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Abstract

This study examines regenerative tourism as an emerging paradigm in tourism development,
particularly in the post-COVID context. In contrast to earlier models—such as neoliberal,
alternative, and sustainable tourism—regenerative tourism extends beyond human-centred
and economically driven frameworks, aiming to generate net-positive outcomes for both
people and ecosystems. Despite its growing prominence, the concept remains
underdeveloped, particularly with respect to theoretical clarity, the inclusion of non-Western
perspectives, and empirical grounding.

Contemporary discourse on regenerative tourism is largely shaped by Western
paradigms, often conflating it with concepts such as sustainability, transformation, or
circularity. This conflation risks obscuring the distinctiveness of regenerative tourism as a
paradigm in its own right. To address this limitation, the present study draws on Sheng Sheng
(4:2E, perpetual growth and change), a Chinese philosophical framework centred on
perpetual growth and transformation. Building on this foundation, the study proposes six core
principles for regenerative tourism: (1) timeless regeneration, (2) organic self-generation, (3)
harmony through polarity, (4) creative renewal, (5) the integration of creation and dissolution,
and (6) ethical and equitable grounding.

While some of these principles resonate with Western concepts—such as circular
systems and place-based thinking—others, including the embrace of contradiction and the
cyclical interplay of creation and decay, offer distinctively Eastern perspectives. Within this
framework, regenerative tourism is reconceptualised as a dynamic, relational, and ethical
process that fosters the co-evolution of human and non-human systems. It prioritises the
balance of cultural and ecological tensions over attempts to control them and values
Indigenous knowledge as complementary to external innovation.

This study critiques prevailing co-creation models in tourism for their pronounced
anthropocentrism, which often marginalises the role of non-human elements. In response, it
introduces a “community of practice” model, developed through fieldwork in Azheke village,
China. This model incorporates both human and non-human actors into regenerative
processes shaped by shared knowledge, seasonal rhythms, and local power dynamics. Within
this framework, Indigenous elites act as boundary spanners, mediating between cultural
heritage preservation and ecological sustainability.

Two initiatives in Azheke—the protective transformation of Hani dwellings and the

Azheke Plan—are examined to illustrate how the philosophy of Sheng Sheng is enacted in
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practice. Each of the six principles is reflected in local regeneration efforts: regeneration as a
continuous process; solutions emerging organically from within the community; the
constructive engagement with tensions; innovation grounded in tradition; an acceptance of
loss and transformation; and the ethical inclusion of all forms of life.

Theoretically, this study contributes to the literature on regenerative tourism by
clarifying its conceptual foundations and incorporating underrepresented Eastern
philosophical perspectives. Practically, it proposes a framework for tourism development that
is community-oriented, culturally sensitive, and ecologically inclusive. The research also
underscores the value of resilience through adaptability, acknowledges the agency of non-
human actors, and advances a more holistic understanding of well-being. Nonetheless, the
study has certain limitations. It focuses primarily on a single strand of Eastern philosophy and
examines a case that was not entirely community-led. Future research should engage with a
wider range of Indigenous philosophical traditions and investigate initiatives that are more

firmly rooted in bottom-up processes.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter One opens by introducing the emerging paradigm of regenerative tourism and
identifying key research gaps. It then presents Chinese philosophy and its potential
contribution to defining regenerative tourism through the concept of Sheng Sheng (4:4),
often translated as perpetual growth and change. The chapter also discusses the usefulness of
the community of practice framework as a practical and operational approach for
implementing regenerative tourism. It concludes with the research questions, objectives, and

outlines that briefly introduces the subsequent chapters.
Regenerative Tourism: Pioneering a Transformative Future Paradigm

Regenerative Paradigm in Mass Tourism Development

John Swarbrooke’s influential 1999 publication, Sustainable Tourism Management, reflected
his optimism about the potential of sustainable tourism and attracted a wide readership
(Swarbrooke, 1999). However, nearly a quarter-century later, he posed a starkly different
question: “Why did sustainable tourism fail?”” (Swarbrooke, 2023). This critical reflection on
the current state of the field has contributed to the rise of a new framework—the regenerative
paradigm (Becken & Kaur, 2021; Mang & Reed, 2012). From a Western perspective, the
regenerative paradigm is rooted in an ecological worldview that predates the Enlightenment,
with origins in ancient Greek thought (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022). Early Western
philosophy often reflected an eco-centric, preservationist sensibility, emphasising a deep
connection between human and the non-human world (Matunga et al., 2020). This worldview
celebrates the symbiotic relationship between people and nature , viewing the world as a
complex, interdependent system and recognising that tourism, like all human activity, is
inseparable from ecological processes (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022).

However, this ecological perspective was later overshadowed by Enlightenment
thinking, which privileged scientific rationalism and linear progress (Gibson-Graham, 2007).
The scientific and industrial revolutions ushered in a mechanical worldview (Bhalla &
Chowdhary, 2022), reinforced by Cartesian dualism, which conceptualised a clear separation
between humans and nature (Ateljevic, 2020). During this period, capitalism and later

neoliberalism came to dominate economic and social development, prioritising economic



growth. It was within this context that traditional mass tourism emerged, marked by an
anthropocentric outlook that positioned humans above nature (Becken & Kaur, 2021).

In the 1970s, the increasingly severe environmental and social damage associated with
capitalist modes of production and neoliberal practices prompted the emergence of post-
capitalist thinking and growth-critical concepts such as degrowth and post-growth, both of
which challenge the assumption of perpetual economic expansion (Toikka et al., 2026). This
intellectual shift paved the way for alternative tourism paradigms that sought to counter
approaches driven solely by economic imperatives. Among these alternatives, the sustainable
tourism paradigm gained prominence in mainstream tourism discourse (Bellato et al., 2023)
because it moves beyond a narrow focus on economic growth and seeks a balance between
environmental, social, and economic objectives. Although both traditional and sustainable
tourism remain influenced by dualistic thinking, sustainable tourism nonetheless marks a
move towards a more ecologically attuned perspective—one that situates humans around,
rather than above, the natural world (Becken & Kaur, 2021).

With the transition to the post-modern era, holistic thinking began to supplant dualistic
paradigms. The term regenerative tourism was first introduced in 2007 and has received
growing attention within the tourism academy since 2020 (Cave & Dredge, 2021; Sheller,
2021). It moves beyond dualism by rejecting the separation of humans from nature, instead
embracing a holistic perspective of humans in nature (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Regenerative
tourism also represents a shift from linear to systems thinking, with the goal of generating net
positive outcomes for all stakeholders and entire ecosystems (Hutchins & Storm, 2019). It
thus reflects a philosophical outlook that transcends capitalist, mechanistic, and
individualistic paradigms (Artun, 2024; Aquino et al., 2024; Mura & Wijesinghe, 2023;
Major & Clarke, 2022).

Regenerative tourism engages people, places, and practices in an integrated, place-based
approach (Fusté-Forné & Hussain, 2022). Although the term itself is relatively new, the
underlying principles have been present since the late twentieth century, originating from the
broader field of regenerative development (Bellato et al., 2022). For instance, Arfwedson
(1994) was among the first to explore the idea of regenerative travel, advocating the use of
protected areas and heritage sites to transform local economies into models of sustainable
development. Similarly, Uzzell (1996) introduced the concept of regenerating tourism to
describe how heritage can revitalise declining regions or industries. Departing from the
mindset of “doing no harm” (Day et al., 2021, p.28), the regenerative paradigm embraces the

principle of leaving places in an improved state (Zaman et al., 2023; Bhalla & Chowdhary,



2022). It prioritises the generation of positive social-ecological returns, rather than merely
minimising negative impacts (Bellato et al., 2023; Cave & Dredge, 2021; Duxbury et al.,
2020; Hoxie et al., 2012).

As a transformative and responsible form of tourism, regenerative tourism is an
emerging movement within the global travel and tourism industry. It actively aims to: (1)
restore, renew, and strengthen the regenerative capacity, overall resilience, and long-term
vitality of destination systems (Alhitmi et al., 2024; Rehman et al., 2023; Cave & Dredge,
2021; Cheer, 2020; Owen, 2007a); (2) generate a lasting positive impact on local economies,
social welfare, cultural vibrancy, and ecological health (Alhitmi et al., 2024; Bellato et al.,
2023; Zaman et al., 2023; Duxbury et al., 2020); and (3) enable destinations to flourish and
express their unique potential (Bellato et al., 2024a; Zaman et al., 2023; Becken & Kaur,
2021). Regenerative tourism is concerned not only with the outcomes of tourism
development, but also with the foundational values that underpin it (Becken & Kaur, 2021). It
seeks to reposition, rethink, and reimagine tourism by shifting from a protective to a
reinventive mindset (Zaman et al., 2023). This approach embraces a transformative,
decolonial, and transdisciplinary perspective, advancing forms of knowledge production that
support a pluralistic and regenerative future for tourism (Bellato et al., 2024a). Achieving this
vision requires global recognition of the diverse regenerative practices essential to driving

systemic change (Sheldon et al., 2017; Carlsen et al., 2008).
Three Gaps in Regenerative Tourism Research

In the existing literature on regenerative tourism, three research gaps can be identified. First,
the concept of regenerative tourism itself remains unclearly defined. Its distinction from
sustainable tourism is often ambiguous (Yeoman & Sheldon, 2024). Crucially, there is no
agreed method for evaluating regenerative practices (Hajarrahmah et al., 2024). Given their
inherently place-based and context-specific nature (Major & Clarke, 2022), the pursuit of
universal metrics may be both impractical and counterproductive. This underscores the need
for a stronger conceptual framework—one capable of supporting the development of
nuanced, context-sensitive evaluation tools.

Much of the existing literature continues to approach regenerative tourism through a
sustainability lens, often reiterating principles already embedded in sustainable development.
For instance, regeneration is frequently praised for its rejection of anthropocentrism (e.g.,

Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022), yet this orientation is already present in the foundations of



sustainability thinking (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Nevertheless, sustainability—particularly
when framed around the “wise use” of resources—has frequently fallen short in practice.
Despite its aspirations, regenerative tourism has yet to articulate concrete, distinctive
strategies for realising a genuinely anti-anthropocentric ethos. This conceptual ambiguity
reinforces the urgent need for clearer definitions and theoretical refinement. Continued
critical inquiry will be essential in developing a more coherent and actionable foundation for
regenerative tourism (Bellato et al., 2024a).

Second, most of the existing studies are rooted in Western perspective. Tourism’s
dominant cultures, knowledge systems, and practices continue to be shaped by colonial
legacies and capitalist-industrial paradigms (Bellato et al., 2024a). In the postmodern context,
global development is increasingly critiqued as a discourse rooted in a Western, modernist,
and materialist worldview (Esteva, 2023; Sachs, 2010; Gibson-Graham, 2007). Eastern
perspectives remain markedly underrepresented in regenerative tourism research, resulting in
a narrow and potentially biased understanding of the field.

Simultaneously, Indigenous and marginalised knowledges have been systematically
excluded from mainstream scholarship (Bellato et al., 2024a). Although regenerative tourism
draws on both Western science and Indigenous wisdom (Bellato et al., 2023, 2022; Bellato &
Cheer, 2021), its discourse has largely been shaped by non-Indigenous practitioners, with
limited input from Indigenous tourism professionals and scholars (Bellato, 2024).
Regenerative tourism has primarily attracted attention in a few key countries, such as
Australia and the UK, while many other tourism-dependent regions remain underrepresented
in academic research (Corral-Gonzalez et al., 2023). Advancing the field requires a deliberate
move beyond Western-centric frameworks to support genuine community empowerment and
what Mura and Wijesinghe (2023) describe as “liberation.”

It is insufficient to pursue regenerative tourism research solely through Western
scientific methodologies, or to append Indigenous epistemologies to existing Western
paradigms (Bellato et al., 2024a; Mura & Wijesinghe, 2023). What is needed is a decolonial
approach that authentically integrates Indigenous science—place-based, context-specific, and
transdisciplinary. Such an approach challenges the dominance of Western tourism paradigms
and nurtures alternative, non-Western perspectives. By deepening engagement with complex
social-ecological systems, Indigenous knowledge can play a transformative role in shaping a
regenerative tourism paradigm (Bellato et al., 2024a). Integrating a decolonial lens into both

the design and implementation of research enables a departure from discipline-bound



methods and supports the emergence of diverse knowledge (Bellato et al., 2024a; Peters,
2017).

Third, there is a lack of empirical studies in real-world contexts. Some destinations, such
as New Zealand, have shifted their management strategies from a primarily short-term
economic focus to prioritising regenerative tourism approaches aimed at delivering long-
term, net-positive outcomes (Bode et al., 2024). Despite broad engagement with regenerative
principles, tangible action—especially collaborative efforts among civil society, researchers,
and practitioners—remains limited (Bellato et al., 2024a; Latham, 2024).

Translating regenerative ideals into practice is essential if the concept is to achieve
meaningful real-world impact (Latham, 2024). However, most existing studies remain
exploratory, lacking empirical depth, strategic focus, and actionable implementation models
(Bellato et al., 2024a). In particular, research on multi-stakeholder collaboration is notably
scarce, despite its critical importance for both advancing theoretical frameworks and
evidencing the practical value of regenerative approaches. As a transformative paradigm,
regenerative tourism demands more empirical research and detailed case studies capable of
reimagining tourism systems, guiding implementation, evaluating impact, and informing
practical strategies. Such research is vital for promoting holistic local sustainability and well-
being (Latham, 2024; Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022; Cave & Dredge, 2021; Ateljevic, 2020;
Duxbury et al., 2020).

Chinese Philosophy: Cultivating Eastern Wisdom for Regenerative

Tourism

To address the first research gap—the ambiguous definition of regenerative tourism—a
perspective grounded in the specific meaning of regeneration is required. The current
amalgamation of ideas drawn from sustainability, transformation, and circularity risks
obscuring the core essence of regeneration itself. At the same time, it is necessary to move
beyond conventional Western frameworks, which often rest on a dualistic separation between
humans and nature and thereby reinforce an imbalance between human and non-human
beings. Chinese philosophy offers a valuable alternative. Centred on life and its continuous
regeneration, it provides a systematic lens through which renewal and growth can be
understood, while also asserting an ontological parity between humans and nature (Mou,

2014). This worldview not only offers a robust foundation for regenerative tourism but also



helps address the second research gap: the underrepresentation of Eastern perspectives in the
field.

Evolution of Chinese Philosophy

The evolution of Chinese philosophy spans several millennia, shaped by shifting social,
political, and ethical contexts. While it is commonly associated with the emergence of the
Hundred Schools of Thought (¥ ¥ H %) during the Warring States period (500-221 BCE),
when Confucianism and Taoism rose to prominence (Ebrey, 2022), its roots can be traced

further back. One of the earliest sources is the I Ching ( { %4 ) , The Book of Changes),

originally a divination manual dating from around 1000-750 BCE. Between 500 and 200
BCE, the I Ching developed into a cosmological treatise (Kern, 2010). Its 64 hexagrams
symbolise an ongoing process of creation and transformation, encapsulating the cyclical
nature of life, moral order, and the cosmos (Xue, 2019).

Confucianism, founded by Confucius and later developed by Mencius, centres on
morality, social harmony, and the ethical foundations of governance and education. The

Commentaries on the I Ching ( { %1%) ), traditionally attributed to Confucius, offer

interpretations of change, morality, and cosmic order. These texts redefined the 7 Ching,
transforming it from a divinatory manual into a foundational work of philosophical reflection
(Redmond & Hon, 2014). In doing so, they influenced both early Taoist thought and the later
emergence of Neo-Confucianism. The latter, a synthesis of Confucian ethics with elements of
Buddhist and Taoist metaphysics, rose to prominence during the Tang and Song dynasties
(618-1279 CE), eventually becoming the dominant school in Chinese philosophy (Bol,
2008).

Taoism, associated with the thinkers Laozi and Zhuangzi, advocates living in harmony

with nature, embracing spontaneity, and practising Wu Wei (JG 4 )—non-action or non-

interference. The Tao Te Ching ( (E{E4:) ), traditionally attributed to Laozi, is a

foundational Taoist text comprising 81 poetic chapters written in classical Chinese. It
articulates core principles of the Taoist worldview, emphasising simplicity, humility, and the
balance of opposites (Waley, 2013). For over two millennia, the 7ao Te Ching has profoundly
shaped Chinese philosophy, governance, and spirituality, influencing not only Confucianism
and Buddhism, but also resonating with contemporary global thought, particularly within
post-modern contexts (Li, 1999).



Whether in Confucianism or Taoism, traditional Chinese philosophy exhibits distinctive
characteristics that set it apart from Western traditions shaped by Enlightenment thought,
despite certain shared values in earlier periods—particularly the ecological worldview found
in ancient Greek philosophy (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022). Chinese philosophy has long
centred its inquiry on the fundamental question of /ife—its nature, origins, and
transformations (Yu, 2013). Clearer distinctions between living and non-living entities only
began to emerge during the Warring States period. Prior to that, no strict separation was made
between different forms of existence; instead, it was believed that “all things possess spirit,”
with all phenomena regarded as expressions of life (Ding et al., 2021).

This sustained exploration has fostered a holistic worldview that integrates
cosmogenesis, ethics, social order, and human practice (Lin, 2023; Li, 2022; Xue, 2019; Wu,
2018a; Yu, 2015). It reflects a profound concern for the continuity and cultivation of life,
underscoring the deeply humanistic spirit at the heart of Chinese philosophical thought (Gu,
2022). As such, Chinese philosophy can offer valuable insights for regenerative tourism
through its ontological emphasis on life and its (re)generation, as well as its foundational

view of co-creation between human and non-human stakeholders.
Chinese Philosophy on Regeneration: Sheng Sheng

Chinese thought offers a distinctive contribution to the conceptualisation of regenerative
tourism, setting it apart from Western perspectives. This distinction arises from a fundamental
ontological difference: whereas Western thought has traditionally been characterised by a
more static orientation (Xiao, 2022), Chinese thought is grounded in a dynamic worldview.
Western ontology tends to focus on fixed entities and linear causal relationships (Lin,
2023). Within this framework, Western teleology asserts that all things develop progressively
towards a predetermined final cause or goal (Wu, 2018a), thereby distinguishing between the
driving force of development and its ultimate purpose (Wu, 2018b). This perspective is
further reinforced by the concept of creationism, particularly within religious cosmogony,
which posits that existence originates from a singular act of creation by a divine or external
force (Wu, 2018a; Dou, 2017). Such a teleological and creationist view is deeply embedded
in Western metaphysical traditions, tracing back to Plato and Aristotle. In this tradition,
existence is conceived as a structure imposed by an external agent, dividing being into form
and matter, and creator and created. The creator, as an external force, imposes form and order

upon passive matter, bringing the universe into being and establishing order from chaos (Wu,



2018a). This externally imposed structure functions as the foundational explanation of
existence within Western metaphysics.

The idea of regeneration in Chinese philosophy is captured by the concept of Sheng
Sheng, often translated as “perpetual growth and change” (Ding et al., 2021; Wu, 2018b). In
contrast to the static ontology of the West, Sheng Sheng emphasises that the essence of
existence is dynamic, continuous, spontaneous, self-renewing, natural, and interconnected
(L1, 2024a; Lin, 2023; Wu, 2018a; Tao, 2017; Li, 2012; Qiao, 2011)—establishing an
intrinsic link between natural phenomena, human values, and social order (Wu, 2024; Tang,
2019; Li, 2012). Sheng Sheng embodies the universe’s unceasing flow, its self-generating
creative force (Zhang, 2017; Qiao, 2011), and its nurturing, regenerative power (Lin, 2023;
Wang, 2010). This generative force functions as the fundamental energy underpinning
existence, evolution, and moral development (Xue, 2019).

As a fundamental principle of cosmic generation and the perpetuation of life, Sheng
Sheng is not only the foundation of social order but also central to the relationship between
nature and humanity (Diao & Chen, 2024; Wang, 2010). It offers profound insights into the
co-creation of social harmony and sustainable development through moral practice,
emphasising harmony among individuals, between individuals and society, and between
humanity and nature (Yuan, 2012). It also provides theoretical support for the flourishing of
all beings, embodying a distinctively Chinese philosophical perspective on nature and life
(Wu, 2018b).

