), and local/regional/national public authorities. According to Ansell and Gash [19], institutions should be open and inclusive, enable and seek participation, and show clear ground rules and process transparency. The withdrawal and transformation of institutions and changed responsibilities can challenge these principles [58,59]. Previous research found that open innovation platforms, either analog or digital, can be used to improve the participatory design of institutions [60,61].





3. Materials and Methods


A qualitative case study is used to shed more light on the multiple underlying phenomena that shape CG [62,63]. The qualitative approach is helpful, in order to understand the complexities of a tourism destination network [64]. In this context, the case study allows a deeper understanding of the researched phenomena [62] and O’Mahoney and Vincent [65] noted that “while numbers count, they are meaningless without a broader explanatory framework” [65] (p. 4). This framework is provided by the concrete case of the MeranerLand, which provides context and depth for the interpretation of results [66]. Furthermore, case studies are well situated for exploratory research [67].



The research setting is the destination MeranerLand in South Tyrol, Italy (Figure 2), which accounted for more than 7 million overnight stays and over 1.5 million arrivals in 2017 [68]. Merano, the principal town in the destination, is known as a spa and cultural destination and accounted for over 1.1 million overnight stays in 2017 [68]. Furthermore, the MeranerLand offers options for nature-based activities in the surrounding valleys. The area has a rich heritage due to bilingualism and the status as an autonomous region in Italy. Recently, South Tyrol was subject to changing governance settings: In 2006, the 15 tourism associations around Merano launched a destination marketing organization (DMO), with a regional tourism association (RTO) on top. The top-tier organization was known as “South Tyrol Marketing Association” (SMG). In 2015, the government decided to establish a central agency called “Innovation Development Marketing” (IDM) and incorporated the SMG to foster innovations, product developments, communication, and marketing across different industries in South Tyrol [69]. In 2018, the existing DMOs of South Tyrol were integrated into the IDM South Tyrol to target the market with three strategic business units (west, middle, and east). These business units focus on topics such as ski and winter in order to improve international visibility and departed from promoting independent destination brands [70]. Nowadays, the former DMO MeranerLand is represented by the IDM West, but the brand “MeranerLand” persists [71]. This institutional change, which affected the governance structure, makes South Tyrol (Italy) a particularly interesting case to explore CG.



3.1. Sample


This case study builds on 20 semi-structured interviews with key informants, interviewing multiple actors (Table 1) to gather in-depth insights into the processes and underlying conditions that shape CG in a tourism destination. The researchers had no existing relationships with the interviewees but personal connections were used to contact the first interviewees [72]. They were selected in a two-step approach: First, non-probability, information-oriented selection that aims at maximizing information based on expectations about the content was used [66]. Second, a snowball sampling approach was used, asking interviewees to identify other potential informants [73]. This process led to 20 interviews in the destination. Table 1 provides several key characteristics of the interviewees.



The interviewees (Table 2) belong to four major stakeholder groups (local tourism associations, destination management organizations, entrepreneurs, and local public bodies). The oldest interviewee was 78 years old and the youngest 32 years old, with a majority of male interviewees (70%). After 20 interviews, saturation was reached as nothing new or unpredictable emerged [74].



The semi-guided interviews were conducted in German, lasted on average for 40 minutes, and were recorded at the workplace from January to March 2019. All interviewees stay anonymous as confidentiality was ensured. Based on the literature review, the research team developed an interview guideline that addressed the key questions around antecedents, processes, and outcomes of governance (Table 3). Two researchers translated all text units in order to ensure accuracy.




3.2. Data Analysis


For data analysis, the template analysis approach is used [76,77]. Central to template analysis is the development of a template [78], which involves the construction of an initial coding template with a priori codes. This initial template is applied to a subset of the data, refined and revised with inductive codes until it “captures as full a picture of the analyst’s understanding as possible” [78] (p. 219). The qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA supported data analysis. This software allowed operationalizing the template, assigning codes to text, and performing qualitative/quantitative analysis. An iterative coding process aimed to identify overarching themes, which King [78] (p. 200) defined as “recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts, characterizing particular perceptions and/or experiences, which the researcher sees as relevant to the research question”. Major benefits of template analysis include a structured but also flexible approach to data analysis [78]. Finally, the research team discussed and triangulated the derived template to secure validity [79].





4. Results


The findings of this paper provide insights into the processes that enable or hinder CG. First, we provide information on the role of leadership and institutional design, as this emerged as a critical factor for collaboration. Second, we explore the collaborative processes and initiatives from a stakeholder perspective and thereby highlight particular drivers and barriers of CG.



4.1. Leadership for Collaborative Governance


The findings highlight that leadership plays an essential role in facilitating and enabling collaboration in the case study destination (Table 4). The interviewees perceived leadership as a crucial but extremely challenging task. In this context, interviewees perceived different leadership styles. For example, an interviewee highlighted the organizing and managing role of leaders (Int.7, P.13). Other perceptions of leadership address a more visionary understanding, where decisions should be on the hand taken independently and on the other hand, in agreement with other stakeholders. In this context, an interviewee stated that visionary leadership also means to be disruptive and make decisions against the majority vote if necessary (Int.17, P.7). All interviewees perceived a responsibility to collaborate with other stakeholders in the destination.



Often, interviewees were skeptical of local communities and residents’ capabilities to handle engagement. An interviewee suggested that some decisions should be made based on experts’ knowledge (Int. 18, P.13). In contrast, another interviewee explained that top-down decision making could result in problems for the destination, such as refusal of residents’ support (Int.12, P.7). A common theme was that solutions and decisions should be suitable on a broad basis to be successful (Int.17, P.20). Additionally, interviewees highlighted the importance of stakeholder engagement. All leaders acknowledged the importance of engaging with stakeholders, but the timing differed significantly. While some interviewees were in favor of an open, collaborative process, others preferred to limit engagement to the consultation phase and to be rigid in the implementation phase (Int.15, P.5). Additionally, the interviewees highlighted that long-term orientation is a crucial feature of leadership (Int.17, P.9). In this context, varying leadership styles show different outcomes on the degree of collaboration. While some entrepreneurs involve and empower stakeholders, others are more oriented towards implementing actions without first establishing consensus.




4.2. Institutional Design for Collaborative Governance


The findings show that institutional transformation acts as a barrier to CG (Table 4). In the case study destination, insecurity emerged from changes in the governance setting. The existing institutions, responsible for tourism, were consolidated into a central agency that is responsible for innovation, product developments, communication, and marketing (IDM) and incorporated the responsibilities usually performed by DMOs. This central agency has three units to target the market with strategic business units instead of several DMOs. From a regional perspective, these changes helped to improve the market position of South Tyrol. However, on a local level, these changes led to insecurity and a loss of trust (Int.9, P.28). The changed institutional design resulted in increased insecurity that negatively affected the long-term planning of the destination. The newly established organization, which is responsible for managing the destination MeranerLand was perceived to be too far away and not yet fully effective. An interviewee explained that there is a lack of trust between the IDM (responsible for managing tourism-related activities) and local stakeholders. Although the transition was announced, some interviewees perceived the institutional change to be sudden, with negative effects for decision-making capabilities and resulting in short-term approaches to tourism strategy (Int.9, P.28).



In particular, the communication style of the newly established association (IDM) was criticized (Int.13, P.21). In summary, the interviews allow distilling two problems: First, the current communication style appears rather top-down but not surprising if it is considered how the new institutional design came into existence by a top government decision. Second, changing governance structures made responsibilities unclear and led to a lack of trust. Furthermore, local actors show strong awareness for the destination and want to be included in the decision-making process.




4.3. Collaborative Governance Processes in Tourism


The previous section highlighted the role of leadership and institutional settings for CG. However, deeper insights are necessary on a stakeholder level as interviewees indicated that collaborative processes differed for involved stakeholder groups (Table 5). It was found that face-to-face dialogue was an important theme for all stakeholder groups. Additionally, the interdependency between actors resulted in the need for shared understanding and trust-building. The interviews revealed that communication between entrepreneurs but also between DMOs and entrepreneurs frequently happens on an informal level and thereby highlighting the importance of face-to-face dialogue. An interviewee explained that this communication style also facilitates communication with local politicians,


“We nearly have daily meetings with the mayor and also with the council secretary. (…) I know the mayor personally and we meet every day for coffee. If we have to discuss big and sensitive issues, we also join for formal meetings. We communicate very well and can count on his support, as he can count on ours.”



(Int.3, P.26)







However, communication at the destination level is not limited to the level of powerful actors. Other formats such as podium discussions and workshops were implemented to provide space for open discussions. These meetings help to address antagonism between different parties such as businesses and local communities and help to reinforce mutual respect. However, open processes such as workshops can also lead to complicated situations. An interviewee explained,


“Sometimes it (workshops) makes things pretty complicated. It is interesting, but the more people have a say in a topic, the larger the variety of solutions. It results that all solutions need to be assessed. At that moment I have to take into account what others propose.”