Chinese philosophy’s inquiry into life encompasses not only existence but also value
(Meng, 2014). Sheng Sheng refers to the continuous creation, innovation, and enhancement of
all positive values (Zhang, 2017). Ceaseless generation is not merely the inherent nature of
the cosmos but also a conscious human endeavour. The ongoing advancement of the Way is
closely linked to the Junzi’s (& ¥, person of virtue) emulation of Heaven through tireless
self-cultivation (Xiang, 2007). This cosmic movement is characterised by an upward,
vigorous tendency, which, when expressed in human life, manifests as a persistent drive for
self-improvement and a resilient, life-affirming value orientation (Guo, 2010).

Rooted in the principles of tireless effort and the nurturing of all things with great virtue,
Sheng Sheng generates positive energy and propels the continual renewal of culture and
civilisation (Qu, 2018). The Chinese ideal of Sheng Sheng is imbued with joy and optimism,
expressing a hopeful view of morality, human nature, and Heaven, while emphasising

worldly engagement, practical action, and a celebration of life’s realities (Shang & Lii, 2016).



This positive orientation of Sheng Sheng aligns with the core aim of regenerative tourism: to
generate positive impacts on destinations through thoughtful tourism development.
Moreover, the concept of Sheng Sheng, which resonates with postmodernist thought,
holds significant potential for addressing the challenges of modernity. Refined through
dialogue with diverse intellectual traditions—including Western metaphysics (Zhang,
2016)—it represents China’s foundational understanding of dynamic transformation (Yang,
2023). Beyond its classical roots, Sheng Sheng offers a Chinese contribution to global
discourse on environmental crises and cultural tensions (Xiao, 2022). By emphasising the
continuity of life, harmony with nature, and social balance, it brings forward philosophical
wisdom of enduring relevance in the context of globalisation. Therefore, the contemporary
revival of Sheng Sheng is crucial—but it must not be confined within the conceptual

boundaries of Western metaphysics (Wu, 2018a).

Communities of Practice: Operationalising Regenerative Tourism Co-

Creation

To address the third research gap in regenerative tourism, an operational framework is needed
to explore the practice of regenerative tourism co-creation. The concept of a community of
practice offers such a framework, enabling the operationalisation of regenerative tourism

across three dimensions: domain, community, and practice.
Communities of Practice

Communities of practice, based on the principle of collective learning through shared
experience, have existed throughout human history (Tham et al., 2022). Historical examples
include medieval guilds, collectives of artists developing new techniques, medical
advancements—particularly in nursing—and innovations in military strategy and weaponry
(Wenger, 2015; Li et al., 2009). In contemporary life, communities of practice emerge in
varied settings, such as families striving to shape a shared lifestyle, employees coordinating
their work, and students navigating both academic and personal challenges (Bertella, 2011).
As an academic concept, however, the notion of communities of practice was formally
introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991) and further developed by Wenger and others (Wenger
et al., 2002; Wenger, 1998). Originally rooted in work-based contexts (Ericsson et al., 2020),

the theory views individuals as active agents, with a focus on routine practices and situated



learning (Bertella, 2011). Crucially, the concept extends beyond formal education and is not
limited to the instruction of novices (Albrecht, 2012). It has found broad application across
diverse professional and social science domains, including government (Ison et al., 2014),
sports coaching (Kjar, 2019), creative industries (Comunian, 2017), event management
(Brown & Stokes, 2021), and higher education (Albrecht, 2012).

In tourism studies, the framework has been used to explore the behaviours and shared
perspectives of tourists, highlighting the ways in which learning and historical experiences
contribute to forming a coherent group identity (Carnegie & Kociatkiewicz, 2019). Typically,
communities of practice are informal and organically formed, comprising individuals who
share a common interest or concern linked to their activities. Members engage cognitively
and emotionally, participating in collective learning, knowledge exchange, skill development,
and performance enhancement, while also cultivating a shared identity (Smith et al., 2017,
Bertella, 2011; Justesen, 2004; Wenger & Snyder, 2000).

These communities may exist within a single domain or form part of larger
constellations—networks of related communities spanning multiple practices (Bertella, 2023;
Wenger, 2010, 2000). Through boundary interactions and brokering relationships with other
groups or individuals, communities of practice remain open to external influence and
adaptive to evolving concerns. When united by a shared vision and high levels of
interconnection, such constellations become integrated systems (Wenger, 1998), often
anchored in common institutions (e.g. factories or schools), shared histories, or geographical
proximity (Bertella, 2011).

Co-creative practices play a significant role in articulating the dynamic linkages that
connect constellations of communities of practice. Learning, in this context, is not confined
within isolated communities but extends across them (Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020). These
communities are often structured around projects, functioning as (digital) platforms where
learning and co-creation take place through dialogue, reflection, artefact creation, and
collaborative action. This perspective emphasises learning as a process of co-constructing
knowledge and understanding, rather than the simple transmission of information or

execution of routines (Bertella, 2023; May, 2009).
Communities of Practice for Co-Creating Regenerative Tourism
As co-creating entities, communities of practice have significant potential to foster positive

change, particularly in relation to sustainability. In sustainability-oriented communities,
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members learn not only about sustainable behaviours, but also how to collaborate effectively
in pursuit of sustainability goals (Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020). In certain destinations, co-
creation involves partnerships among tour operators, tourists, and local residents to develop
tourism products and experiences that are both authentic and sustainable (Okazaki, 2008).
Incorporating diverse stakeholder perspectives—especially those increasingly attentive to
sustainability—enhances the relevance and effectiveness of these collaborative processes
(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). Such efforts often result in innovations that are better aligned
with societal needs while advancing sustainability objectives (Ertz, 2024).

Given the close connection between sustainable and regenerative tourism, communities
of practice provide a promising framework for operationalising regenerative tourism. This
framework contains three components: domain, community, and practice (Brown & Stokes,
2021; Hilliard, 2006; Wenger, 2004, 1998)—each representing a distinct aspect of
participation that motivates involvement (Wenger et al., 2002). The domain refers to a shared
field of interest (Albrecht, 2012) that unites members (Barros et al., 2013), defines the
community’s identity, and frames the key issues members seek to address (Bertella, 2011). A
community forms around this shared domain, distinguishing it from mere social or
professional networks. While networks emphasise connectedness, communities of practice
are grounded in shared purpose and collective engagement (Gotvassli, 2008; Hilliard, 2006;
Wenger, 2004).

Domains can relate to any subject area, profession, academic discipline, or political
cause (Smith et al., 2017; Barros et al., 2013). They cultivate a shared identity among
members, foster cohesion, and generate motivation (Wenger et al., 2002). The domain also
serves as a threshold of competence, helping members determine what knowledge is relevant
and how it should be communicated (Cox, 2005). In this sense, members are typically self-
selecting (Wenger et al., 2002), drawn by common interests and a commitment to mutual
learning (Lee, 2022; Bertella, 2011).

The community comprises individuals who share the domain, sustain relationships
through regular interaction (Bertella, 2011; Hilliard, 2006; Wenger, 2004), and collaborate
towards common goals (Albrecht, 2012). These relationships are characterised by social
bonding and mutual support (Almeida & Campos, 2022; Lee, 2022), which enhance
commitment to community activities, including face-to-face engagement (Hilliard, 2006).
Communities of practice are defined by (1) shared identities and competencies, (2)
purposeful relationships centred on knowledge exchange, and (3) collective practice

involving tools, techniques, and problem-solving strategies (Ericsson et al., 2020). Social
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structure is central to the learning process, with communities serving as frameworks through
which knowledge is co-constructed (Cox, 2005).

The practice dimension refers to the shared repertoire developed over time—
encompassing documents, experiences, conceptual frameworks, tools, cases, stories, and
symbols (Almeida & Campos, 2022; Albrecht, 2012; Cox, 2005; Wenger et al., 2002). It
embodies the community’s collective knowledge and the ways in which this knowledge is
applied, adapted, and transmitted (Lave & Wenger, 1991). However, practice is inherently
paradoxical: while it can be taught and transferred, it is not always directly observable or
measurable. This duality presents a persistent research challenge in understanding and
evaluating communities of practice (Corradi et al., 2010).

As the global tourism industry becomes more cognisant of its environmental, cultural,
and social responsibilities, it is increasingly important to examine how value co-creation can
support sustainability principles (John & Supramaniam, 2024; Boom et al., 2021). Integrating
sustainability into the studies on value co-creation ensures that interactions between tourists
and other stakeholders contribute meaningfully to the well-being of destinations and host
communities (John & Supramaniam, 2024). Within the context of regenerative tourism, it is
also essential to consider how communities of practice can support co-creation initiatives
involving both human and non-human stakeholders. These approaches not only help mitigate
the negative impacts of tourism but can also amplify its positive contributions (John &
Supramaniam, 2024). A deeper understanding of the dynamic relationship between value co-
creation and regenerative tourism can enrich theoretical frameworks and inform the

development of practical strategies for shaping a more regenerative future.
Research Questions, Objectives, and Significance

Drawing on the three identified research gaps in regenerative tourism, the insights on
regeneration offered by the Chinese philosophy of Sheng Sheng, and the potential of
communities of practice to operationalise regenerative tourism co-creation, this research aims
to define regenerative tourism from a regeneration-centred perspective and to operationalise
its co-creation processes through a community of practice framework. Aligned with the
framework of community of practice (i.e., domain, community, and practice), this research is
guided by the following research questions:

(1) Domain: Inspired by the Chinese philosophy of Sheng Sheng, what is regenerative

tourism?
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(2) Community: How can a community of practice engage human and non-human
stakeholders to co-create regenerative tourism?

(3) Practice: How can the Chinese philosophy of Sheng Sheng inform the co-creation of
regenerative tourism?

These questions provide the foundation for a deeper inquiry into regenerative tourism
through a distinctive Chinese philosophical lens, while also addressing its practical realisation
through collaborative, place-based approaches. To address these questions, the study pursues
three specific objectives:

(1) To clarify the core characteristics of regenerative tourism through the lens of Chinese
philosophy.

(2) To conduct enactive research in an Indigenous community in China to co-create
regenerative tourism.

(3) To explore how a community of practice guided by Chinese philosophy can facilitate
the co-creation of regenerative tourism between human and non-human stakeholders.

These objectives contribute to a broader effort to develop a non-Western perspective on
regenerative tourism and to strengthen the empirical foundation needed to address current
conceptual and practical limitations in the field. The research comprises three interrelated
components: a conceptual investigation of regenerative tourism grounded in the Chinese
philosophy of Sheng Sheng, and two empirical studies that examine (1) the co-creation of
regenerative tourism through a community of practice involving both human and non-human
actors, and (2) the ways in which their practices are informed by Sheng Sheng-inspired
principles.

Azheke village, an Indigenous community in southeastern China, was selected as the
research site for both empirical studies for two main reasons. First, tourism development in
Azheke has generated positive social, cultural, and ecological outcomes, offering a concrete
case of regenerative tourism in practice. This makes it an appropriate context for assessing
whether Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative principles can illuminate regenerative tourism
processes in real-world settings. Second, a community of practice—deliberately established
and supported by local government and academic teams to engage Indigenous residents as
active participants—has played a central role in local tourism development. The case of
Azheke therefore provides an opportunity to examine the applicability of the community of
practice framework for operationalising regenerative tourism co-creation.

Theoretically, this research contributes to clarifying the conceptual ambiguity

surrounding regenerative tourism by introducing Sheng Sheng from Chinese philosophy as a
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complementary Eastern perspective. It enriches practice-based evidence through the
empirical case of Azheke village and advances the community of practice as a practical
framework for operationalising co-creation within regenerative tourism. Practically, the
research proposes the regenerative principles derived from Chinese philosophy to guide
tourism practitioners in their business activities and to support policymakers in assessing
whether tourism development initiatives are genuinely regenerative, thereby strengthening
tourism governance. The study also underscores the significant role of Indigenous
communities in co-creating regenerative tourism and encourages collaboration between

external and local practitioners through communities of practice.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Chapter Two examines existing research on the paradigm shift in tourism development,
current conceptualisations of regenerative tourism, the principles of value co-creation within
regenerative processes, and the role of communities of practice in facilitating co-creation. It
critically engages with dominant Western narratives of regenerative tourism and co-creation,
while assessing the relevance and potential of communities of practice within a regenerative

tourism context.
Tourism Shifting Towards a Regenerative Paradigm

To address the first research question, which examines the definition of regenerative tourism
through a Chinese philosophical lens, it is crucial to understand the background that has led
to the emergence of regenerative tourism, as well as the current definitions found in
mainstream Western discourse. Existing research on (mass) tourism development has
identified four distinct stages, each representing a different paradigm within tourism research

and practice.
Traditional Development: Capitalism

Traditional tourism has developed within an economic and social system shaped by
capitalism, which links happiness and well-being to economic gain. Capitalism promotes
economic determinism, prioritising economic progress above all else—typically measured by
a single indicator: Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which quantifies profit and consumption
(Cave & Dredge, 2021; Sheldon, 2020). Within this paradigm, individuals often pursue self-
interest, particularly in the form of economic returns, through activities such as capital
investment and resource extraction aimed at maximising commercial outcomes (Becken &
Kaur, 2021).

Against the backdrop of global capitalist hegemony and Western modernisation (Esteva,
2023), traditional tourism has become deeply embedded in a neoliberal economic framework
and industrial worldview. It reflects a “machine story” in which individuals function like cogs
in a production line, delivering experiences packaged as products (Major & Clarke, 2022).
This paradigm is marked by compartmentalisation, a narrow economic focus, and the
fragmented management of individual system components (Sudrez-Rojas et al., 2023; Becken

& Kaur, 2021).
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Rooted in the disciplinary foundations of neoclassical economics and management
(Becken & Kaur, 2021), traditional tourism policies are largely shaped by neoliberal
economic perspectives (Simmons, 2017). This system—often referred to as ego-economics—
prioritises the interests of owners over those of other stakeholders (Sheldon, 2022). Decision-
making within this model is typically concentrated at the macro level and dominated by
multinational corporations, with the primary aim of accumulating wealth for a select few,
particularly ownership elites (Becken & Kaur, 2021).

Traditional tourism is underpinned by the belief in human superiority over nature—a
perspective rooted in anthropocentrism, a worldview prevalent in many Western philosophies
that places humans at the centre of existence. Within this paradigm, tourism organisers—
often elites—prioritise maximising human benefit through the exploitation of natural and
cultural resources (Becken & Kaur, 2021). This orientation frequently results in the
degradation of both social and ecological systems (Gibson-Graham, 1997). Moreover, with
its singular focus on economic outcomes, traditional tourism tends to foster transactional
host—tourist relationships (Holliday, 2016). This reflects the broader influence of
neoliberalism, which privileges profit-driven motives and economic considerations above all

else.
Alternative Development: Post-Capitalism

Alternative tourism is grounded in a different development paradigm, one that emphasises the
diversification of tourism practices beyond purely capitalist models. As the negative impacts
of traditional, profit-driven tourism become increasingly apparent, there is growing
awareness of its harm to both people and the planet (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022). This
recognition underscores the urgent need for critical reflection on ego-economics and its
underlying assumptions (Sheldon, 2022; Ateljevic, 2020; Benjamin et al., 2020; Gossling et
al., 2020; Lew et al., 2020).

One important area of reflection concerns the need to rethink the prevailing economic
development model, with the degrowth paradigm in tourism gaining increasing attention as a
viable alternative (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). The “political-economic growth
machine” has come under sustained critique (Adhya, 2012, p.218), and there is a growing
consensus that economic growth should no longer be the primary objective of tourism

development (Bellato et al., 2022). Achieving sustainability and regeneration requires moving
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beyond the pursuit of perpetual growth and decoupling resource consumption from economic
expansion (Tomassini & Cavagnaro, 2022a; Raworth, 2017).

Another key area of reflection concerns the ideological foundations of economic
development. In this re-evaluation, capitalism and neoliberalism are no longer viewed as the
sole pathways to economic and social progress (Gibson-Graham, 2008). To counter the
negative impacts of traditional tourism, scholars have explored a range of alternative
economic practices. For instance, Gibson-Graham et al. (2013) have mapped the diversity of
economic arrangements, classifying enterprises into capitalist, alternative-capitalist, and non-
capitalist categories. Building on this, Ruttenberg (2023) has developed an asset mapping and
diverse economy assessment framework to support alternative-capitalist and non-capitalist
approaches within surf tourism. A growing body of research is now challenging the
dominance of industrial growth in tourism and advocating for economic models that sustain
and regenerate both social and ecological systems (Bellato et al., 2023; Cave & Dredge,
2021; Gibson-Graham, 1997).

Within the context of post-capitalism, economic diversification contributes significantly
to regeneration and resilience in tourism development (Dredge, 2022). To foster this
diversification, Cave and Dredge (2021) propose three key steps: (1) recognising and
supporting a plurality of economic practices within tourism; (2) promoting these alternatives
through appropriate assessment and evaluation frameworks; and (3) developing policies that
encourage diversified economic models and reduce dependency on capitalist systems. As
Romagosa (2020) argues, in an increasingly uncertain global context, destinations that
demonstrate greater resilience are those characterised by economic diversity, reduced reliance
on specific markets, and a focus on qualitative rather than quantitative indicators—in other

words, prioritising development over growth.
Sustainable Development: Modernism

Sustainable tourism is informed by the principles of sustainable development, aiming to
balance environmental, social, and economic considerations. Rooted in academic and
industry discourses shaped by modernist thought, sustainable development emerged in
response to the rapid transformations brought about by industrialisation and global
modernisation. These changes have introduced profound challenges—particularly
environmental ones such as climate change—that question the evolving relationship between

humanity and nature, as well as the long-term viability of the tourism industry (Cui, 2020).

17



The dominance of capitalism and neoliberalism has often prioritised economic growth at the
expense of ecological balance. In response, both academia and industry are increasingly
shifting towards a sustainability-oriented paradigm (Bellato et al., 2023).

This paradigm shift is also shaping both tourism research and practice. The concept of
sustainable tourism first emerged in 1975 and gained formal recognition within academic
discourse by 1993 (Becken, 2019; Butler, 2015). While sustainable tourism was developed as
an alternative to traditional tourism, the two share both similarities and differences. Both are
influenced by Cartesian dualism (Ateljevic, 2020) and anthropocentrism, although
sustainable tourism promotes the notion of “human around nature” (Becken & Kaur, 2021).
Despite this, sustainable development approaches remain fundamentally anthropocentric. The
widely cited definition by the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987)
describes sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (p.43),
framing sustainability primarily in terms of human welfare. This perspective underscores a
resource-oriented view of nature, valuing it largely for its utility to humans. However, unlike
traditional tourism, sustainable approaches aim to manage resources proactively, minimising
harm and supporting ecological systems (Bellato et al., 2023; Zaman et al., 2023; Becken &
Kaur, 2021; Day et al., 2021). In promoting sustainable development, ethical principles are
derived from moral discourses that seek to ensure justice and equity for both humans and
nature (Talan et al., 2020).

Both sustainable tourism and traditional tourism view the industry primarily as an
economic activity aimed at generating commercial returns. Sustainable tourism aligns with an
industrial economic growth paradigm (Chassagne & Everingham, 2020; Higgins-Desbiolles,
2018), often prioritising industry interests over those of the community and the environment.
This focus reflects the modernist approach traditionally associated with sustainable tourism.
Given the industrial emphasis on production efficiency, sustainable tourism systems are
designed to optimise this efficiency (Becken & Kaur, 2021). However, unlike traditional
tourism, which focuses solely on economic factors, sustainable tourism adopts a multi-
dimensional approach, considering economic, social, and ecological aspects separately, with
economic sustainability often taking precedence (Becken, 2019; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018).
From this perspective, the impacts of tourism development on society and the environment
are viewed as external costs. While sustainable tourism remains fundamentally an economic
activity aimed at generating profit, it seeks to minimise harm and internalise these negative

externalities (Chassagne & Everingham, 2020; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018). To achieve these
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aims, a standardised set of indicators has been developed to monitor sustainable tourism
development (Sheldon, 2022). This technocratic approach reflects a mechanistic worldview,
favouring technical and managerial solutions. Rooted in modernist thinking, it aspires to
universal solutions through the application of technologies, infrastructure, and managerial
practices, drawing on a multidisciplinary knowledge base that includes engineering and
environmental management (Becken & Kaur, 2021; Becken, 2019).

Despite differing intentions, both traditional and sustainable tourism often reproduce
top-down approaches and associated power imbalances. In traditional tourism, such
imbalances are typically embedded in hierarchical structures that lead to systemic inequalities
(Chassagne & Everingham, 2020; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018). Sustainable tourism, by
contrast, aspires to redress these inequities by involving a broad range of stakeholders in
decision-making processes (Becken & Kaur, 2021). For example, initiatives such as the
Charcoal Lane Restaurant and the Smith Street Working Group actively engage Indigenous
communities (Bellato & Cheer, 2021). This engagement can yield positive outcomes in terms
of local capacity, knowledge, skills, and development practices (Hes & Du Plessis, 2014).

However, in practice, sustainable tourism remains largely shaped by “tourism experts”
and professionalised forms of knowledge (Becken, 2019). In addressing global challenges,
sustainable tourism operates across scales, requiring destinations to consider national and
global implications in their local decision-making (Becken & Kaur, 2021). International
organisations have played a key role in shaping the sustainable tourism agenda. For example,
the World Tourism Organisation (2005) defines sustainable tourism as the comprehensive
consideration of “its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts,
addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment, and host communities” (p.12).
Such international perspectives offer an important macro-level context for understanding the
development and application of sustainable tourism principles. This reliance can reintroduce
top-down dynamics (Chassagne & Everingham, 2020; Dwyer, 2018), undermining its
participatory ideals and allowing power imbalances to persist within its operational structures
(Bellato et al., 2023).

In the post-COVID-19 era, sustainable development has faced mounting criticism for its
linear logic and Western-centric foundations (Bellato et al., 2023). A central concern is its
persistent alignment with neoliberal principles, despite its purported opposition to them. The
structure of many sustainability programmes exhibits upward redistributive effects and
exacerbates social inequality—hallmarks of neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005). Although

sustainable development nominally challenges neoliberalism, it often encounters resistance
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from within the neoliberal paradigm, particularly in tourism studies (Dwyer, 2018; Tribe et
al., 2015). Furthermore, sustainable development has been criticised for failing to address
how modernist ideologies perpetuate imperialism and colonial structures (Chambers &
Buzinde, 2015). As early as 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development
warned that sustainable development risked reinforcing a growth-driven, modernist paradigm
(Bellato et al., 2024a, p.2). In response, critical scholars have called for a decisive break from
neoliberalism and a reappraisal of modernism’s influence on sustainability discourse
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018; Tribe et al., 2015).

However, some scholars, including Day et al. (2021), contend that the shortcomings of
the sustainability paradigm stem less from its conceptual foundations than from poor
implementation. The dominant business model remains largely unchanged, continuing to
prioritise economic growth, short-term gains, and fragmented government policies. These
factors hinder the achievement of genuine sustainability in most destinations (Suarez-Rojas et
al., 2023). Critics also highlight bureaucratic inertia and an overemphasis on managerialism
within sustainability programmes as key barriers to meaningful change (Day et al., 2021;
Scoones, 2007). In this context, advancing alternative ontologies and epistemologies—
particularly those that challenge dominant “universal truths” such as colonial legacies—

becomes both necessary and difficult (Mika & Scheyvens, 2022; Schultz, 2018).
Regenerative Development: Post-Modernism

Regenerative tourism is grounded in the paradigm of regenerative development, which seeks
not only to sustain but to restore and enhance entire systems in a holistic manner. Emerging
as a response to the limitations of sustainable development, regenerative development offers
a compelling alternative, particularly within a post-modern context where absolute truths are
questioned and the co-creation of knowledge through communities and collectives is
emphasised. Although often positioned as a progression of sustainable tourism (Bellato et al.,
2023; Zaman et al., 2023; Becken & Kaur, 2021; Ateljevic, 2020), regenerative tourism
marks a clear departure from its predecessor (Zaman et al., 2023; Cave et al., 2022). It
challenges traditional capitalist narratives of sustainability (Mura & Wijesinghe, 2023) by
advancing what some describe as “a regenerative form of sustainability” (Becken & Kaur,
2021, p.57). Sustainability focuses on efficiency and maximizing outcomes, while the

regenerative movement is rooted in the ideals of thriving and flourishing (Alhitmi et al.,
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2024). This paradigm shift signifies a fundamental transformation in our ontological
assumptions, approaches, and practices related to development and sustainability.

The emergence of the regenerative paradigm represents an urgent response to escalating
vulnerabilities caused by the fractured relationship between environment, society, and
economy (Dredge, 2022). This disconnection is increasingly evident in a cascade of
interrelated crises that pose existential threats to humanity. In 2023, for instance, following
the hottest month ever recorded, UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres declared that the
planet had shifted from an era of “global warming” to one of “global boiling.” Such events
intensify uncertainty and disruption within broader cultural and political narratives, further
exposing the limitations of conventional development models (Cui, 2020).

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic caused significant loss of life and widespread social
isolation (Day et al., 2021), exposing deep systemic vulnerabilities. It has since been
recognised as a catalyst for rethinking, resetting, redesigning, and transforming the tourism
industry (Carr, 2021; Rastegar et al., 2021). This shift is reflected in the growing adoption of
community-centred tourism frameworks, which aim to create more socially oriented models
that prioritise public well-being (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2021). Two contrasting perspectives
have emerged regarding the pandemic's long-term impact on tourism development. One view
anticipates a fundamental transformation—ushering in a “New Normal”—while the other
argues that tourism will ultimately revert to its pre-crisis form, given its entrenched cultural
significance (McKercher, 2020). Nevertheless, the crisis offers a rare opportunity to
reconsider core values and priorities within the sector (Becken & Kaur, 2021), encouraging
the development of new approaches and models for more resilient and equitable tourism
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2021; Scobie, 2019). As Eisenstein (2022) suggests, “During this great
pause, we could potentially embrace the holistic paradigms and practices that have been
waiting on the margins. In our humble state, we could bring them into the centre and build a
new system around them (p.20-21)."

In the post-pandemic era, a growing number of stakeholders—including consumers,
suppliers, governments, and international organisations—have expressed increased interest in
the regenerative paradigm (Nitsch & Vogels, 2022; Sheller, 2021; Becken & Kaur, 2021;
Cave & Dredge, 2021; Day et al., 2021; Duxbury et al., 2020). For instance, in late 2020, the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) hosted an
online debate entitled Culture, Tourism, and COVID-19: Recovery, Rehabilitation and
Renewal. The discussion strongly emphasised the need for a more resilient, inclusive,

sustainable, and regenerative model—one that advocates a shift from ego-economics to eco-
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economics. In this model, natural, social, and cultural capitals are prioritised over financial
capital as the foundational pillars of development (Sheldon, 2022). Within this context,
regenerative tourism has been proposed as a transformative approach to supporting
communities, creating employment, promoting cultural expression, safeguarding heritage,
revitalising the tourism sector, and contributing to national recovery (Duxbury et al., 2020;
Scobie, 2019).

The regenerative paradigm adopts a holistic, eco-centric worldview (Mathisen et al.,
2022) rooted in the principle of “humans in nature” (Becken & Kaur, 2021), drawing its
foundations from the philosophy of holism. In post-modern societies, the dominance of
Cartesian dualism has been increasingly challenged and supplanted by holistic thinking. From
this perspective, humans are not separate from nature but inherently interconnected with it, as
one among many species. Grounded in this view, the regenerative paradigm emphasises the
notion of the “greater good,” recognising that all living beings share a common destiny,
purpose, and future (Sheldon, 2022, p.200). The existence, health, and well-being of human
and non-human life are thus understood to be inextricably linked. Accordingly, regenerative
development seeks to generate restorative outcomes across ecological, social, and economic
dimensions (Mathisen et al., 2022; Day et al., 2021; Duxbury et al., 2020; Reed, 2007).

The regenerative paradigm has made a notable impact across multiple domains,
including regenerative economies, agriculture, and design. Central to each is a belief in the
system’s inherent capacity for self-healing, supported by a holistic approach that integrates
health, justice, and regeneration (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019; Reed, 2007). A regenerative
economy is characterised by long-term, systemic thinking and sustained community
participation in decision-making (Sheldon, 2022). It is grounded in the belief that economic
systems shape development and seeks to address the limitations of capitalist models by
promoting alternative forms of capital and more holistic approaches to growth (Bellato,
2024).

Regenerative agriculture, one of the earliest sectors to adopt this paradigm, follows
principles such as “no spray, no toil” (Ateljevic, 2020, p.6), respecting ecological processes,
restoring soil health, producing high-quality food, and enhancing land productivity. This, in
turn, contributes to greater social resilience within communities (Dredge, 2022; Ateljevic,
2020). Regenerative design similarly seeks to create systems that replenish their own energy
and material resources (Molinero, 2022). Seen as an evolution of sustainability, it addresses
the latter’s limitations and perceived stagnation (Molinero, 2022; Moore, 2001; Lyle, 1996)

by shifting from minimising harm to generating positive impact (Alhitmi et al., 2024),
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dissolving the human—nature divide, and embedding environmentalism within socio-political
discourse (Owen, 2007a). From this perspective, human systems—including political
structures—are understood to co-evolve with the Earth’s living systems (Day et al., 2021),
and regenerative methods aim to meet the needs of both human and ecological processes in
an integrated manner (Molinero, 2022).

In the context of tourism, regenerative tourism has been hailed as “the saviour of global
tourism” (Zaman et al., 2023, p.797) due to its transformative potential (Zaman & Aktan,
2021; Ateljevic, 2020; Kim et al., 2020). Its capacity “to innovate and transform across
scales” (Becken & Kaur, 2021, p.57) is frequently emphasised. Within the regenerative
paradigm, the World Travel & Tourism Council (2021) has positioned tourism as a “force for
good.” As an alternative to dominant capitalist models (Bellato et al., 2023), regenerative
development embraces diverse economic practices that reflect a regenerative worldview and
move beyond profit-centric logics (Gibson-Graham & Dombroski, 2020; Gibson-Graham,
1996). Crucially, it calls for a collective reckoning with the harmful consequences of human
exploitation and environmental degradation (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022), urging
regenerative actions to restore the vitality of places and support the well-being of both human
and natural systems (Mehmood et al., 2020). This perspective reframes tourism not as a
passive victim of change, but as a sector that must be consciously reimagined to deliver

positive and lasting impacts (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022).
The Nature of Regenerative Tourism: Mixed or Messed Up?

Western discussions of regenerative tourism tend to coalesce around four distinct
perspectives: regeneration as an intensified form of sustainability; as a transformative process
that moves beyond conventional sustainability models; as a circular system of resource use;
and as a means of restoring both human and ecological systems. Despite the prominence of
these concepts, their relationships—and their integration within regenerative tourism

discourse—remain insufficiently clarified.
Sustainability

Sustainability has evolved into a widely adopted policy concept, shaping practices across
diverse fields, including regenerative movement and circular economy (Day et al., 2021). The
Cambridge Dictionary defines it as “the quality of being able to continue over a period of

time.” Building on this general definition, the 1987 Brundtland Report famously framed
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sustainability as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.43) highlighting the
tension between short-term well-being and long-term development (Kuhlman & Farrington,
2010). Subsequent scholarship has formalised sustainability around three interdependent
pillars: environmental, social, and economic (Purvis et al., 2019). This framework centres on
the principle of “doing no harm” (Day et al., 2021) and maintaining balance across these
domains. However, it has been criticised for its limited engagement with regenerative
thinking and for its reliance on a mechanistic worldview that may constrain more dynamic,
systems-oriented approaches (Gibbons et al., 2020).

The connection between regeneration and sustainability is evident even at the
etymological level (Molinero, 2022). In the literature, regenerative tourism is often framed as
an evolution of sustainable tourism (Nitsch & Vogels, 2022)—building upon and inherently
encompassing its principles. For example, Zaman (2023) advocates regenerative practices to
ensure that future generations can continue to appreciate natural and cultural heritage,
aligning closely with sustainability’s core aims. Becken and Kaur (2021, p.57) describe
regenerative development as “a regenerative form of sustainability,” while the global creative
agency Valentine McCormick Ligibel (2018) refers to regeneration as “the new
sustainability.” Such perspectives reflect a growing consensus among both scholars and
practitioners that the future of sustainability lies in regeneration (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022).
Research on regenerative tourism, therefore, tends to be firmly rooted in sustainability
science (Day et al., 2021), which offers robust methodologies for driving the transition
towards more regenerative futures (Bellato et al., 2024a).

The form of sustainability embedded within regeneration offers a more comprehensive
and refined perspective—one that aligns social and economic advancement with a deep
commitment to environmental stewardship. While sustainable tourism works to reduce harm
and preserve existing conditions, regenerative tourism goes a step further by actively
improving and revitalizing ecosystems and cultural heritage (Alhitmi et al., 2024). Rooted in
a holistic and ecocentric worldview, closely aligned with the environmental philosophy of
deep ecology, regenerative tourism affirms the intrinsic value of all forms of life. It redefines
wealth through multiple dimensions of well-being and prioritises balance and equitable
benefit distribution. Rather than merely sustaining existing systems, regenerative tourism
seeks to “build back better”—to revitalise, restore, and enhance the resilience and prosperity
of communities, economies, and ecosystems. Recognising its potential, international bodies

such as UNESCO (2020) and UN Tourism (2020) have endorsed regenerative tourism as a
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strategic response to global challenges and as a pathway toward a more sustainable and
resilient post-pandemic tourism sector. As a result, regenerative sustainability is increasingly
seen as a more integrated, adaptive, and future-oriented framework, offering a foundation for
emerging research agendas in the field.

The form of sustainability embedded within regeneration offers a more comprehensive
and refined perspective—one that aligns social and economic advancement with a deep
commitment to environmental stewardship (Molinero, 2022). Regenerative approaches aim
not only to reduce carbon footprints and achieve net-zero outcomes but also to generate
positive ecological impacts and foster environmentally responsible practices (Zaman, 2023).
Rooted in a holistic and ecocentric worldview, closely aligned with the environmental
philosophy of deep ecology, regenerative tourism affirms the intrinsic value of all forms of
life (Imran et al., 2014; Mang & Reed, 2012). It redefines wealth through multiple
dimensions of well-being and prioritises balance and equitable benefit distribution (Becken &
Kaur, 2021). Rather than merely sustaining existing systems, regenerative tourism seeks to
“build back better” (Day et al., 2021, p.33)—to revitalise, restore, and enhance the resilience
and prosperity of communities, economies, and ecosystems (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022).
Recognising its potential, international bodies such as UNESCO (2020) and UN Tourism
(2020) have endorsed regenerative tourism as a strategic response to global challenges and as
a pathway toward a more sustainable and resilient post-pandemic tourism sector (Cave &
Dredge, 2021; Ateljevic, 2020). As a result, regenerative sustainability is increasingly seen as
a more integrated, adaptive, and future-oriented framework, offering a foundation for
emerging research agendas in the field (Sudrez-Rojas et al., 2023; Cave et al., 2022; Cave &
Dredge, 2021).

Despite growing interest in regenerative tourism, the distinction between regenerative
and sustainable principles remains ambiguous in practice. Tourists engaging in regenerative
tourism often adopt a familiar sustainable mindset (Rehman et al., 2023)—seeking eco-
friendly services and low-impact experiences (Izquierdo-Gascon & Rubio-Gil, 2023). The
key difference, however, lies in a shift in relational perspective: rather than maintaining a
host—guest dichotomy, regenerative tourism encourages a sense of collective responsibility,
reframing the relationship as one of shared belonging—*“us” rather than “you and I.” On the
supply side, regenerative tourism emphasises managing destination carrying capacities (He et
al., 2023; Zaman et al., 2023; Day et al., 2021), limiting the adverse impacts of tourism
development (Molinero, 2022), sustaining visitor numbers, replenishing local resources, and

fostering long-term benefits for local environments and communities (Bellato et al., 2023; He
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et al., 2023). While such initiatives actively advance sustainability goals (Burns, 2021), it
remains unclear how they diverge, in substance or effect, from established sustainable
tourism practices. This highlights the need for further research to clarify the practical and

conceptual boundaries between the two approaches.
Transformation

Transformation entails “the emergence of a new order” from systemic disruption. It begins
with escalating instability, progresses to the “death of the old way of being,” and culminates
in a generative rebirth—symbolically akin to a phoenix rising from the ashes (Anderson &
Anderson, 2010, p.61). This process represents a growth-oriented, irreversible shift that
breaks fundamentally with prior practices and requires new knowledge and capacities for
implementation (Reisinger, 2013). In the context of sustainable development, transformation
is essential for addressing deep-rooted social injustices and environmental crises (Pepper,
2002), demanding structural change at multiple levels. Regenerative development embodies
this capacity, with its inherent ability to innovate and adapt across scales (Becken & Kaur,
2021). Through continuous re-evaluation and responsiveness to evolving conditions,
regenerative action drives transformative outcomes (Mehmood et al., 2020). Regenerative
tourism, therefore, is grounded in the conviction that tourism can be a vehicle for systemic
change—advancing equity, sustainability (Zaman, 2023), and long-term resilience through
transformative practice (Ateljevic, 2020).

Tourism research has traditionally explored transformation through the lens of the
individual traveller, focusing on internal changes catalysed by travel. These transformative
experiences encompass behavioural, social, psychological, and spiritual dimensions (Zhao &
Agyeiwaah, 2023), often designed to challenge comfort zones, expand worldviews, and foster
social empowerment and intercultural understanding (Nandasena et al., 2022; Soulard et al.,
2021). However, within the framework of regenerative tourism, transformation extends
beyond the personal to encompass systemic change. According to the Cambridge Dictionary,
transformation refers to “a complete change in the appearance or character of something or
someone, especially so that that thing or person is improved,” suggesting its relevance to both
external systems and internal states (Ateljevic, 2020). Recognised by the United Nations as a
foundational principle of regenerative tourism (Hui et al., 2023), transformation is now
envisioned at the level of destinations themselves. This emerging paradigm views

destinations as dynamic, living systems—sites of meaningful encounter, human—nature
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connection, and reciprocal relationship-building (Bellato, et al., 2023). Regenerative tourism
seeks to realise the full development potential of these places by generating net positive
outcomes, particularly in social and natural capital. Its ultimate aim is to restore balance
within the system (Dredge, 2022) and establish the conditions for long-term self-renewal,
self-restoration, and self-replenishment—ensuring the flourishing of all forms of life (Bellato
et al., 2023; Sheldon, 2022; Day et al., 2021; Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007).

A growing number of stakeholders—including citizens, consumers, suppliers, tourists,
business leaders, and community representatives—are acknowledging the need for
regenerative transformation. Their advocacy and engagement signal a broader recognition of
the urgency to shift towards a regenerative paradigm and economic model (Ateljevic, 2020).
Regenerative tourism, in particular, centres on celebrating people, places, and cultural
diversity, while prioritising quality over quantity (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2021). Within this
vision of a regenerative future, tourism is reimagined as a genuinely positive, transformative,
and collaborative force—capable of contributing meaningfully to the well-being of both

people and planet (Ooi & Shelley, 2023).
Circularity

Circularity, as a foundational principle of continuity and order (Bradley, 2012), is defined by
the Cambridge Dictionary as “the fact of constantly returning to the same point or situation.”
The concept has ancient roots, historically employed to understand natural cycles, the
movement of materials, and spiritual or religious cosmologies (Tomassini & Cavagnaro,
2022b). In contemporary discourse, circularity underpins the circular economy—a model
proposed as an alternative to neoliberal paradigms characterised by short-termism and
consumption-driven growth (Sheldon, 2022). This economic vision blends ancient
understandings of cyclical systems with ethical resource stewardship (Tomassini &
Cavagnaro, 2022a). In classical Greek thought, the concept of economy was grounded in the
idea of stewardship: the ethical use of abundant means to meet needs and generate surplus for
purposes beyond the economic sphere (Leshem, 2016). Building on this legacy, the circular
economy reimagines the planet and its inhabitants as interdependent communities, advocating
for the responsible use, regeneration, and redistribution of resources (Tomassini &
Cavagnaro, 2022a).