(Int. 4, P.10)







Other issues of governance relate to the shared understanding of common goals and objectives. The findings showed that the shared understanding of goals represents an issue, especially on the level of entrepreneurs, where it is currently missing. Entrepreneurs strongly associated the formation of development trajectories with leadership tasks. In contrast, DMOs perceived the responsibility to act as leaders and to provide directions for future developments. Participation processes play an essential role to improve the shared understanding. An interviewee explained,


“It is very important to take stakeholders serious when making decisions that have effects on a large scale. When elaborating on the new plan for public transport, we provided everyone the opportunity to engage in this project. From people involved in tourism to elderly people, business people and young people, everyone had the opportunity and although it was a very tedious process, it was important because now we can implement it. (…) I think it is our job to ask people what they want and then to decide. This differentiates our society from how it operated 20 years ago.”



(Int. 17, P.11)







Another central theme for all stakeholder groups was trust, which is often the legacy of past cooperation. It was found that entrepreneurs draw on strong local business networks, which help to establish trust between the different parties. These networks help to maintain a trustworthy relationship between the actors. Findings showed that trust plays an important role for entrepreneurs and tourism organizations on the local level, which is supported by the presence of networks (Table 5). An interviewee mentioned,


“One cannot create economic or even entrepreneurial changes alone, so you always need others, these others are the network. Networks always have to do with trust and possibly also with a credit of trust. That means if I want to implement something new, I need the trust of people who support me. In order to tap into resources that I do not have myself, I need contacts with others and their trust.”



(Int.9, P.14)







Networks help to create an environment that improves trust and thereby enables collaborative decision-making. Nonetheless, interviewees referred to tensions that result from the attempt to exploit and manipulate relationships. For example, an interviewee noted that trust could be used to exert influence on decisions,


“I had excellent connections to the political institutions that day. It only happened once that a decision was made against my advice and after a few phone calls with the governor the decision was revised. (…) However, the big advantage is that by having those connections and knowing people personally, you have bigger chances of being heard.”



(Int.10, P.9)







Relationships based on mutual trust are a powerful tool, but attention should be paid to the potential adverse and negative effects that could result from power asymmetries (Int. 10, P.9). The interviews showed that CG requires commitment from all parties involved. The findings highlight that mere declarations of interest are insufficient; rather, stakeholders and local communities demand commitment in the implementation phase. An interviewee explained,


“It is important to give all stakeholders the feeling of being involved. Therefore, the discussed topics should also be implemented afterward. Otherwise, this can have negative consequences.”



(Int.1, P.34)







The findings highlighted that most interviewees are aware of their responsibility to collaborate with other stakeholders and to engage with others at different times in the development process. The interviewees noted that engaging with others is indispensable. An interviewee added,


“I think it is necessary to engage with the local residents. Tourism in the destination is reaching a level where many do not accept it anymore. For sure, some people benefit financially from tourism and they probably have a different opinion about tourism. However, tourism has an indirect effect on every individual in a destination. It will be impossible to ask everyone for his opinion, but in general leaders should listen to residents and make decisions not solely for touristic interests.”



(Int.19, P.9)







Leaders perceive themselves as stewards of the local population until the outcomes are favorable and as long as participation is limited to the consultation and design phase. A finding of the interviews is the actual negligence of local residents in tourism planning, although interviewees perceived a strong responsibility to integrate local residents in tourism planning. Small wins and joint achievements are important for CG. The success of CG is dependent on intermediate outcomes. The interviewees recognized that intermediate outcomes are important to ensure legitimacy and provide incentives for future participation in CG. Small gains strengthen trust-building between the stakeholders and facilitate collaborative actions. An interviewee explained,


“In tourism, the decisions have to be taken with regard to the entire community living in the destination. It doesn’t matter if they are thin, thick, rich or poor. I have to select the solutions which are suitable for everyone. I shouldn’t see things only from one perspective.”



(Int.17, P.20)







Furthermore, interviewees recognized that engaging with stakeholders has other benefits. For example, an interviewee noted that engagement with local actors could be a valuable source for the co-creation of new products and services. An interviewee explained,


“In the hotel industry, stakeholder engagement plays an important role. Due to the strong competition and quality in this region, you always try to implement new things. A few years ago, our business had a competitive advantage only due to new infrastructure. This is not the case anymore. Only good infrastructure is not enough. Hence, I think stakeholder engagement and interaction is very important because it is a great source of new ideas.”



(Int.12., P.9)







The interviewees highlighted several initiatives that provide positive intermediate outcomes for all stakeholders. For example, the local residents were invited to participate in the formulation of a new mobility plan for the public transport in the area of Merano. An online platform helped to show the initial plan and all local residents could participate in the further development of the plan. Another example is the implementation of a citywide complaint management system that encourages residents and visitors to submit complaints and critical observations. This offers stakeholders the opportunity to address current issues and serves as a pool for new ideas. Therefore, based on the interview material and by using MAXQDA, the following drivers and barriers of CG in tourism were identified (Table 6).