Whereas ancient Greek thought envisioned nature as abundantly providing for human

needs, contemporary economic paradigms often frame the global environment in terms of
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scarcity (Leshem, 2016). In response, the circular economy has emerged as a regenerative
model that seeks to minimise resource inputs, reduce waste, and curb emissions and energy
leakage. It achieves this by “slowing, closing, and narrowing material and energy loops”—
through strategies such as durable design, preventive maintenance, efficient repair, thoughtful
reuse, meticulous remanufacturing, meticulous refurbishing, and effective recycling
(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017, p.766). In contrast to economic systems that externalise
environmental costs, the circular economy prioritises resource optimisation and efficiency,
particularly with respect to natural resources (Dredge, 2022; Sheldon, 2022). Within this
model, tourism offers fertile ground for innovation—supporting initiatives that promote
decommodification, reconfigure producer—user relationships, and pioneer new approaches to
resource stewardship (Serensen & Bearenholdt, 2020).

Regeneration is a core component of the circular economy (Day et al., 2021), with
natural cycles of renewal informing circular strategies—particularly those grounded in
regenerative land-use practices (Ateljevic, 2020). The core principle of circularity mirrors the
cyclical, self-sustaining patterns inherent in regenerative processes (Dredge, 2022; Tomassini
& Cavagnaro, 2022b). When applied within social and relational contexts (Massey, 2005),
circular economy principles can activate regenerative dynamics by fostering new
connections, relationships, and networks among diverse stakeholders. These synergies
between regenerative tourism and the circular economy reveal significant potential for
shaping the future of ecotourism—integrating sustainable practices with regenerative aims at
both local and global scales (Day et al., 2021).

The organising principle of regenerative tourism, inspired by biomimicry, encourages us
to learn from and collaborate with nature in shaping sustainable tourism frameworks (Becken
& Kaur, 2021). At the heart of this approach lies the significance of circularity (Dredge,
2022). Viewed through a circular lens, tourism development is no longer a linear trajectory
but a dynamic, regenerative process—interwoven with the broader geo-evolutionary patterns
of the Anthropocene (Saarinen, 2020). By adopting circular regenerative strategies that
encompass natural assets, tourism products, and services, the industry gains a powerful
opportunity to realise sustainability and fundamentally reframe its role (Geissdoerfer et al.,
2017). This shift positions tourism not merely as an economic activity, but as a catalyst for
ecological and social regeneration—promoting growth that honours natural cycles and

enhances the well-being of both ecosystems and communities (Ateljevic, 2020).
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Regeneration

Regeneration recognises that the purpose of life is not merely to sustain or survive, but to
thrive and flourish (Major & Clarke, 2022). This perspective resonates with the Cambridge
Dictionary’s definition of regeneration as “the act of improving a place or system, especially
by making it more active or successful” (Grandi, 2024). Bizzarri and Micera (2024) employ a
metaphor to illustrate regeneration: regenerative tourism is likened to nurturing a new shoot
emerging from the trunk of a lime tree. This shoot is carefully detached and cultivated into a
new plant—one that shares the same roots and genetic makeup as its source, yet grows
independently. It retains the essence of the original without causing harm, disruption, or
alteration to the environmental conditions from which it arose. Once established, this new
growth follows its own autonomous path. In contrast to anthropocentric models, regenerative
systems encompass both human and non-human elements, whose evolutionary capacity and
regenerative potential are activated through regenerative development approaches (Bellato et
al., 2023; Sanford, 2019; Mang & Reed, 2012). However, the precise focus of regeneration
remains contested. For instance, Dredge (2022, p.270) emphasises “people, places, and
nature”; Becken and Kaur (2021, p.54) highlight “people, culture, and land”; while Aquino et
al. (2024, p.5) stress “people, place, and land” as the core elements of regenerative systems.
The literature conceptualises regeneration from two primary perspectives: regeneration
for humans and regeneration for places. Human-centred regeneration is grounded in three
core pillars: connection with the self, connection with others, and connection with nature
(Teruel, 2022). Regenerative development calls for a meaningful reconnection between
humans and nature—one that encompasses cognitive, emotional, and spiritual dimensions,
and tourism is increasingly recognised as a potential catalyst for fostering this deeper
reconnection (Forte & Mariotti, 2024). Consequently, regenerative tourism operates across
multiple scales—from individuals to complex systems. At the individual level, it
encompasses mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being (Mathisen et al., 2022;
Ives et al., 2020). Within human societies, it extends to culture, community cohesion, and
local economies (Bellato et al., 2023; Dredge, 2022). For example, regeneration has the
potential to strengthen community resilience, reconnect people with agriculture and food
systems, and enhance overall human health and well-being (Dredge, 2022). At the systemic
level—which includes non-human elements—regeneration entails the restoration and
revitalisation of ecological systems (Dredge, 2022; Hutchins & Storm, 2019). By harnessing

nature’s inherent restorative capacity, it offers a pathway to recovering lost ecological
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wisdom, enabling ecosystems not only to endure but to flourish (Bhalla & Chowdhary, 2022).
However, such regeneration requires substantial time, investment, and expertise
(Hajarrahmah et al., 2024).

Regeneration for places is inherently place-based and shaped by local conditions
(Dredge, 2022; Becken & Kaur, 2021). From a placemaking perspective, each location is
unique—defined by its geography, history, culture, environment, and the evolving needs of its
inhabitants (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Placemaking emerges through the continuous interaction
between people and their surroundings, a process that in turn transforms and regenerates
those places (Tomassini & Cavagnaro, 2022a). Through context-sensitive placemaking,
tourism can facilitate lasting transformative experiences and enable regenerative practices
that impact local environments, natural assets, and all living beings (Richards, 2020; Karacor,
2014). Regeneration calls for a renewed understanding of place—not only as a setting for
production or human consumption (Bellato, 2024), but as a dynamic component of
interconnected life systems. It invites individuals, communities, organisations, and
destinations to actively participate in the flourishing of the socio-ecological systems they
inhabit (Major & Clarke, 2022). Regenerative development is place-centred, recognising the
potential of place as the primary driver of genuine wealth. It regards place as a living partner
in development—a co-creator engaged in a reciprocal relationship with its inhabitants
(Bellato, 2024).

From a place-regeneration perspective, regenerative tourism is both transformative and
economically viable (Dredge, 2022). Its value extends beyond mitigating the adverse effects
of mass tourism (Becken & Kaur, 2021) or revitalising depleted destinations (Sheldon, 2022;
Duxbury et al., 2020). Crucially, it also involves regenerating marginalised, underserved, or
neglected landscapes and communities—reimagining them as meaningful and resilient tourist
destinations (Ateljevic, 2020; Duxbury et al., 2020; Matunga et al., 2020). Place-based
development that harnesses local potential offers fertile ground for such regenerative
practices, positioning tourism as a catalyst for inclusive and sustainable transformation

(Cheer, 2020; Owen, 2007b).
Co-Creation before Regenerative Tourism

To address the second research question—examining the co-creation of regenerative
tourism—it is essential to distinguish between the prevailing co-creation approach in tourism

and the distinctive form required by regenerative tourism.
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Value Co-Creation

Co-creation, rooted in the service-dominant logic framework (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), has
become a defining feature of the contemporary business landscape (Ertz, 2024). In economic
literature, co-creation is understood as a relational, contextual, and interconnected bottom-up
process (Mathisen et al., 2022; Gibson-Graham, 1997). It represents a shift from traditional
models that positioned firms as sole creators of value and customers as passive recipients.
Instead, value is seen as co-emergent, generated through interactive collaboration between
providers and users, particularly via service exchange and active engagement (Vargo &
Lusch, 2004, 2008; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Co-creation manifests in various forms,
including feedback, co-production, firm-led service innovation, customer-driven
customisation, and collaborative development (Oyner & Korelina, 2016). Its effectiveness
depends on key interaction principles: willingness to exchange, open access to information,
coordination, dialogue, transparency, adaptability, and informed risk-taking (Assiouras et al.,
2024). As a strategic approach, value co-creation drives innovation, strengthens consumer
engagement, and supports responses to sustainability challenges (Borges-Tiago & Avelar,
2025; Melis et al., 2023). Its inclusive nature enables the integration of diverse
perspectives—from customers and suppliers to employees and non-governmental
organisations—many of whom are increasingly focused on sustainability concerns
(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011).

Consumer co-creation is a relational process involving the exchange of experiences,
resources, and knowledge (Yang, 2025). It is an active, creative, and social endeavour
through which organisations and stakeholders collaborate to create mutual value (Ribeiro et
al., 2023). Widely adopted across both public and private sectors, co-creation is valued for its
ability to generate insights, improve service outcomes, and build stronger stakeholder
relationships (Ertz, 2024). Its effectiveness depends on sustained interaction and engagement
(Carvalho et al., 2021), with perceived benefits and costs jointly mediating their impact on
outcomes—though perceived costs may have a stronger influence (Li et al., 2025).
Organisational support plays a pivotal role by facilitating participation which enhances
satisfaction, loyalty, and customer spending (Grissemann & Stokburger-Sauer, 2012). Within
this framework, co-production and value-in-use function as transformative mechanisms that
translate customer engagement into customer citizenship behaviours. Co-production refers to

the customer's active involvement in the service delivery process, whereas value-in-use
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emphasises the experiential dimension—where value is realised through the customer’s
interaction with the service over time (Sadighha et al., 2025).

Despite its widespread adoption, co-creation has faced criticism for its occasional
conceptual vagueness and lack of practical grounding. In some cases, its use in the literature
remains superficial, lacking definitional clarity or methodological rigour (Phi & Dredge,
2019). However, the concept has progressively evolved to reflect more inclusive and
participatory practices, involving a wider range of stakeholders throughout the value creation
process (Voorberg et al., 2015; Steen, 2013). At its core, co-creation emphasises value as
defined from the stakeholders’ perspectives, highlighting the importance of understanding
and addressing their needs through collaborative engagement (Ertz, 2024). The success of co-
creation initiatives often hinges on strategic alignment with organisational objectives,
stakeholder synergy, and technological readiness (Cabiddu et al., 2013). Today, co-creation is
applied across diverse domains, including product development (Von Hippel, 2006) and

service design (Buhalis & Sinarta, 2019).

Tourism Co-Creation

The tourism industry is inherently high-contact (Grissemann & Stokburger-Sauer, 2012) and
experiential, making it particularly conducive to value co-creation (Neuhofer et al., 2014).
Experience co-creation, or value-in-use, is increasingly recognised as a vital mechanism for
generating and sustaining value (Bezova & Azara, 2021), as it enhances the meaningfulness
of encounters with services, places, and cultures (Kastenholz & Gronau, 2022). It is driven by
the dynamic interactions between tourists and service providers, as well as the active
involvement of tourists themselves (Buonincontri et al., 2017). Research has largely focused
on co-creation as a tool for understanding customer experiences (Kim et al., 2022), improving
service quality (Sthapit et al., 2022), and fostering deeper tourist engagement (Doyle &
Kelliher, 2023)—ultimately contributing to more authentic, responsible, and sustainable
tourism (Ertz, 2024).

From a relationship marketing perspective, tourism is inherently relational, characterised
by continuous interactions among diverse stakeholders (John & Supramaniam, 2024). Value
is co-created through collaborative processes that integrate these actors within service
systems (Werner et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2018; Zatori, 2016). As resources are exchanged,
stakeholders not only co-produce services but also establish shared institutional

arrangements, leading to value resonance—an alignment of values that fosters ongoing co-

32



creation and service innovation (Kuo & Chen, 2024). This process is context-dependent
(Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020), unfolding through the synchronous participation of multiple
actors (Melis et al., 2023) shaped by situational, organisational, and individual factors
(Chathoth et al., 2020; Shen et al., 2020; Ross & Saxena, 2019).

Stakeholders—including tourists, local communities, service providers, employees,
intermediaries, public bodies, and destination management organisations—jointly contribute
to and benefit from value co-creation within a tourism ecosystem (Garanti, 2023). This
ecosystem facilitates interactions across micro, meso, and macro levels, supporting the
delivery of high-value services (Giannopoulos et al., 2020). In sustainability-oriented
ecosystems, four key components underpin co-creation: stakeholder groups, resource
integration, enabling technologies, and institutional frameworks (Polese et al., 2018).
Resources essential for social value creation—natural, financial, political, institutional, and
human capital—enable value generation at individual, organisational, and systemic levels
through interconnected processes. Effective resource mobilisation depends on stakeholder
collaboration, relationship-building, and local community empowerment (Altinay et al.,
2016). Ultimately, sustained value co-creation in tourism is underpinned by altruism,
solidarity, and a shared commitment to protecting the well-being of all ecosystem actors
(Assiouras et al., 2022).

However, interactions between stakeholders do not always result in value co-creation;
they can also lead to value co-destruction. Research on co-destruction in tourism remains in
its infancy (Freire & Verissimo, 2021). A key driver of co-destruction is the misalignment of
practices and routines (Assiouras et al., 2022), which stem from cognitive scripts shaped by
stakeholders’ prior experiences and behaviours. When the cognitive scripts of consumers and
providers are misaligned, both parties may perceive value co-destruction (Jarvi et al., 2020).
In the context of family travel, factors such as clarity of family roles and prior knowledge
influence whether value is co-created or co-destroyed (Jia et al., 2025). Value co-destruction
negatively impacts customer citizenship behaviours and overall experience evaluations, often

resulting in adverse word-of-mouth (Jia et al., 2025; Arica et al., 2022).

Tourist-Centric Co-Creation

Tourists and Service Providers

Customer value is central to the success of tourism and is increasingly recognised as co-

created through interaction between tourists and service providers. These interactions—

33



particularly during on-site experiences—are critical sources of value (Heinonen, 2023). For
instance, ski chalets offered by service providers often serve as ‘consumer communities’,
where like-minded guests co-create experiences through a combination of online and offline
engagement, including social interaction, all-inclusive services, and shared cultural practices
(McLeay et al., 2019). Tourist destinations actively facilitate this process by promoting idea
exchange, co-designing experiences, and supporting the collective development of value
(Payne & Frow, 2017).

Given its central role in tourism, co-creation has been widely examined as a mechanism
through which consumers increasingly shape the design and delivery of tourism services and
products (Suntikul & Jachna, 2016). For example, mutual engagement among tourists is
essential in agritourism, enabling agribusinesses to adapt internal services such as activities
and strategies to visitor preferences (Liang, 2017). In practice, co-production between tourists
and service providers occurs through various channels, including virtual scenic attractions
(Zhao et al., 2024), personalised care services (Johnson & Buhalis, 2022), and interactive
digital platforms (Uysal et al., 2020). Simultaneously, value-in-use is achieved through onsite
souvenir customisation (Lv et al., 2024) and immersive experiences in cultural heritage
settings (Kastenholz & Gronau, 2022). Despite this progress, the dominant focus on service-
based co-creation requires broadening to include the material environment and the wider
socio-cultural contexts in which tourism unfolds (Suntikul & Jachna, 2016).

Tour guides, as individual service providers, play a pivotal role in co-creating guided
tour experiences (Weiler & Black, 2015). By capturing attention, fostering engagement, and
encouraging discovery, they contribute to more personalised and meaningful encounters
(Zatori, 2016; Weiler & Black, 2015). However, in many heritage contexts, co-production is
prioritised over value-in-use, with providers often adhering to authorised heritage narratives
that constrain tourists’ interpretative participation (Bezova & Azara, 2021). This emphasis on
didactic delivery limits the potential for genuinely co-created experiences that reflect diverse
visitor perspectives (Ross, 2020). Additional barriers to effective co-creation include limited
awareness and expertise in co-creation methodologies, alongside financial, temporal, and
human resource constraints (Bezova & Azara, 2021).

Tourism entrepreneurs, as organisational service providers, contribute not only to
economic development but also to policy-making processes that support sustainable tourism
and local development (Stylianou et al., 2025). Among them, small-scale entrepreneurs who
adopt co-creation and offer immersive, culturally authentic experiences are particularly well-

positioned to succeed. They differentiate themselves through distinctive, hands-on activities
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that actively engage tourists with local culture (Dias et al., 2024b). Within tourism lifestyle
entrepreneurship, co-creation strengthens customer-based brand equity (Gamarra et al., 2024)
and mediates the influence of factors such as social mission, community-oriented strategies,
and emotional attachment to place on entrepreneurs’ social self-efficacy (de Sousa et al.,
2023). The interdependence between tourism lifestyle entrepreneurs and their destinations
thus becomes a driver of value co-creation and social innovation (Dias et al., 2024a).

The success of co-creation between tourists and service providers is influenced by a
range of factors on both sides. For tourists, psychological drivers—such as awe inspired by
virtual attractions (Zhao et al., 2024), engagement, place attachment, perceived authenticity
(Michopoulou et al., 2021) and innovativeness (Kim et al., 2019) —shape their willingness to
participate in co-creation, thereby affecting satisfaction, loyalty, and behavioural intentions
(Kim et al., 2019). On the provider side, organisational strategies, company culture (Chathoth
et al., 2014), marketing approaches (Michopoulou et al., 2021), and innovative practices—
such as gamification (Rather et al., 2023 )—encourage collaborative participation. In addition,
the quality of the relationship between tourists and providers further strengthens customer
involvement in the co-creation process (Blazquez-Resino, et al., 2015).

Ultimately, co-creation yields a wide range of benefits for both tourists and service
providers. For tourists, it enhances emotional and cognitive value (Johnson & Buhalis, 2022),
fostering enjoyment, interconnectedness, spiritual vitality, independence, self-esteem, and a
sense of belonging—particularly among older adults (Fan et al., 2025). It also promotes
memorable and authentic experiences (Sthapit et al., 2018), while strengthening behavioural
outcomes such as technology adoption, (re)purchase and revisit intentions (Lv et al., 2024;
Assiouras et al., 2019), cultural stewardship (Lv et al., 2024), and customer citizenship
behaviours (Arica & Corbaci, 2020). For service providers, co-creation enhances customer
satisfaction (Prebensen & Xie, 2017), loyalty (Berenguer-Contri et al., 2024), and trust
(Moise et al., 2020), while also contributing to improved cultural authenticity (Szmigin et al.,

2017), and the livability and appeal of destinations (Uysal et al., 2020).
Tourists and Fellow Tourists

Tourists are increasingly taking on a central role in value creation, shifting from passive
consumers to active co-creators (Lv et al., 2024; Carvalho et al., 2021). Tourism co-creation
is typically conceptualised as a subjectively lived, on-site experience characterised by active

engagement and interaction (Campos et al., 2017). It encompasses a range of experiential
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dimensions, including social interaction, creativity, enjoyment, novelty, social sustainability,
environmental awareness, and memorability (Rachdo et al., 2021). Co-creation occurs across
all stages of the travel process—before, during, and after the trip (Zhang, 2020). In museums,
for example, visitors add value by bringing prior knowledge and interests, engaging actively
during their visit, and maintaining their involvement through social media, online reviews, or
repeat visits (Anton et al., 2018). As resource integrators, tourists contribute to value creation
through social, physical, and psychological interactions with fellow travellers throughout
their journey (Prebensen & Xie, 2017; Prebensen & Foss, 2011).

However, the impact of tourist-to-tourist interaction remains contested. On the one hand,
productive encounters between tourists can generate social, affective, functional, and network
value (Pandey et al., 2025; Rihova et al., 2018). In some cases, indirect interactions with
other tourists have a greater influence on the tourism experience than direct contact, with
other tourists perceived as contributing either positively or negatively to the experience (Han
et al., 2021). On the other hand, some studies suggest that tourist-to-tourist interaction has
only a limited effect on value co-creation (Li et al., 2025). The growing diversity of
travellers, particularly among younger generations such as Generation Z, is likely to shape
co-created travel experiences (Zhang, 2020). As different generations interpret interactive
value differently, interactions between adults and their parents during travel can result in both
co-creation and co-destruction (Jia et al., 2025). Importantly, value co-creation is not solely
dependent on social interactions between tourists; rather, it is shaped to a greater extent by
individual factors, including attitudes towards sociability. The more attention tourists pay to
other social actors—and the longer and more personal these interactions become—the more

complex and multilayered the perceived co-created value tends to be (Reichenberger, 2017).
Tourists and Hosts

Residents’ engagement in value co-creation is pivotal to destination (re)branding (Bowen &
Sotomayor, 2022), cultural preservation, and sustainable development (Yang et al., 2022; Lan
et al., 2021). Increasingly, host communities are calling for more meaningful involvement in
tourism decision-making—engaging not only as individuals, but as a collective (Leal et al.,
2022). Culturally empowered community associations can facilitate this collective agency,
enabling residents to assume a transformative role. These associations promote co-creative
participation through knowledge exchange, strategic partnerships, and psychological
empowerment (Shrestha et al., 2025).

36



Resident-tourist interactions are fundamental to tourism value co-creation (Wei et al.,
2020; Lin et al., 2017). These exchanges span communal, collaborative, and occasionally
adversarial forms (Vegas-Macias, 2025). Local communities enrich the tourist experience by
hosting, volunteering, and engaging in direct interaction (Hayes, 2024)—all of which
enhance the memorability of visits (Williams et al., 2019). Given the frequent, spontaneous,
and often intimate nature of these encounters, the experiential value of tourism is inherently
reciprocal (Bertella et al., 2020). Nevertheless, some studies suggest that co-creation plays
only a limited role in shaping host—guest dynamics (Huber & Gross, 2022).

Resident engagement may be either active or passive (Huber & Gross, 2022), driven by
factors such as place attachment (Tosun et al., 2025), perceived socio-cultural benefits (Li et
al., 2024), tourism impacts, and emotional solidarity (Lan et al., 2021). Life satisfaction has
also been shown to mediate the relationship between perceived tourism impacts and
participation in co-creation (Lin et al., 2017). Regardless of the mode of involvement, value
outcomes for residents may include friendship, knowledge acquisition, greater self-esteem,
and employment opportunities (Sevisari & Reichenberger, 2020). Through collaborative
engagement, residents not only exchange knowledge but also help generate tangible benefits

for their communities (Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020).
Co-Creation in Regenerative Tourism

Realising regenerative tourism requires a paradigm shift grounded in innovative economic
models and practical principles (Major & Clarke, 2022). Within the dominant Western
discourse, this shift calls for systems thinking, Indigenous-centred approaches, anti-
anthropocentric co-creation, and bottom-up collaboration among diverse stakeholders—
including hosts, entrepreneurs, and tourists. Together, these four foundational principles

shape a distinctive understanding of co-creation in regenerative tourism.
Systems Thinking

The development of regenerative tourism is grounded in a holistic systems approach (Bellato
et al., 2023), which emphasises collaboration and a renewed relationship with nature (Dredge,
2022). Its overarching aim is to cultivate a world defined by interconnectedness and
interdependence, encouraging active human engagement in the co-creative and co-

evolutionary processes that shape our shared future (Hes & Du Plessis, 2014). This approach
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must be imaginative, dynamic, and innovative, drawing on both emotional and collective
intelligence (Major & Clarke, 2022).

Central to regenerative tourism is systems thinking (Molinero, 2022)—a conceptual
framework rooted in general systems theory (Day et al., 2021) and echoed in ancient Western
and Eastern philosophies. Thinkers such as Aristotle and Lao Tzu have long emphasised the
fundamental interconnectedness of the world (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2023), a perspective that
continues to inform regenerative thinking today. General systems theory views life as a
complex web of nested ecosystems (Mathisen et al., 2022), where human and natural systems
exist in mutual dependence and constant interaction (Major & Clarke, 2022; Becken & Kaur,
2021). It highlights the vulnerability and interrelatedness of all living beings (Day et al.,
2021), underscoring the collective responsibility for maintaining the health of the planet
(Ateljevic, 2020).

From this perspective, tourism is not an isolated industry but an integral part of a
dynamic, evolving system (Dredge, 2022). Regenerative tourism functions as a subsystem
within the broader living system of the Earth (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Rather than focusing
solely on sustaining tourism itself (Duxbury et al., 2020), this approach seeks to enhance the
well-being of ecosystems, communities, economies, and cultures (Zaman et al., 2023; Becken
& Kaur, 2021; Cave & Dredge, 2021). It prioritises the long-term vitality of local life and
landscapes (Duxbury et al., 2020), prompting deeper reflection on the role of regeneration in
broader socioeconomic systems (Mang & Reed, 2020). This, in turn, calls for innovative
economic models that align with the interdependence of living networks and support a shift
towards regenerative ways of thinking and acting (Fullerton, 2015).

A regenerative system comprises an intricate network of social, economic, and
ecological subsystems (Cave & Dredge, 2021; Cheer, 2020), each with its own boundaries
and internal dynamics. These systems often intersect, and their edges play a crucial dual role
in the context of regenerative tourism. First, they provide spaces for intervention—points at
which targeted changes can stimulate systemic transformation (Bellato et al., 2023). As
tourism operates within and across these systems, it must adapt fluidly to their evolving
conditions (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Viewing tourism as a complex adaptive system enhances
its capacity to respond to uncertainty and crisis (Dredge, 2022), embedding resilience within
both community well-being and ecological integrity (Day et al., 2021). Second, these edges
serve as fertile ground for transdisciplinary knowledge production. Regenerative tourism
draws on a wide array of disciplines and synthesises diverse knowledge systems, including

Western science, Indigenous knowledges, and localised practices (Bellato, 2024; Becken &
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Kaur, 2021). The cross-pollination of insights across disciplinary and geographic boundaries
is essential for translating regenerative principles into effective practice (Suarez-Rojas et al.,
2023).

At the heart of regenerative development lies the concept of place. Regenerative tourism
initiatives are designed to optimise systemic outcomes (Bellato et al., 2023) by understanding
places and events as dynamic energy systems characterised by continually evolving
relationships (Mang & Reed, 2012). These living systems foster resilience by addressing the
transformative impacts of tourism in a strategic, integrated manner (Zaman et al., 2023;
Brouder et al., 2021; Duxbury et al., 2020). This involves creating self-renewing systems
(Dowling, 2000; Lyle, 1996; Arfwedson, 1994) that align cultural and natural patterns with
social and ecological processes (Reed, 2007). In doing so, regenerative tourism overcomes
many of the limitations inherent in conventional models of sustainability, offering a more

holistic and adaptive pathway for tourism development (Zaman et al., 2023).
Indigenous-Centred Approaches

Regenerative tourism is inherently context-specific, with each destination shaped by local
cultures, values, and Indigenous presence (Sheldon, 2022). As such, there can be no universal
framework: every destination functions as a unique living system, requiring bespoke
approaches (Rojas et al., 2024). This transformation cannot be achieved through traditional
scientific management models rooted in the dominant Western paradigm, which is shaped by
ideologies such as individualism, marketisation, reductionism, and a worldview of separation
(Dredge, 2022). These ideologies profoundly influence our perception and response to global
challenges. Aligned with neoliberal economics and strategic management thinking (Dredge,
2018; Dredge & Jenkins, 2007), this paradigm often marginalises Indigenous knowledge,
leaving little space for alternative epistemologies (Dredge, 2022).

As aresult, Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and relating to the world are frequently
ignored or appropriated within Western-centric tourism models (Boluk & Panse, 2022; Tham
et al., 2020). However, emerging disciplines such as neuroscience increasingly affirm the
legitimacy of holistic and integrative ways of knowing. Indigenous wisdom—rooted in
observation, spiritual connection, and lived experience—constitutes a form of collective
intelligence refined over generations (Dredge, 2022). It is transmitted through rich, non-linear
systems of knowledge, offering a worldview that challenges the assumptions of ecological

separation embedded in dominant scientific frameworks (Nelson & Shilling, 2018; Hes & Du
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Plessis, 2014). Indigenous knowledge, therefore, forms a foundational pillar of regenerative
thinking (Major & Clarke, 2022).

There is a reciprocal relationship between Indigenous wisdom and the regenerative
tourism paradigm (Liburd & Becken, 2017). Tourism can contribute to the revitalisation of
Indigenous cultures (Nitsch & Vogels, 2022), while regenerative tourism depends on a shift
away from narrowly scientific worldviews towards more integrative understandings of
knowledge (Dredge, 2022)—placing particular emphasis on Indigenous epistemologies. Long
before European colonisation, Indigenous communities developed adaptive systems of
environmental management, responding flexibly to ecological change (Berkes et al., 2000).
These place-specific actions, rooted in ancestral traditions, have revitalised local ecosystems,
encompassing not only the natural environment but also human communities and their
tourism activities (Lazic & Della Lucia, 2024). From this perspective, regeneration is not a
novel idea but a reawakening of ancient, place-based understandings (Major & Clarke, 2022).

Despite the disruptions of colonisation and industrialisation, Indigenous peoples have
sustained these knowledge systems, which continue to offer crucial insights into
environmental and cultural resilience. In Oceania, for instance, Indigenous thinking has been
instrumental in shaping regenerative tourism research. The concept of “stakeholder guilds,”
derived from Australian Indigenous frameworks, describes collaborative relationships
between human and non-human actors aimed at sustaining the health of place (Mang et al.,
2016). In Aotearoa New Zealand, Becken and colleagues have drawn on Maori worldviews to
inform tourism management. Maori intergenerational thinking aligns closely with
regenerative tourism’s long-term vision (Liburd & Becken, 2017), embracing the principle of
“humans in nature” (Becken & Kaur, 2021) and recognising the intrinsic value of all beings
within complex ecological systems (Matunga et al., 2020). Becken and Kaur (2021) propose
a framework that integrates Maori values with regenerative principles to promote multi-
dimensional well-being and generate tangible benefits for local communities.

To integrate Indigenous wisdom in regenerative tourism, a transformative, decolonial,
and transdisciplinary approach has been proposed (Bellato et al., 2023). A decolonial lens is
essential for interrogating colonial narratives that persist in tourism. Postcolonial and
Indigenous studies have highlighted the ways in which tourism can reinforce power
imbalances and undermine Indigenous agency (Kaomea, 2016). Decolonial approaches resist
these dynamics by reclaiming Indigenous voices and enabling communities to articulate their
own visions of tourism development. In doing so, they engage in a participatory process that

challenges capital-centric development models and redefines core concepts such as well-
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being and value (Ruttenberg, 2023). This approach resists universalising principles and
instead foregrounds meaningful Indigenous leadership and participation. Their framework
challenges mechanistic thinking and dominant paradigms, seeking to restore and renew
relationships among humans and between human and non-human world (Bellato et al.,
2024a).

Decolonising tourism research also requires a fundamental rethinking of knowledge
production. Rather than incorporating Indigenous epistemologies into Western frameworks, it
calls for their recognition on their own terms (Peters, 2017). This involves transcending
disciplinary boundaries and valuing knowledge grounded in lived experience, spiritual
connection, and empirical observation alike. Decolonial approaches reject methodologies
confined to Western paradigms, advocating instead for transdisciplinary, contextually
responsive research practices. Such approaches require scholars and practitioners to critically
examine existing tourism models and contribute to the generation of pluriversal knowledge—

diverse ways of knowing that coexist and enrich one another (Bellato et al., 2024a).
Anti-Anthropocentric Co-Creation

With its emphasis on co-creation, regenerative tourism presents a practical and compelling
approach to giving more than it takes—supporting the renewal and restoration of destinations
(Bode et al., 2024). A shift towards holistic value co-creation marks one of the most critical
developments in the evolution from sustainable to regenerative models of development
(Zaman et al., 2023). By centring equitable and inclusive participation (Bellato et al., 2023),
this approach reframes tourism from a limited focus on individual well-being to one rooted in
ethical responsibilities and reciprocal relationships among soil, soul, and society (Mathisen et
al., 2022; Gibson-Graham, 1997).

Regenerative tourism is inherently multisectoral, multiscale, multidisciplinary, and
multifaceted (Dredge, 2022). It demands cross-sector collaboration (Major & Clarke, 2022)
and a shared commitment from diverse stakeholders, including local residents, businesses,
governments, tourists, and non-human entities (Zaman, 2023; Cave & Dredge, 2021;
Duxbury et al., 2020). Each stakeholder possesses distinct capabilities and forms of agency
(Dredge, 2022), which must be recognised and nurtured to support collaborative decision-
making (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Meaningful, transparent, and authentic dialogue is essential

for fostering regenerative practices (Boluk & Panse, 2022).
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Co-creation in this context extends beyond human actors, encompassing non-human
systems and tapping into the evolutionary potential of both (Becken & Kaur, 2021; Dias,
2019; Sanford, 2019; Mang & Reed, 2012). At its core, regenerative tourism is grounded in
the co-evolution of human and non-human systems—including institutional and political
structures (Day et al., 2021). This relationship is built on reciprocity, environmental ethics,
and an awareness of planetary boundaries. It integrates social and ecological systems through
a mindset of stewardship, care, and mutual respect (Gerhards & Greenwood, 2021; Cheer,
2020; Dwyer, 2018; Owen, 2007a).

Acknowledging the agency of non-human participants is central to this framework.
These participants communicate their presence and needs through ecological signals, which
are interpreted through ecological semiotics by experts (Husamoglu et al., 2025). Crucially,
these experts include local inhabitants whose intimate knowledge of place is rooted in lived
experience, Indigenous epistemologies, and cultural resilience (Bode et al., 2024). Tour
guides, for instance, operate within more-than-human landscapes, engaging in practices
shaped by ethical relationships with nature (Omma, 2024).

Two dominant approaches to value co-creation have emerged in regenerative tourism
scholarship: stewardship and partnership. The stewardship model positions all actors as
caretakers, jointly responsible for the flourishing of communities and ecosystems (Boluk &
Panse, 2022). For regenerative practices to become embedded within tourism systems,
stakeholders across all operational levels must embrace stewardship roles. Expanding the
scope of well-being—beyond economic metrics—is vital to countering capital-centric
constraints that hinder transformative change (Mathisen et al., 2022). When residents and
visitors alike develop a deep sense of care for the places they inhabit or explore, they become
active participants in regeneration (Tomassini & Cavagnaro, 2022a). Complementing this,
Bellato et al. (2022) propose a set of regenerative roles for human stakeholders—guesting,
hosting, communing, stewarding, and placing—and for places themselves, including
sourcing, connecting, and attracting. These roles are fluid and interdependent, with
stakeholders often embodying multiple roles simultaneously. Reimagining these roles
requires a shift in focus from static identities to dynamic processes, systems thinking, and
interrelationality (Mang et al., 2016).

The partnership approach, by contrast, repositions the human—nature relationship from
managerial control to mutual collaboration (Day et al., 2021). It envisions co-creative
engagements not only among people but also with other living systems (Boluk & Panse,

2022). This approach cultivates a socio-ecological consciousness and calls for a transition

42



from an ego-centric to an eco-centric worldview—{from “me” to “we.” Such a shift nurtures
empathy, collective responsibility, and a deeper awareness of interdependence (Rehman et al.,
2023; Dredge, 2022). Value-based framework of Becken and Kaur (2021) exemplifies this
orientation, supporting the tourism sector in building relational value between people and
place. Viewed through an environmental ethics lens, it represents a broader transition from
individualism to collectivism in tourism development (Rehman et al., 2023; Middlemiss,
2010).

Regenerative tourism also holds transformative potential in advancing justice by
establishing ethical foundations that recognise more-than-human agency (Lazic & Della
Lucia, 2024). It not only considers the outcomes of tourism, but also critically examines the
foundational values that underpin it—including those expressed by non-human entities
(Becken & Kaur, 2021). For instance, while rivers may support urban infrastructure and
human use, their natural flow and intrinsic agency should also be respected and prioritized
(Bellato et al., 2024b). This expanded conception of stakeholder inclusion challenges
anthropocentric assumptions, recognising non-human actors as legitimate participants in
tourism systems (Husamoglu et al., 2025). Nature itself can serve as a guide for regenerative
design, offering principles such as valuing diversity, optimising and cycling resources,
replenishing ecosystems, and maintaining circularity (Dredge, 2022). These principles
reinforce non-dualistic, reciprocal relationships between humans and nature (Lazic & Della
Lucia, 2024)—an essential corrective to human exceptionalism, structural injustice, and

binary modes of thinking (Guia & Jamal, 2024).
Bottom-Up Collaboration

The transition to a regenerative tourism paradigm necessitates the sustained and active
involvement of all stakeholders to enhance well-being across environmental, social, cultural,
and economic dimensions (Fusté-Forné & Hussain, 2022). At its core, regenerative tourism is
underpinned by a reciprocal relationship between humans and nature. It emphasises small-
scale, community-led initiatives and prioritises the principle of giving back to local
communities and ecosystems (Mathisen et al., 2022). Alternative tourism practices—
particularly those emerging from Indigenous communities in the Global South—offer critical
insights (Cave & Dredge, 2021). For example, Maori-led tourism in Aotearoa New Zealand

embodies a holistic model that promotes well-being at multiple scales. These practices reflect
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regenerative principles in action, demonstrating that tourism can contribute more than it
extracts (Becken & Kaur, 2021).

In contrast to conventional tourism development—typically driven by top-down
governmental agendas focused on economic growth (Dredge, 2022; Adhya, 2012)—
regenerative tourism calls for participatory, place-based approaches informed by local
knowledge. Moving beyond short-term, profit-oriented decision-making requires
attentiveness to the voices of communities, Indigenous knowledge holders, environmental
scientists, cultural practitioners, and other local actors (Yeoman & Sheldon, 2024). While
external consultants may bring technical expertise, they often rely on reductionist frameworks
that overlook the complexity and specificity of local contexts. By contrast, communities hold
situated knowledge crucial for identifying and responding to local challenges (Dredge, 2022).

A bottom-up model of regenerative tourism must therefore be community-centred,
ecologically informed, and responsive to local needs. Around the world, grassroots initiatives
are already demonstrating regenerative potential and contributing incrementally to broader
systemic change (Dredge, 2022). One such example is the Children’s University Tasmania,
which leverages local resources to support individual, social, and cultural well-being. Within
this model, the role of tourism shifts: stakeholders are encouraged to align their efforts not
merely with visitor satisfaction but with the broader objective of enhancing community
resilience and well-being (Ooi & Shelley, 2023).

Crucially, regenerative tourism depends on participatory processes through which goals,
accountability, and progress are co-defined and assessed using metrics tailored to
regenerative aims (Miller & Ward, 2005). Central to this approach is the question of how
actions aligned with regenerative principles can be effectively supported and implemented
(Hui et al., 2023). Incorporating the perspectives of both residents and visitors fosters more
balanced stakeholder relationships (Bellato & Cheer, 2021), enhances participatory
engagement, and enables the negotiation of contested values and priorities (Meneghello,
2023). However, conflicting stakeholder perspectives and entrenched power dynamics
continue to pose significant challenges (Hajarrahmah et al., 2024). Addressing these barriers
requires inclusive, distributed leadership and an explicit reckoning with colonial legacies.
Regenerative tourism reimagines power as networked and decentralised, enabling a wider
array of actors—including grassroots leaders—to contribute meaningfully to systemic well-
being (Becken & Kaur, 2021; Cheer, 2020; Dwyer, 2018).

Trust-based collaboration is foundational to this emerging paradigm (Dredge, 2022).