5. Discussion


Prior studies have noted the importance of collaboration as a process of joint decision making among autonomous, key stakeholders of an inter-organizational, community tourism domain to resolve planning problems of the domain and/or to manage issues related to the planning and development of the domain [20] (p. 188). The absence of systematic leadership, the lack of popular or elite consensus on the place of direct citizen participation, and the limited scope and powers of participatory innovation have been recognized as three major challenges for governance [35]. We found that leadership has a vital role in initiating and moderating collaborative processes. Previous literature highlighted two levels of leadership in tourism destinations: The first one addresses leadership within organizations and the second inter-organizational leadership, which refers to the situation where leadership is shared among a group of individuals that coordinate leadership tasks [27]. The network approach to leadership was also supported by the findings of Zehrer et al. [56] and Selin [17], who showed the importance of network-based leadership to manage destinations. Valente et al. [30] explored the role of leadership from a regional viewpoint on destinations and found that leadership can be “strong in some aspects and weak in others at the same time” [30] (p. 127). In this context, a lack of leadership exists in the case study destination on the regional level, where directions are currently missing because of the withdrawal of former institutions and bodies in charge of tourism planning (DMOs and SMG). Furthermore, the responsibilities for leadership tasks such as strategy development and the creation of an understanding for joint development trajectories were frequently shifted to other actors such as public bodies or the IDM.



The transformation of institutions had significant effects on the case study destination and potentially also on other destinations in South Tyrol, Italy. Following McLennan et al. [80], transformation theory offers an approach to understand the dynamic interaction between structure and institutions that occur when systems change. Institutions are essential competitiveness factors of destinations [6] and with some time lags, the transformation of the bodies responsible for tourism also affects the collaborative processes [80]. Surprisingly, none of the interviewees mentioned proactive strategies such as working groups or collaborative marketing strategies that came along with the transformation. Indeed, the findings showed that the transformation of the tourism institutions led to a perceived vacuum of leadership and a lack of trust on the local-regional level. This is diametral to the idea to make South Tyrol more competitive through the creation of strategic business units [70].



Another important theme is the powerful position of actors, which can result in adverse effects for CG [19]. Frequently, leaders who follow a command and control leadership style perceive issues when it comes to engagement in the implementation phase. This is the case if leaders restrict or inhibit the engagement of stakeholders in the decision-making process or if leaders manipulate the process because they have a coalition of interests. However, in the end, this leads to tensions with the community and decreases satisfaction. Social exchange theory [81] suggests that stakeholders should be provided with the opportunities to participate in decisions that affect their personal lives. Accordingly, preventing stakeholder engagement by not providing them the opportunity to interact with leaders and to have an impact on the decision process will not be feasible in the long-run. The interviewees highlighted contradicting opinions on how to engage with the local community and other stakeholders. Some interviewees referred to informative engagement strategies but others considered consultative engagement strategies and chose to consult stakeholders from time to time to get a better understanding of their interests [82]. Less often interviewees discussed decisional strategies to interact with stakeholders, such as to give them more formal roles and power by giving them the possibility to take part in the decision-making process. To be more specific, decisional participation was perceived to be complicated, although recent literature has shown that such decisions are more likely to be socially acceptable [9,83]. Another issue is the difficulty to find consensus in collaborative decision-making, which indicated that some decisions are not suitable to be taken by all stakeholders.



In the MeranerLand, several projects were realized, although the community was initially against it. Examples include the Kurhaus, the Terme Merano, or the Trauttmansdorff castle, which have developed into success stories and key assets of the region [71]. Interviewees associate these examples with visionary, charismatic leaders but are also aware that high levels of collaboration can be counterproductive if local communities are opposing development intentions. Finally, innovative forms of enabling stakeholder engagement have not spread to the case study destination. This may be the case because destination networks are often characterized by the closure to external actors [55] and thus interviewees believed that the existing networks are already highly open to other stakeholders. Furthermore, interviewees understood classical annual meetings as participatory and only a few examples referred to participatory workshops, discussions, or, e.g., technology support online platforms [60].




6. Conclusions


Ansell and Gash [19] concluded that time, trust, and interdependence are central for CG. In the tourism context, interdependency characterizes the industry and trust was perceived as an essential condition for collaboration by the interviewees. Destinations are maturing and seek to rejuvenate and thereby show the need for improved collaboration and inclusiveness [9]. The objective of this paper was to assess the underlying CG processes and to show the role of institutional design and leadership. For this reason, we conducted semi-guided interviews with key informants such as leading entrepreneurs, local tourism associations, public bodies, and regional destination management organizations (Table 2).