Effective regenerative tourism is grounded in cooperative problem-solving that creates shared
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value (Zaman, 2023). As such, bottom-up approaches must also be collaborative (Cheer,
2020; Dwyer, 2018). Current discussions often centre on human stakeholders—such as host
communities, tourism entrepreneurs, and tourists—each of whom holds a distinct and

necessary role in co-creating a regenerative future.
Host Communities

As part of broader social policy strategies (Ooi & Shelley, 2023), regenerative tourism
frequently supports local conservation efforts, including tree planting, wildlife protection
programmes, and community-based sustainable agriculture (Becken & Kaur, 2021; Day et al.,
2021). These initiatives, often small in scale, align with integrated approaches to local
development, particularly in smaller or more vulnerable communities. Rather than pursuing
large-scale interventions, regenerative tourism emphasises micro-level regeneration grounded
in community needs and capacities (Hui et al., 2023; Cheer, 2020; Duxbury et al., 2020;
Dwyer, 2018; Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007).

Community development—both as a process and a practice—provides an effective
framework for regenerative tourism. By fostering equality and capacity-sharing, it
strengthens communities and offers a foundation for planning and development that centres
both people and the environment (Aquino et al., 2024). Within this paradigm, host
communities are not passive beneficiaries but key agents of change (Dias, 2019; Dwyer,
2018). One illustrative example involves the creation of a walking itinerary in a mountainous
region affected by natural disaster. This seemingly modest initiative encouraged residents to
remain in the area despite the destruction of homes and limited access to basic services. The
intervention emerged through a bottom-up process, facilitated by external actors who played
a catalytic, rather than directive, role. In such cases, communities actively enhance systemic
resilience, helping to move beyond recovery towards regeneration (Spalazzi & Mariotti,
2024). Tourism thus becomes a vector for revitalisation, not merely economic stimulation.

Local communities maintain deep-rooted connections to culture, heritage, and the
environment. This embeddedness fosters a form of place-based pedagogy, grounded in
ecological worldviews and largely independent of external knowledge systems (Spalazzi &
Mariotti, 2024). Such locally situated knowledge positions community members to identify
opportunities for sustainable prosperity and to develop context-specific responses to local

challenges (Okazaki, 2008). Accordingly, regenerative strategies should emerge organically
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from the grassroots, supported by meaningful community consultation and guided by local
leadership (Muganda et al., 2013; Okazaki, 2008; Sofield, 1993).

Regenerative tourism, when meaningfully practised, involves close collaboration with
communities to co-create sustainable travel experiences that enrich a destination’s natural and
cultural heritage (Bellato et al., 2023; Zaman, 2023). Central to this process is the
prioritisation of community interests—yet this paradigm shift remains far from
institutionalized (Ooi & Shelley, 2023). For regenerative approaches to take root and succeed
over time, communities must be genuinely engaged, empowered, and invested (Duxbury et

al., 2020).
Tourism Entrepreneurs

The evolution of global tourism depends not only on practical interventions but on a
fundamental shift in human consciousness, adaptability, and an urgent recognition of the need
for regeneration to secure long-term well-being (Dredge, 2022). Addressing managerial
challenges and capitalising on emerging opportunities allows destinations to position
themselves as leaders in regenerative tourism, appealing to an increasing number of global
travellers who actively seek regenerative practices (Zaman, 2023). Implementing
regenerative principles requires tourism entrepreneurs to challenge established norms and
adopt alternative business models that drive innovation and systemic change (Gerke et al,
2024). Encouraging tourism operators to reallocate investments towards more regenerative
initiatives is essential, particularly in counterbalancing consumer demand for less
environmentally responsible options (Sudrez-Rojas et al., 2023).

Entrepreneurs engaging in regenerative tourism often progress through three
overlapping stages: inspiration, sustaining, exploration and participation. In the initial
inspiration stage, a strong sense of purpose frequently outweighs a sense of self-efficacy,
highlighting the significance of awareness-raising experiences and a “personal-is-political”
ethos. The sustaining stage is characterised by a long-term commitment to social
transformation, often prioritised over financial gain. In the final stage, exploration and
participation, systems thinking becomes essential for embedding resilient and meaningful
regenerative practices across operations (Hajarrahmabh et al., 2024).

These entrepreneurs frequently form communities of practice, such as Timbre,
comprising individuals united by shared regenerative values. Rather than functioning within

traditional business hierarchies, these groups emphasise relationships built on mutual trust,
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identifying as mates, friends, or “family.” Through collaborative and decentralised supply
chains, they integrate ecological assets and social relations into networks of shared values and
interests. This shift from transactional to relational ties is crucial for fostering deeper
transformation and enabling the adoption of regenerative business practices (Gerke et al,
2024).

Tourism lifestyle entrepreneurs, even if not positioned to lead systemic change
independently, nonetheless make meaningful contributions to the degrowth and regeneration
agenda (Aquino et al., 2024). In this context, transformative leadership becomes essential
(Cave et al., 2022; Hutchins & Storm, 2019). Such leadership involves cultivating
collaborative relationships, practising self-awareness, mobilising collective action, and
articulating shared values. Transformative leaders inspire those around them to act with
integrity and purpose, even amid uncertainty (Cave et al., 2022).

Complementing this is the concept of regenerative leadership, which aspires to build
holistic and integrated organisations. It reconnects rationality with intuition, the inner self
with the external world, and promotes a balanced integration of masculine and feminine
qualities in both human and ecological systems (Hutchins & Storm, 2019). Rooted in
personal values and ethical commitments to regeneration, regenerative entrepreneurs aim to
enhance the well-being of employees, suppliers, customers, and even non-human
stakeholders. In their daily operations, they prioritise the use of local ingredients, nurture
relationships with producers, and adopt practices that support long-term community and
ecological well-being (Boluk & Panse, 2022).

However, regenerative tourism increasingly risks being co-opted as a marketing tool
rather than embraced as a genuine commitment to systemic transformation. When
destinations and businesses adopt the language of regeneration without fully engaging with
its underlying principles, the concept becomes susceptible to dilution, thereby undermining
its transformative potential (Yeoman & Sheldon, 2024). In addition, a persistent tension
remains between the pursuit of commercial viability and the deeper ethical and ecological
commitments required by regenerative tourism. Reconciling business imperatives with

regenerative values continues to pose a critical challenge for the sector (Gerke et al, 2024).
Tourists

The most critical and transformative changes in regenerative tourism must begin at the

individual level, grounded in personal values and everyday choices (Dredge, 2022). As
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Sheldon (2022) notes, regenerative tourism represents a holistic and forward-looking
approach to shaping the future of the industry—one that depends fundamentally on a shift in
tourist mindsets towards cultivating respectful and reciprocal relationships with the planet
(Hussain, 2021). By embracing regenerative principles, tourists are empowered to contribute
to a sustainable and equitable world (Bellato et al., 2023; Zaman, 2023).

To support this shift, it is essential to develop both explicit and nuanced strategies that
educate tourists on the value of a regenerative ethos (Hajarrahmah et al., 2024). This
emerging paradigm is being driven by a growing cohort of individuals who adopt lifestyles
aligned with global sustainability and social equity (Ray & Anderson, 2001). These so-called
conscious citizens actively seek products and services that reflect their values, viewing travel
not merely as leisure but as a means of self-discovery, ethical engagement, and cultural
transformation (Ateljevic et al., 2016).

Motivated by principles of social and environmental justice, such tourists often engage
in volunteerism and pursue transformative experiences. They are informed, communicative,
and committed to both personal growth and collective well-being (Ateljevic et al., 2016).
Moreover, they play an active role in promoting responsible tourism by supporting ethical
practices and holding the industry accountable for irresponsible behaviour. In doing so, they
help to reposition tourism as a vehicle for regeneration rather than extraction (Finkler &

Higham, 2020).
Evolutions of Communities of Practice

To address the second research question, it is necessary to examine the capacity of such

communities to operationalise co-creation among multiple stakeholders.
Practice and Learning

Communities of practice, understood as a practice-based approach to learning (Flanagan &
Phi, 2024), are grounded in theoretical traditions associated with social and situated learning
(Iaquinto et al., 2011; Wenger, 1998). Drawing from Aristotle’s notion of learning as the
integration of knowledge, skill, and practical wisdom (Eide, 2007), this approach
conceptualises learning as a holistic process involving knowing, feeling, and doing. Practices
are not merely sets of actions but are embedded within social interactions and shaped by
context, history, and structure (Corradi et al., 2010; Schatzki, 2005; Reckwitz, 2002). Practice

theories emphasise that learning occurs through the convergence of knowledge and action,
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where meaning is co-constructed and identities are formed through participation (Corradi et
al., 2010; Reckwitz, 2002).

As an epistemology, practice offers a lens that highlights the relational and contextual
nature of learning (Wenger, 2010; Schatzki, 2005; Reckwitz, 2002). It transcends individual
capacities, embedding learning within shared histories and collective experiences (Flanagan
& Phi, 2024). In this view, learning becomes a socially situated process, where meaning is
ascribed to life experiences through active participation in community practices (Gherardi &
Nicolini, 2001; Wenger, 1998). Communities of practice are distinguished by the fact that
their members are practitioners engaged in shared endeavours, rather than loosely connected
individuals (Bertella, 2011).

This perspective aligns with John Dewey’s experiential model of learning, which
involves doing, reflecting, and feeling (Eide, 2007). Reflection—both in and on practice—is
central, enabling practitioners to derive insights, adapt their actions, and generate new
meaning (Getz, 2018; Kuklick & Gearity, 2015). In communities of practice, reflective
processes are collaborative, enhancing collective understanding and practice through shared
evaluation and mutual learning (Kjear, 2019).

Social learning theory underpins communities of practice, challenging traditional views
of learning as a solitary, decontextualised activity (Albrecht, 2012). Instead, learning is seen
as emerging from social interactions within a community, where individuals co-construct
knowledge and contribute to each other's development (Wenger, 1998; Lave & Wenger,
1991). This model integrates key dimensions of learning: belonging (community), becoming
(identity), meaning (experience), and doing (practice) (Jennings et al., 2009; Wenger et al.,
2002; Wenger, 1998). As such, communities of practice represent an ongoing, emergent
process of learning through collective engagement, grounded in the dynamics of social

participation (Flanagan & Phi, 2024).
Learning in Workplace

The concept of communities of practice originates in the seminal work of Jean Lave and
Etienne Wenger (1991). In the 1980s, with funding from Xerox Corporation, the Institute for
Research on Learning supported their comprehensive study of apprenticeships (Corradi et al.,
2010; O'Brien & Sarkar, 2004). In this context, experienced practitioners were responsible for
transmitting knowledge to novices—not through formal instruction alone but through

immersion in everyday practice. Lave and Wenger expanded the traditional understanding of
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apprenticeships by emphasizing the importance of social interaction among apprentices,
beyond the dyadic relationship between student and mentor (Albrecht, 2012). Concurrently,
Orr’s research into workplace practices offered a complementary perspective. His study
explored how shared knowledge operates as a form of “community memory” among
professional workers, highlighting common behaviors and informal networks (Orr, 1990). As
acknowledged by Carnegie and Kociatkiewicz (2019), Orr’s insights significantly contributed
to the foundations of communities of practice by underscoring the relational and collective
nature of learning in professional environments.

This period marked a pivotal evolution in how learning was conceptualised. Lave and
Wenger (1991) challenged cognitive models that treat knowledge as abstract and
decontextualized, arguing instead for a model grounded in “situated learning.” In their
framework, learning is both an individual and collective process, emerging through active
participation in the socio-cultural practices of a community. They introduced the concept of
legitimate peripheral participation, describing how newcomers progressively move toward
full engagement in community practices, thereby constructing their professional identities
(Wenger, 2004). As they state, “Learners inevitably participate in communities of
practitioners...the mastery of knowledge and skills requires newcomers to move toward full
participation in the socio-cultural practices of a community” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p.29).

Contrary to conventional learning theories that separate learning from doing,
communities of practice integrate the two, proposing a model of “learning in working”
(Brown & Duguid, 1991). Initially conceived as a framework for understanding workplace
learning rather than formal education (Lave & Wenger, 1991), communities of practice
illustrate how newcomers acquire and refine skills by engaging with existing practices
(Wenger, 2004) rather than inventing new ones (Cox, 2005). This often results in the
reproduction of established routines (Albrecht, 2012). For example, during disruptions such
as the COVID-19 pandemic, experienced employees played a critical role in supporting
newcomers’ peripheral learning. Empirical evidence indicates that such experienced
practitioners are more effective at reinforcing existing norms than at catalyzing innovation
(Flanagan & Phi, 2024).

This dynamic highlights a potential limitation: the conservative tendency of
communities of practice to perpetuate established ways of working (James et al., 2018;
Lamers et al., 2017). While this is not always the case (Bertella, 2011), there is an inherent

tension between continuity and transformation within these communities (Bertella & Rinaldi,
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2020). This duality raises important questions for contexts such as regenerative tourism,

where innovation and systemic change are central objectives.
Individual Development in Social Learning

In Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity (1998), Wenger advanced the
conceptual focus of communities of practice by emphasising personal growth and individual
trajectories of participation. This marked a significant shift from his earlier work with Lave
(1991), where the emphasis was primarily on collective learning through social participation.
Central to this evolution is the concept of legitimate peripheral participation—originally
introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991)—which positions learning as a socially situated,
power-laden process (Contu & Willmott, 2003). Within this framework, newcomers are
granted legitimacy as peripheral participants, enabling their progressive involvement in the
community. Over time, as they gain experience and recognition, they move toward full
participation, eventually assuming core roles and facilitating the inclusion of new members.
This ongoing cycle of entry, engagement, and transition sustains the vitality and continuity of
a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

The concept of peripheral participation thus occupies a liminal space between non-
membership and full membership. Crucially, it acknowledges that new entrants must be
granted sufficient legitimacy to be seen as potential full participants (Wenger, 1998). Through
this process, practice becomes a binding and generative force, shaping community cohesion
and identity (Hitchcock & Wesner, 2008). Subsequent scholars (e.g., Fleming & Pretti, 2019;
Albrecht, 2012; Sutherland, 2009) have extended these insights to examine professional
development trajectories, particularly in educational and workplace contexts. In such settings,
learners are integrated into communities through authentic peripheral roles—guided by
experienced mentors—enabling them to internalise and embody the profession’s norms and
values. Importantly, newcomers are not merely passive recipients of knowledge; they can also
contribute to the evolution of the community by introducing new perspectives and initiating
cultural or procedural change. As novices become integrated, they transition from peripheral
to core members, reinforcing the community’s regenerative potential (Fleming & Pretti,
2019; Eames & Bell, 2005).

Expanding on legitimate peripheral participation, Wenger (1998) articulated a broader
social theory of learning grounded in the interplay between social practice, participation,

identity, and meaning. He identified three foundational elements essential for the
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development and coherence of communities of practice (Hitchcock & Wesner, 2008):
“mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire” (Wenger, 1998, p.72). Mutual
engagement refers to the active involvement of individuals through ongoing interaction,
leading to the construction of shared meaning. Joint enterprise denotes the collective pursuit
of a common goal, negotiated and continually renegotiated by members through
participation. A shared repertoire encompasses the communal resources—Ilanguage, routines,
symbols, tools, stories, and concepts—that support communication, learning, and identity
formation within the group (Cox, 2005; Wenger, 1998).

These three dimensions interact dynamically. As participants engage in joint enterprises,
they co-develop a repertoire that reflects and reinforces the group’s evolving practices.
Through this process of “learning by doing,” knowledge becomes embodied and embedded in
social action (Bertella, 2011). In this stage, communities of practice remained informal,
emergent entities—Ilacking formal structure, budgetary support, or scheduled meetings
(Albrecht, 2012). Their development was characterised by organic growth rather than top-
down formation (Roberts, 2006). Wenger (1998) emphasised that communities of practice
cannot be artificially constructed or imposed; rather, they arise naturally through sustained,

meaningful engagement among individuals united by shared interests and practice.
Managerial Tools for Organisational Innovation

The second evolution of communities of practice was shaped by the work of Brown and
Duguid (1991), who extended and refined Lave and Wenger’s original contributions to better
explain organisational learning dynamics. According to Brown and Duguid (1991), working,
learning, and innovating are interconnected and essential components within an
organisation’s knowledge system. Communities of practice are conceptualised as the social
arenas where learning naturally occurs, a view that has since been widely adopted in
organisational studies (Dsterlund & Carlile, 2005). Wenger et al. (2002) advanced this
conceptualisation further, positioning communities of practice as a strategic managerial tool
(Cox, 2005). They highlighted the role of inter-organisational interactions as integral to social
learning, promoting innovation, creative problem-solving (Bertella, 2011), and, ultimately,
organisational competitiveness (Justesen, 2004). In this context, communities of practice are
viewed as mechanisms that enhance knowledge across a broader organisational network

(Henry & Pinch, 2000).
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Although most communities of practice are self-organising by nature, organisations can
facilitate their formation and development (Wenger et al., 2002). In their early stages, such
communities typically require a less formal structure than other organisational forms,
allowing members to shape the community’s agenda and direction organically. Organisers are
therefore advised to avoid prescribing rigid boundaries or predefined objectives. Instead, the
emphasis should be on providing a flexible structure that supports growth while allowing for
natural evolution (Hilliard, 2006). Organisations may assist by helping members identify and
organise key elements essential to the community’s development (Wenger et al., 2002).
Organisational culture plays a critical role in this process (Allee, 2000), as communities of
practice can help embed a company’s mission, goals, and vision into everyday work
environments. These environments—characterised by knowledge exchange, collaborative
problem-solving, and the co-creation of new practices through diverse perspectives—enhance
employee engagement and support innovation (Almeida & Campos, 2022).

Support from the organisation, in the form of sponsorship rather than direct
management, is vital to the successful functioning of communities of practice (Hilliard, 2006;
Wenger, 2004). Sponsorship legitimises the community (Hilliard, 2006), which is a necessary
condition for effective learning (Meng & Zhao, 2021). This support may include dedicated
time, travel funds, project financing, technological infrastructure, and administrative
assistance (Wenger, 2004). Importantly, such sponsorship must respect the community’s
autonomy while granting it formal recognition within the organisation.

In this second evolution, communities of practice are strategically positioned as tools for
organisational management, with an emphasis on their capacity to drive innovation and
problem-solving (Justesen, 2004). This development addresses earlier critiques of the
concept’s limited impact on innovation. As a result, communities of practice may now take
the form of informal business collectives or more formally structured organisational units
(Shaw & Williams, 2009). In both cases, they contribute—directly and indirectly—to
knowledge dissemination and organisational performance (Shaw & Williams, 2009; Justesen,

2004).
Co-Creation through Communities of Practice

Communities of practice may offer a valuable framework for fostering co-creation within
regenerative tourism. However, existing discourse often overlooks the roles of Indigenous

people and non-human stakeholders in these communities.
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Building Community: Formation and Expansion

The initial phase of building a community of practice involves identifying contacts and
forming informal relationships (Lee, 2022; Wenger, 1998). The literature identifies three key
forms of proximity that facilitate the formation of communities of practice: geographical,
cognitive, and relational. Geographical proximity historically played a central role (Flanagan
& Phi, 2024), particularly when knowledge sharing relied on face-to-face interaction. Much
workplace knowledge is tacit or embodied, requiring demonstration and contextualisation
rather than codified transmission (Ericsson et al., 2020; Duguid, 2012). Consequently,
communities of practice have often been perceived as limited in size and scope, confined by
physical boundaries (Koliba & Gajda, 2009). Nonetheless, geographical proximity can also
contribute positively, supporting the emergence of “learning regions”—territorial spaces
conducive to knowledge exchange through high levels of trust and shared values. These
regions foster collaboration through both formal partnerships (e.g., between firms,
universities, and government bodies) and informal exchanges in everyday social or work-
related contexts. Given the structural nature of institutions, learning regions tend to be most
effective at the local or regional scale (Bathelt et al., 2004).

Cognitive proximity—a shared understanding or knowledge base—can be equally or
more critical than physical closeness (Gertler, 2008; Amin & Cohendet, 2005). It often
develops among individuals in the same field or domain. For example, mobile seasonal
workers may participate in multiple communities of practice across geographically dispersed
locations. Despite spatial separation, they remain linked through shared experiences of work,
leisure, and professional knowledge, often maintaining strong cognitive, cultural, and
communicative ties (Ericsson et al., 2020).