The findings highlight that leadership plays a crucial role in enabling collaborative processes in tourism. While strong leadership was present on the level of organizations and partly the destination level, the case study destination is lacking leadership on a regional level. This lack of leadership is partly due to the institutional change that occurred in South Tyrol (Italy) in the last years. Institutions were merged and new institutions took over the tasks, which were typically performed by DMOs and RTOs. The findings show that on a destination level, leadership was a major driver of CG that supported trust and communication among entrepreneurs and public body representatives. Findings indicate that leaders show strong commitment to collaborative processes because they are aware of the interdependence that characterizes the tourism industry. A barrier to CG is the lack of shared understanding among salient stakeholders [84].



Implications mainly target the communication between stakeholders. To receive critical feedback, stakeholders should continuously communicate with each other. In this context, DMOs and related institutions have an important role in moderating the process. For example, digitally supported platforms can be used to enable continuous interaction [60]. An important implication of this research is the necessity to strengthen the social embeddedness of newly entering entrepreneurs. Due to current market developments, new entrepreneurs and companies are entering community-oriented destinations. This creates the need to involve newly entering stakeholders into the current system that is strongly determined by social ties and embeddedness. Other implications target the design and execution of institutional transformation processes. More information should be provided to local communities, businesses, and public bodies upfront, and stronger support is necessary in the aftermath.



Limitations and Future Research


This study shows several limitations. The sample covers a broad spectrum of local entrepreneurs, tourism, and government officials that were understood to shape the destination’s core services, strategic orientation, and innovation capability [53]. However, this study lacks a local community perspective, although many interviewees had double roles as residents and representatives. The qualitative case study design provides another limitation and more research is necessary to cross-validate the findings. In addition, the case study destination is in an autonomous region (South Tyrol, Italy) with special laws and regulations. Moreover, while collaborative processes are reasonably well advanced in established networks, more research is necessary to compare the effects of institutional transformation on governance networks and, ultimately, competitiveness [9,80]. Additionally, Nunkoo and Gursoy [85] called for more attention on power and trust as underlying components of tourism planning and there is definitely the need to shed more light on these phenomena in the CG context.
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Figure 1. Model of collaborative governance, adapted from Ansell and Gash, [19] and Mandell and Keast, [25]. 
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Figure 2. Overview map of the MeranerLand. 
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Table 1. Overview of collaborative governance (CG) literature with a tourism background.
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	Author and Year
	Method
	Level
	Findings





	Vignieri (2019) [38]
	Mixed

(Simulation)
	Local
	innovative interactive learning environment is used to highlight the role of governance that fosters coordination in order to manage shared resources



	Keyim (2017) [14]
	Qualitative

(Interviews)
	Local
	village community receives limited tourism benefits but fair and effective community tourism governance approach may bring positive socio-economic benefits



	Gyimóthy and Meged (2018) [39]
	Qualitative

(Ethnography)
	Regional
	three domains of CG, namely governance of affect, governance of ownership and governance of exchange are identified



	Dragouni and Fouseki (2018) [40]
	Quantitative

(Regression)
	Regional
	intention to participate in heritage tourism development is mostly influenced by community ideals and stronger for members with high place attachment



	Selin (2017) [17]
	Qualitative (Case Study)
	Regional
	leadership teams’ roles and capabilities act as a backbone for sustainable regional development in an integrative way beyond public/private institutions



	Keyim (2016) [18]
	Mixed

(Survey, Questionnaire, Secondary data)
	Regional
	local community lacks share of socio-economic benefits of tourism and CG is needed to foster cooperation and bottom-up developments



	Charlie, King, and Pearlman (2013) [41]
	Qualitative (Case Study)
	Regional
	revised conceptual framework for analysis of environmental governance networks in small island destinations



	Zeppel (2012) [42]
	Qualitative

(Secondary data)
	National
	state and territory tourism agencies provide resources for climate change mitigation. CG of climate is better developed in states with climate change policies, vulnerable destinations, or dependency on long-haul travelers



	Robertson (2011) [43]
	Qualitative (Case Study)
	Regional
	networks have the potential to create benefits and achieve CG, but much depends on the role of, e.g., public managers and the involvement of government agencies.



	Erkuş-Öztürk and Eraydın (2010) [8]
	Mixed

(Survey, Interviews)
	Regional
	importance of CG networks and different scales of networks and organization building for sustainable tourism develop