The development of information and communication technologies has further enabled
the formation of communities based on relational proximity (Flanagan & Phi, 2024), defined
by sustained interaction and trust rather than physical presence (Almeida & Campos, 2022).
Digital platforms have allowed communities of practice to flourish across regional, national,
and international boundaries (Wenger et al., 2002). As these communities are defined more
by social relations than by setting, they may operate entirely online or adopt hybrid forms that
blend digital and physical engagement (Tham et al., 2022). For instance, Almeida and
Campos (2022) describe a community of hospitality professionals that originated through in-

person interaction before transitioning to an entirely digital format. Online review platforms

54



in the tourism sector similarly act as distributed communities of practice, connecting tourists
and service providers across countries (Flanagan & Phi, 2024; Hernandez-Lopez, 2019).

Virtual communities of practice are now among the most prevalent forms, a trend
accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Flanagan & Phi, 2024). Amid social distancing
measures, they enabled institutions—such as universities—to sustain teaching and learning
continuity (Tham et al., 2022). However, the effectiveness of virtual engagement depends on
the nature of the knowledge being shared. While information and communication
technologies can support the exchange of explicit knowledge, they are less effective for
conveying tacit, experiential knowledge that is central to many professional practices. As
such, virtual participation alone may be insufficient. A blended approach, integrating digital
interaction with in-person, practice-based learning environments, is often more effective for
fostering deep, meaningful learning (Flanagan & Phi, 2024).

Communities of practice are voluntary (Wenger, 2000), self-organising social learning
systems (Lee, 2022; Koliba & Gajda, 2009). As informal networks, they operate with
considerable autonomy: members collaboratively determine their objectives, methods, tasks,
and timelines, and leadership tends to emerge organically (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).
Participation is typically self-selected (Wenger et al., 2002; Wenger & Snyder, 2000), and
members contribute in diverse ways, assuming varying responsibilities and holding different
interpretations of the community’s practices (Fleming & Pretti, 2019).

Recruitment often occurs in public or semi-public spaces, including virtual conventions
or industry events (Hilliard, 2006). Members are drawn by a range of motivations: acquiring
new knowledge, sharing expertise, enhancing career prospects, advancing ongoing projects,
improving efficiency, or strengthening professional relationships (Ardichvili et al., 2003). For
some, the appeal lies in the domain—a shared commitment to the growth of a specific field
(Brown & Stokes, 2021)—while others are primarily motivated by the community aspect: the
opportunity to learn, engage, and collaborate with like-minded peers (Barros et al., 2013;
Henri & Pudelko, 2003). Among business elites, additional factors such as shared values,
professional status, and group composition are often particularly influential (Almeida &
Campos, 2022).

Member selection tends to follow an informal, intuition-driven process (Almeida &
Campos, 2022). Existing members frequently extend invitations based on a perceived fit with
the group’s values and objectives (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). For example, in one case, a
tourism educator initiated a community of practice on policy and planning by reaching out to

colleagues teaching similar courses at other institutions (Tham et al., 2022). This intuitive
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approach results in a membership marked by both commonalities and differences (Scott et al.,
2008; Justesen, 2004). Shared industry background and professional roles often provide a
foundation for trust and open exchange (Almeida & Campos, 2022). However, alignment is
not solely based on sectoral affiliation (Justesen, 2004); shared values, attitudes, and a sense
of mutual commitment are equally vital (Wenger et al., 2002). An illustrative example is
Amigas do Trade, a community of professionally accomplished women in the hotel industry.
Members describe a strong sense of unity grounded in trust, open-mindedness, and emotional
connection—elements that underpin the creation and exchange of knowledge within the
group (Almeida & Campos, 2022).

While shared commitment fosters cohesion, communities of practice are not
homogenous (Wenger et al., 2002). Diversity in knowledge, experience, skills, and
perspectives enriches the learning environment and supports both individual and collective
growth (Almeida & Campos, 2022; Justesen, 2004; Cohen & Levinthal, 2000). Effective
communication practices are key to leveraging this diversity (Almeida & Campos, 2022). For
instance, a Cantonese opera community of practice benefits from including members with
varying levels of expertise (Lee, 2022), enhancing creativity and broadening learning
opportunities. Such diversity is often viewed as a catalyst for innovation and more
meaningful relationships (Wenger et al., 2002). Evolving organically, communities of practice
thrive on the dynamic interplay between shared purpose and member diversity—elements

that are essential to their resilience and capacity for growth (Almeida & Campos, 2022).
Activating Community. Participation and Power Dynamics

Participation in communities of practice is inherently fluid, enabling them to continually
renew themselves. Members may become more or less active in response to evolving
interests or emerging issues in their field (Hilliard, 2006). As Barab and Duffy (2012)
describe, this self-renewing process constitutes a “reproduction cycle” (p.39), wherein new
members enter as legitimate peripheral participants and, over time, move towards full
engagement and even leadership roles (Albrecht, 2012). This gradual integration allows
novices—such as students developing their professional identities (Fleming & Pretti, 2019)—
to learn from established members and eventually shape the future direction of the
community (Barab & Dufty, 2012). Newcomers may also bring fresh interests and

perspectives, potentially shifting the community’s focus in productive ways (Hilliard, 2006).
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This regenerative process underscores the importance of maintaining an open, inclusive
environment that welcomes varying levels of participation (Hilliard, 2006). Communities of
practice typically alternate between periods of intense activity and phases of dormancy,
depending on the nature of their practice and the engagement levels of their members (Tham
et al., 2022). However, if a core group becomes overly cohesive or insular, the community’s
permeability may diminish. A strong sense of entitativity—shared identity and cohesion—can
restrict access for newcomers (Agrifoglio, 2015), inhibiting diversity of thought and stalling
innovation (Smith et al., 2017). This poses a risk to the long-term adaptability and vitality of
the community (Brown & Stokes, 2021).

Participation is also shaped by intercultural dynamics and underlying power relations. In
culturally diverse communities, members’ interactional engagement can be moderated by
their cultural norms and values. For instance, Chinese doctoral students in American
universities may interpret power relationships differently depending on the influence of
Confucian values. When traditional hierarchical expectations are relaxed, students tend to
engage more actively, seeking feedback and contributing more openly (Meng & Zhao, 2021).

Moreover, the participation of newcomers is affected by what has been termed
“boundary thinking”—a cognitive process tied to perceptions of competence and identity.
International students, particularly from East Asia, may internalise feelings of inadequacy
(Meng & Zhao, 2021), often due to linguistic challenges or cultural expectations (Morita,
2004). Such self-perceptions can inhibit their engagement in communities of practice and
delay their progression from peripheral to full participation (Meng & Zhao, 2021). To support
the sustainability of communities of practice, it is therefore crucial to not only facilitate
inclusive participation but also to recognise and address the cultural and psychological
barriers that may constrain members’ engagement and identity development.

Participation motivation and social interaction in communities of practice are strongly
shaped by perceived power dynamics, which vary across sociocultural contexts. Power in
such communities is both socially constructed and contested (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet,
1992), influencing how individuals position themselves and engage with others. In Balinese
society, for instance, power relations are informed by traditional hierarchies and historical
political structures, which may subtly inform community dynamics (Hitchcock & Wesner,
2008). More broadly, participation patterns reflect the underlying power structures, creating
“varied, more or less engaged, and multiple ways of being located in the fields of

participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p.36).

57



Two contrasting perspectives on power exist within the literature on communities of
practice. One promotes an egalitarian ideal in which all members participate as equals (Lave
& Wenger, 1991). Research into an all-female community of practice in the hospitality sector
illustrates this view, showing that shared gender identity fostered open communication and a
sense of empowerment. From this angle, managers can help cultivate inclusive environments
by encouraging a culture of collaboration, innovation, and open dialogue (Almeida &
Campos, 2022).

However, the assumption of equality can obscure the more complex and sometimes
unequal realities within these communities (Hislop et al., 2018). In practice, members bring
different levels of experience, authority, age, and personality, all of which influence the
group’s internal dynamics (Roberts, 2006). As such, participation typically falls along a
continuum: core members (often with leadership roles), active participants, and peripheral
members (Wenger et al., 2002). Newcomers often begin as legitimate peripheral participants,
gradually moving toward full engagement (Meng & Zhao, 2021). In virtual communities,
those with minimal involvement are sometimes referred to as “lurkers” (Hilliard, 2006). The
existence of these layers highlights that equal participation is rarely attainable—and perhaps
unrealistic—in most settings (Wenger et al., 2002).

Power asymmetries become particularly pronounced in organisational communities of
practice (Hislop et al., 2018), where participants’ roles often align with their formal
hierarchical status (May, 2009). Such alignments can discourage more junior or peripheral
members from contributing meaningfully (Brown & Stokes, 2021). In some cases,
communities may become insular or even elitist, reinforcing dominant voices and
discouraging diverse perspectives (Hislop et al., 2018). This phenomenon—often referred to
as “elite capture”—is especially common in development contexts (Mansuri & Rao, 2004),
where powerful individuals disproportionately benefit from collective initiatives, thereby
undermining equity and inclusivity (Hislop et al., 2018).

Furthermore, communities of practice that span organisations, such as distributed
communities involving competitors or external stakeholders, face additional challenges.
Conflicting priorities, intellectual property concerns, and organisational loyalties can all
create tensions (Wenger et al., 2002). Hidden biases may privilege those with greater
institutional power or communication skills, marginalising less vocal participants (Guijt &
Shah, 1998). Addressing these challenges requires explicit attention to the power dynamics at
play. Effective communities of practice must foster a culture of empowerment, where diverse

forms of expertise and engagement are acknowledged and valued (Almeida & Campos, 2022;
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Contu & Willmott, 2003). Understanding how power circulates—and how it shapes

participation—is essential to building inclusive, resilient, and innovative communities.
Uniting Community: Identity Establishment and Internal Interaction

Identity plays a central role in distinguishing communities of practice from teams and
networks, particularly as individuals work and learn together (Duguid, 2012; Osterlund &
Carlile, 2005; Wenger & Snyder, 2000). It shapes whom we trust, influences with whom we
share ideas, and underpins our sense of belonging (Bertella, 2011; Wenger, 2000). Within
communities of practice, identity is both a process of self-development and a reflection of
one’s integration into the community, shaped through participation and interaction (Wenger &
Snyder, 2000; Wenger, 1998). Members of such communities define themselves not only
through what they do and how they do it, but also through their relationships and shared
experiences (Wenger, 1998). Learning, in this context, is not merely the acquisition of
knowledge but a process of becoming — an expansion of identity that opens individuals to
alternative ways of being in the world (Wenger, 2000).

This evolving identity extends beyond affiliation with a particular culture or place; it
encompasses the development of a sense of responsibility and global citizenship (Bertella &
Rinaldi, 2020). Contemporary environmental movements, which increasingly emphasise
sustainability, reflect a strengthened collective identity grounded in values such as
responsibility, environmental stewardship, and democratic engagement (Ergas, 2010; Soron,
2010). Concern for the planet and future generations can motivate collaboration for the
common good, reinforcing a shared identity as global citizens (Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020).

Importantly, identity is not only about becoming but also about belonging. Cohesion
within communities of practice is sustained through shared commitment, passion, and
identification with the group’s expertise (Almeida & Campos, 2022). Wenger identifies three
interrelated modes of belonging — engagement, imagination, and alignment — through which a
community of practice can evolve into a dynamic learning environment (Bertella, 2011).

Engagement involves active participation in the community’s practices, fostering mutual
understanding through interaction, relationship-building, and shared learning histories
(Wenger, 1998). Communities of practice in the events industry, for instance, provide a
platform for practitioners to connect, exchange knowledge, introduce innovations, and

collectively shape their professional identity (Brown & Stokes, 2021).
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Imagination enables members to create mental representations of their roles and
practices, situating them within broader temporal and spatial contexts. This creative mode
allows individuals to extrapolate from their experiences, envision future developments, and
interpret the practices of others (Wenger, 1998). For example, museum visitors interpret
narratives in light of their own knowledge, expectations, and past experiences, shaping their
engagement with exhibits (Carnegie & Kociatkiewicz, 2019).

Alignment refers to the process by which individuals coordinate their activities and
values with broader institutional or societal structures. Through alignment, members
contribute to a larger enterprise and become integrated within wider systems (Wenger, 1998).
In some cases, friendships fostered through empathy and sustained over time can lead to the
spontaneous formation of communities of practice. These relationships build trust, encourage
engagement, and support the emotional and interpersonal foundations of belonging. Within
such communities, members may identify themselves as friends united by shared goals and
mutual respect. This contributes to positive group dynamics, enhancing members’ sense of
belonging, pride, and open-mindedness, and strengthening the community as a whole
(Almeida & Campos, 2022).

In adult learning environments, opportunities for cooperative interaction among learners
are essential (Hilliard, 2006). Communities of practice promote such interaction by fostering
shared values and a strong sense of connection (Zboralski, 2009). Without sustained
engagement and development, these communities risk stagnation and eventual dispersion. For
example, professionals in the events industry consistently express the need for regular
interaction with peers to exchange knowledge, introduce new concepts, and refine
practices—activities central to communities of practice (Wenger, 2015).

Informal engagement in the workplace allows students to access tacit knowledge that is
often difficult to obtain in formal educational settings. In work-integrated learning, for
instance, students benefit from interacting with team members, observing peer conversations,
and practising effective communication within professional communities (Fleming & Pretti,
2019). These social interactions also expose students to the culture, values, and behaviours—
what might be termed dispositional knowledge—associated with a given profession (Martin
et al., 2010; Billett, 2009).

Sustained interaction within a community of practice depends on two critical resources:
time and space. To ensure their longevity and impact, communities of practice must define
their core focus and maintain sustained interest in their domain (Brown & Stokes, 2021). This

requires a clear structure and consistent opportunities for interaction (Kimble & Hildreth,
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2005). By facilitating collaboration across time and space, communities of practice help
educators and professionals address challenges often encountered within isolated institutional
settings (Tham et al., 2022). However, insufficient time and space for idea generation,
problem-solving, and reflective practice can hinder their function and raise concerns about
long-term viability (Smith et al., 2017; Agrifoglio, 2015).

Time is fundamental for both the development of community members and the organic
evolution of shared practices. Unlike formal projects bound by deadlines, communities of
practice develop iteratively and at their own pace (Roberts, 2006). One study, for example,
found that collaborations led by local actors often outlast the limited timelines of externally
managed development projects (Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020). Participation in communities of
practice can encourage deep learning, as opposed to surface approaches (Albrecht, 2012).
Wenger et al. (2002, p.53) observe that “community design is much more like lifelong
learning than traditional organisation design.” Meaningful engagement requires time and
regular participation (Albrecht, 2012), presenting a challenge for many professionals. While
digital technologies can extend access and facilitate real-time collaboration (Von Hippel,
2001), the persistent lack of time remains a barrier for many communities (Murillo, 2011;
Kerno Jr, 2008).

Communities of practice comprise both public and private spaces (Brown & Stokes,
2021; Wenger et al., 2002), each playing a distinct role. The public space should be
supportive, familiar, and conducive to open dialogue (Amin & Roberts, 2006). This includes
meetings, forums, websites, social media, and events (Brown & Stokes, 2021)—spaces where
members can interact, share ideas, and develop a collective identity (Smith et al., 2017;
Barros et al., 2013). Meetings, in particular, provide inclusive settings for core groups, active
and peripheral participants, and even non-members (Brown & Stokes, 2021). They create
opportunities for dialogue and cross-pollination of ideas among individuals from related
domains (Hilliard, 2006). Regularly held community meetings establish familiarity through
consistent formats, fostering a comfortable environment for collaboration without the
pressures typical of formal organisational settings (Wenger et al., 2002). Familiarity in such
spaces accelerates the co-creation and assimilation of knowledge across contexts (Roberts,
2006; Boud & Middleton, 2003). The private space—typically managed by a core group—
involves orchestrating the community’s activities and strategic direction. These leaders work
within and across communities to shape the broader dynamic, demonstrating the

interdependence between public and private domains (Amin & Roberts, 2006).
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With the advancement of digital technologies, space is no longer confined to physical
settings (Henri & Pudelko, 2003). Online communities of practice can span geographic and
temporal boundaries, allowing global collaboration across time zones (Cullinane et al., 2022;
Tham et al., 2022). In blended models that combine online and in-person interaction,
partnerships—such as those between national sports coaching bodies and higher education
institutions—illustrate the potential for effective collaboration (Kjer, 2019). Integrating
people-centred and technology-enhanced approaches supports knowledge sharing, as
interactive digital platforms facilitate deeper human connection and more dynamic

engagement (Cooper, 2018).
Crossing Communities.: External Communication and Boundary Spanners

Communities of practice are fundamentally shaped by the collective experiences of their
members. To enhance their learning and innovation capabilities, it is essential for these
communities to engage with external perspectives (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Such cross-
boundary interactions encourage an outward-looking approach, fostering skills that transcend
the limits of a single community (Shaw & Williams, 2009). For example, communities of
practice can break down organisational silos within and between university faculties and
institutions. This demonstrates how inter-institutional cooperation can improve educational
quality and promote wider institutional collaboration (Tham et al., 2022).

The boundaries between practices are marked by both continuity and discontinuity
(Wenger, 1998), offering valuable learning opportunities. These boundary dynamics help
communities avoid becoming insular and facilitate knowledge exchange with external actors
(Reinl & Kelliher, 2014; Shaw & Williams, 2009). Conventions provide effective platforms
for such engagement, drawing participants from related professional fields (Hilliard, 2006),
including those not formally associated with specific organisations or institutions (Brown &
Stokes, 2021). These interactions enrich the diversity of perspectives and play a crucial role
in the ongoing negotiation of meaning and identity within communities of practice (Eide et
al., 2017).

One of the most significant boundary-crossing interactions occurs between researchers
and practitioners (Cooper, 2018). The relationship between theory and practice is particularly
dynamic: while practice may be informed by theory, it is not simply an implementation of it
(Wenger, 1998). Instead, practice contributes to the development of new concepts and

frameworks, advancing both theoretical and practical knowledge (Bertone et al., 2013).
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Collaboration between academia and industry is therefore highly valuable (Brown & Stokes,
2021). Joint research involving non-academic stakeholders can enhance plurality, depth, and
reflexivity (Bertella & Rinaldi, 2020).

Despite the abundance of academic knowledge, it is often underutilised by practitioners
(Xiao & Smith, 2010). Empirical studies consistently reveal limited uptake of academic
insights, particularly in tourism and hospitality (Ruhanen, 2008; Frechtling, 2004), where
scholarly work rarely informs commercial practice (Hudson, 2013). This is often attributed to
perceptions of academic research as overly complex, marginally relevant, or inaccessible,
compounded by differences in professional languages, behaviours, and networks. These
disparities can hinder effective communication, preventing academic research from
influencing the operational realities of tourism management (Hudson, 2013; Thomas, 2012).
Policymakers in many countries, including the UK, have acknowledged this gap and
advocated for stronger connections between researchers and the end-users of their work.
Policy discourse frequently positions research as a driver of innovation and competitiveness,
prioritising engagement with business stakeholders. In the UK, this has led to various
initiatives aimed at enhancing knowledge transfer to the private sector (Thomas, 2012).

To support these efforts, Johannisson (2018) proposes a radical methodology known as
enactive research, where academics temporarily assume the role of practitioners, such as in
entrepreneurship. This immersive approach enables researchers to gain a more situated
understanding of the field and produce research with greater practical relevance (Johannisson,
2018). Even when academics do not directly engage in tourism operations but work in
education, they still operate within a shared professional domain. This common ground
fosters mutual understanding and a collective commitment to advancing the field. Empirical
evidence suggests that academics play a crucial role in tourism-related communities of
practice. Through sustained collaboration and effective communication, academics and
practitioners co-construct shared repertoires of knowledge, contributing to the long-term
development of practice (Albrecht, 2012).

Cross-boundary interactions between communities of practice often rely on individuals
who participate in multiple groups—commonly referred to as boundary spanners (Ericsson et
al., 2020; Williams, 2007; Wenger, 1998). These individuals play a critical role in
organisational development and innovation (Ericsson et al., 2020) by facilitating knowledge
exchange across otherwise disconnected domains. In a broader context, mutuality refers to

the recognition of reciprocal benefits that extend beyond organisational boundaries (Bertella,
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2023). Boundary spanners enhance mutuality by actively bridging these boundaries,
supporting the circulation of ideas and practices (Shaw & Williams, 2009).

Two key factors contribute to the emergence of boundary spanners: individual capability
and mobility within the labour market. Those who bridge communities tend to possess
diverse competencies and networks (Shaw & Williams, 2009), often holding memberships in
multiple associations that reflect the multifaceted nature of their roles (Brown & Stokes,
2021). Business elites provide a compelling example. Their professional networks act as
conduits for knowledge exchange (Thomas, 2012), much like those among mid-level
managers or entrepreneurs in small and medium-sized tourism enterprises (Scott & Ding,
2008; Beesley, 2005). In competitive labour markets, elites earn status through visibility,
rank, and connectivity. Their influence often transcends their immediate organisations, subtly
shaping norms and expectations across the sector (Thomas, 2012).

Human mobility—particularly labour mobility—represents a vital yet underexplored
mechanism of knowledge transfer (Shaw & Williams, 2009). In sectors such as
manufacturing, labour turnover is often the principal channel through which knowledge
spillovers occur (Djankov & Hoekman, 2000). In tourism, especially in regions where firms
are geographically clustered, workforce mobility enables employees to move fluidly between
employers, promoting the exchange of tacit knowledge and experiential insight. This mobility
occurs at multiple scales (Shaw & Williams, 2009): for instance, hotel managers transferring
between establishments exemplify inter-firm mobility, while tourism workers relocating
across regions illustrate extra-firm mobility (Uriely, 2001). Such movements position
individuals as boundary spanners who carry practices, norms, and innovations across
organisational and geographical boundaries (Shaw & Williams, 2009; Williams, 2006). In
doing so, they may reshape the knowledge bases of both the originating and receiving
organisations (Tushman & Scanlan, 1981). While these transfers can involve trade-offs, they
are frequently understood within communities of practice as fostering mutual benefit through
shared learning and innovation (Shaw & Williams, 2009).

Importantly, it is not only senior professionals who fulfil this role. Front-line employees
also contribute significantly to the diffusion of tacit knowledge. Migrant seasonal workers,
for instance, move cyclically between tourist resorts (Ericsson & Hagen, 2012), occupying
overlapping roles as employees, service users, and consumers. Through their direct
engagement with guests and familiarity with customer expectations, they identify product
weaknesses and facilitate the transfer of knowledge between destinations. Their accumulated

experience, exposure to different cultural and operational contexts, and commitment to the
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tourism sector can help stimulate innovation, particularly in rural or peripheral areas

(Ericsson et al., 2020).

The high degree of labour mobility in tourism and hospitality, coupled with the

importance of tacit knowledge, gives labour turnover a distinctive role in knowledge transfer

within the sector (Williams, 2012; Hjalager, 2002). As tourism becomes increasingly

globalised, firms frequently serve visitors from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds

(Williams, 2012). In such cases, knowledge transfer may take the form of hiring migrant

workers from tourists’ countries of origin—an example that underscores the strategic

importance of human mobility in knowledge flows. Whether occurring between firms,

regions, or national innovation systems, the contributions of boundary spanners offer

valuable insight into the mechanisms by which knowledge circulates within the tourism

system. These individuals often hold the key to understanding how ideas move across

institutional and sectoral boundaries, shaping both practice and innovation (Shaw &

Williams, 2009).

Chapter Summary

Drawing on existing tourism literature and practice, prevailing development paradigms can

be broadly categorised into four stages: traditional (neoliberal) tourism, alternative tourism,

sustainable tourism, and regenerative tourism.
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Figure 1 presents a continuum illustrating the gradual shift from traditional to
regenerative paradigms, highlighting their socio-cultural, economic, and ontological
foundations alongside their key characteristics. Because this evolution is incremental and
often implicit, the boundaries between paradigms are not clearly defined; the use of gradient
colours in the figure reflects this continuous transition.

Although regenerative tourism is generally viewed as a transformative paradigm, its
conceptualisation remains contested. Current scholarship interprets it through four main
lenses—sustainability, transformation, circularity, and regeneration—each emphasising
different aspects of this emerging field. Conceptually, sustainability denotes the capacity for
long-term endurance; transformation implies fundamental or systemic change; circulation
refers to the organised movement of resources within a closed-loop system; and regeneration

suggests a process of renewal, often involving recovery and growth.
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Figure 2. Current Western-oriented definitions regarding regenerative tourism
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Figure 2 summarises the connections among these dominant interpretations. Yet
Western discourse continues to struggle with definitional clarity, resulting in persistent
conceptual ambiguity. This raises a central question: should these diverse understandings be
treated as complementary dimensions of regenerative tourism, or is a more unified core
definition—centred on the concept of regeneration itself—needed?

Co-creation has been widely promoted as a means of generating positive tourism
outcomes; however, existing approaches largely derive from service-dominant logic. While
this perspective moves beyond traditional producer-centred models, it may still misalign
stakeholder expectations, leading to value co-destruction and weakened relationships. In
tourism—an experiential and high-contact industry—the discourse remains predominantly
business-oriented and tourist-centred, focusing on bilateral interactions between tourists and

service providers, hosts, or fellow travellers (Figure 3). Although more inclusive approaches
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are emerging, the literature continues to privilege human actors and frequently neglects non-
human stakeholders, whose roles are increasingly recognised as essential to regenerative

systems.

Service
providers

Fellow
tourists

Figure 3. Tourist-centric co-creative relationships before regenerative tourism

Source: Drawn by the author

Within Western discourse, four foundational principles underpin regenerative tourism:
(1) systems thinking, (2) Indigenous-centred approaches, (3) anti-anthropocentric co-creation,
and (4) bottom-up collaboration. Together, these principles offer a more holistic
understanding of co-creation. Figure 4 illustrates the co-creative relationships proposed in
current regenerative tourism scholarship. By integrating diverse epistemologies—especially
Indigenous knowledge—and fostering collaboration between human and non-human actors,
regenerative tourism aspires to relational ethics, ecological awareness, and grassroots
participation. Nevertheless, despite growing interest in co-creating with the more-than-human

world, practical methods for engaging non-human stakeholders remain underdeveloped.
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Figure 4. Human and non-human co-creative relationships in regenerative tourism

Source: Drawn by the author

67



These limitations may in part stem from Western philosophical traditions which, even
when ecocentric, continue to conceptualise humans as distinct from and responsible for
protecting non-human entities. Such perspectives can unintentionally reinforce hierarchical
relationships and inhibit more integrated understandings of co-creation. Addressing this
conceptual constraint opens a productive avenue for engaging with non-Western
epistemologies—such as Chinese philosophy on Sheng Sheng—that offer alternative
understandings of regeneration, interdependence, and co-creative processes.

Although regenerative tourism promotes a distinctive co-creation approach that includes
Indigenous communities and non-human stakeholders, the literature has yet to propose an
operationalisable model for achieving such integration. Communities of practice, however,
with their inherently adaptive and evolving nature, present a promising framework. Their
flexibility allows for the incorporation of non-human actors—particularly relevant in
regenerative tourism contexts where human and more-than-human collaboration is central.
By intentionally building, activating, connecting, and extending communities that engage
both Indigenous communities and non-human stakeholders, communities of practice can
provide a practical pathway for operationalising regenerative tourism co-creation and for
analysing multilateral interactions among more than two stakeholders.

Overall, this chapter addresses three issues through a review of the literature on
regenerative tourism, co-creation, and communities of practice. First, it outlines the paradigm
shift towards regenerative tourism and the field’s still-ambiguous conceptualisation,
underscoring the need for a definition grounded specifically in the idea of regeneration.
Second, it compares co-creation approaches used prior to the emergence of regenerative
tourism with those associated with regenerative tourism itself. This comparison shows that
the distinctiveness of regenerative tourism lies in its inclusion of Indigenous communities and
non-human stakeholders in the co-creation process. Yet, the literature offers little guidance on
how such an approach can be operationalised. Third, the chapter introduces communities of
practice as a practical framework for co-creation. It argues that communities of practice can
operationalise regenerative tourism co-creation by establishing, activating, linking, and
bridging communities in ways that intentionally engage both Indigenous communities and

non-human stakeholders.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Chapter Three outlines the research framework, research design, and the researcher’s
positionality and reflexivity. The conceptual study adopts an interpretive approach informed
by philosophical hermeneutics to examine notions of regeneration through the lens of Sheng
Sheng philosophy, offering Chinese insights into regenerative tourism and its co-creation. The
empirical components, conducted in Azheke village in Southwest China, employ a cross-
community enactive research approach to investigate the potential for co-creating
regenerative tourism through a community of practice. This process engages both human and

non-human beings, reflecting in Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative principles.
Research Framework

To reinterpret the concept of regenerative tourism from an Eastern perspective and clarify its
practical application through empirical evidence from China, this research proposes a
conceptual framework grounded in the philosophy of Sheng Sheng. The framework informs a
community of practice involving both human and non-human stakeholders, working
collaboratively to foster regenerative tourism (Figure 5). Underlying this framework is the
philosophy of Sheng Sheng, which provides a guiding perspective on regeneration from a
Chinese worldview. Informed by this philosophy, both human and non-human stakeholders
engage in a community of practice committed to co-creating regenerative tourism practices

that honour reciprocal relationships and sustain the ongoing vitality of place.
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Figure 5. Community of practice to co-create Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative tourism

Source: Drawn by the author
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To address the research questions, this study comprises both a conceptual and two
empirical components. The conceptual study examines foundational texts related to the
philosophy of Sheng Sheng, with the aim of exploring ancient Chinese wisdom on
regeneration to strengthen the conceptualisation of regenerative tourism and inform its
practice. Building on these insights, the empirical studies focus on enhancing the practical
application of Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative tourism principles by fostering a
community of practice. The conceptual study is guided by a hermeneutic approach, while the
empirical studies adopt a social constructivist paradigm. Both perspectives emphasise the
significance of subjective and symbolic experience within a socially constructed reality

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
Conceptual Research Design

The objective of the conceptual study is interpreting the notions of regeneration through the
lens of Chinese philosophy. It aims to contribute to our understanding of regenerative tourism
from the philosophy of Sheng Sheng. Drawing on hermeneutics, this study adopts an
interpretive approach to explore the significance and preservation of human experiences
related to (re)generation. Foundational Chinese philosophical texts in / Ching, Taoism,
Confucianism, and Neo-Confucianism and their interpretive works serve as the basis for

analysis and interpretation in this conceptual study.
Research Paradigm: Philosophical Hermeneutics

The selection of hermeneutics as the research paradigm for this conceptual study is grounded
in its capacity to illuminate the interpretive processes underlying the significance of human
experience as conveyed through literature (George, 2020)—particularly those experiences
that diverge from our own (Thiselton, 2009). As a methodology of interpretation (Gilhus,
2021), hermeneutics is concerned with discerning meaning in context (Masset et al., 2024)
and ensuring interpretation that is responsible, valid, and productive. This involves not only
the practical work of textual interpretation but also a critical inquiry into what occurs when
“we read, understand, or apply texts” (Thiselton, 2009, p.4).

Schleiermacher (1998) laid the foundations for hermeneutics by proposing systematic
procedures for interpretation. His model encompassed two main approaches: grammatical
interpretation, which analyses the linguistic features of a text, and psychological

interpretation, which seeks to reconstruct the author's intentions. Subsequently, Heidegger
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and Gadamer reoriented hermeneutics, shifting its focus from procedural techniques to the
conditions under which understanding itself becomes possible (Gadamer, 2013). This shift
marked the emergence of philosophical hermeneutics (Warnke, 2016).

A central concept in hermeneutics is the interdependence between understanding a text
as a whole and interpreting its parts—a dynamic encapsulated in the notion of the
hermeneutic circle. In grammatical interpretation, the process typically begins with an initial
grasp of the overall meaning, which informs the interpretation of individual elements. These
elements are then reintegrated to enrich one’s understanding of the whole. In psychological
interpretation, readers begin with a provisional view of the author's life and examine the text
as an expression of that context. This initial frame is subsequently refined through deeper
engagement with the text, enhancing insight into the author’s world (Warnke, 2016).

Later developments in hermeneutics introduced various forms of the hermeneutic circle,
characterised by a reading process that moves between the structure and meaning of a text,
between the text and its broader context, and between the reader’s own perspective and that
of the text (Gilhus, 2021). Crucially, literary interpretation is understood as a dialogic
process. Gadamer criticised the privileging of authorial intent, advocating instead for a model
of mutual questioning in which both the subject matter and the interpreter’s assumptions
come under scrutiny (Warnke, 2016).

Interpretation does not begin from a neutral standpoint. Readers are already embedded
in particular purposes, histories, and frameworks of understanding, which shape the horizon
of possible meanings. These preconceptions—often implicit—guide the initial encounter with
a text (Heidegger, 2010; Dreyfus, 1990) and are refined through the interpretive process.
Meaning thus evolves through ongoing engagement (Gadamer, 2013). However, an exclusive
reliance on procedural methods can obscure the role of these inherited assumptions (Warnke,
2016).

For these reasons, this study adopts philosophical hermeneutics as its guiding
framework, valuing its emphasis on the historically situated and dialogic nature of
understanding. Unlike methodological approaches that attempt to eliminate the interpreter’s
subjectivity, philosophical hermeneutics acknowledges that interpretation is inevitably shaped
by the interpreter’s preconceptions, rooted in their cultural, historical, and linguistic contexts.
This perspective is particularly relevant to literary study, where meaning is not fixed or solely
determined by the author, but emerges through the dynamic interaction between reader and

text.
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Philosophical hermeneutics addresses this complexity by foregrounding the hermeneutic
circle—understanding develops through a continual movement between parts and whole, and
between the interpreter’s horizon and that of the text. It also frames interpretation as a
dialogic process involving not only the text but also self-questioning on the part of the reader.
These features make it especially well-suited to conceptual research that seeks not only to
analyse texts, but also to interrogate the conditions of understanding and critically reflect on
the interpretive process. This paradigm thus supports a more nuanced and ethically
responsive engagement with literature, particularly when encountering experiences and

worldviews different from one’s own.
Research Method: Interpretation

This conceptual study adopts an interpretive approach, appropriate for exploring the
meanings behind human intentions, actions, beliefs, and the preservation of experiences in
forms such as literature (George, 2020). The emphasis is on achieving understanding rather
than mere description. The approach follows a spiralling method, moving iteratively between
text and theory. This process involves dialectical dialogue, self-critical questioning, and the
application of practical wisdom, engaging in ongoing reflective discourse. Central to this
method is a priori ontological understanding of key concept, that is, regeneration. The
spiralling interpretive process deepens understanding with each cycle, aligning with
Heidegger’s concept of dialectical questioning, whereby continuous interrogation
progressively enriches comprehension (Heidegger, 2013).

The interpretive approach adopted in this study follows established hermeneutic
principles, as outlined by Gilhus (2021). These include: (1) engaging in a deliberate and close
reading of the text; (2) drawing on comprehensive knowledge of the text’s language and
contextual background; (3) remaining open to the possibility of cultural comparison; (4)
acknowledging that interpretations are provisional and continually evolving; (5) considering
whose interests are represented or advanced within the text; and (6) posing new and critical

questions to the text.
Data Collection and Data Analysis

In this conceptual study, the foundational texts of the / Ching, Taoism, Confucianism, and
Neo-Confucianism—together with their principal commentaries—are approached as rich,

layered narratives inviting critical analysis and philosophical interpretation. Rather than

72



treating these works merely as doctrinal or historical artefacts, the study engages them as

dynamic texts that articulate evolving visions of cosmology, ethics, and human flourishing.

The selection, detailed in Table 1, is guided by the texts’ enduring philosophical significance

and their relevance to key themes in the Chinese conception of regeneration, including cycles

of transformation, moral renewal, and the harmonisation of self and cosmos. This narrative

framing enables a more nuanced exploration of how classical Chinese thought conceptualises

change, continuity, and rebirth within both individual and sociopolitical domains.

Table 1. Sources of the narratives analysed in the conceptual study

Historical Work Author Philosophical Description
Context Traditions
Western Zhou I Ching Unknown [ Ching A divination manual and
(1000750 (HE) the oldest Chinese classics
BCE)
Warring States Commentaries on  Attributed [ Ching / Reinterprets the / Ching as
(475-221 the I Ching to Confucianism a metaphysical, ethical, and
BCE) Co1) Confucius cosmological treatise
L7
Warring States  Tao Te Ching Attributed Taoism The foundational text of
(475221 CGEEE) to Laozi Taoism, central to both
BCE) z7t philosophical and religious
strands
Warring States  Zhuangzi Zhuangzi  Taoism A foundational Taoist text
(475221 CETDY 7 comprising parables and
BCE) philosophical dialogues
Warring States  Mencius Mencius  Confucianism A collection of dialogues
(475-221 (G e and teachings by the
BCE) Confucian thinker Mencius
Western Han Shuoyuan Liu Xiang Confucianism A compilation of historical
(202 BCE-9 CURTE Y X anecdotes and moral tales
CE) reflecting Confucian ideals
Eastern Han Shuowen Jiezi XuShen N/A The first comprehensive
(25-220 CE) CUL TR Y Chinese dictionary, offering
insights into classical
meanings
Eastern Han Lunheng Wang Critical of Essays critiquing
(25-220 CE) ety Chong Confucianism superstition and discussing
F% science, philosophy, and
myth
Wei Annotations on Wang Bi  Taoism A seminal metaphysical
(220265 CE)  Laozi F 5 commentary on the Tao Te

(ZT7iE)

Ching
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Northern Song  Writings of the Edited by Neo- Quotations and
(960-1127) Cheng Brothers Zhu Xi Confucianism philosophical reflections

(R K from Cheng Hao F£5il and
Cheng Yi FE[
Southern Song  Interpretation of  Zhu Xi Neo- A key Neo-Confucian
(1130-1200) the Great Treatise 2= Confucianism commentary on the
of the I Ching metaphysical aspects of the
(o REARTED I Ching
Southern Song  Collected Edited by Neo- Recorded dialogues
(1130-1200) Conversations of  LilJingde Confucianism between Zhu Xi and his
Master Zhu Bk disciples, covering diverse
(R TiEZe) philosophical topics

The analytical method draws on hermeneutic and narrative-based approaches, informed
by interpretive traditions in Chinese philosophy and contemporary critical theory. Each text is
examined through close reading, with particular attention to metaphors, symbolic structures,
and philosophical motifs related to regeneration. The analysis identifies recurring conceptual
patterns—such as cyclical time, moral rectification, yin—yang dynamics, and cosmological
correspondence—and traces their development across intellectual traditions. Treating the
texts as narrative constructs also foregrounds the rhetorical strategies and dialogic structures
through which meaning is conveyed and transformed. Where appropriate, comparative
analysis highlights both continuities and divergences among the traditions, situating the texts
within their broader historical and cultural contexts. This interpretive strategy supports a
multidimensional understanding of regeneration as a philosophical concept operating on

ethical, metaphysical, and existential levels.
Empirical Research Design

The empirical studies in Chapters Five and Six explores pathways for co-creating
regenerative tourism within a community of practice shaped by the philosophy of Sheng
Sheng. Anchored in a social constructivist paradigm, they adopt a cross-community enactive
research approach, as outlined by Bertella (2023). The studies are situated in Azheke village,
Southwest China, where a community of practice—comprising both human and non-human
stakeholders—has been established to foster regenerative tourism since the advent of tourism
in the area. The author was an active participant in this community of practice from July 2019
to July 2022 and has maintained peripheral involvement since then. Upon returning to

academia, she undertook a reflective inquiry into her experiences of co-creating regenerative
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tourism in the village, aiming to derive insights into the processes and conditions that support
such collaborative efforts. The ethical appropriateness of the study was reviewed and

approved by the Institutional Review Board of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Research Paradigm: Social Constructivism

The empirical studies are grounded in the paradigm of social constructivism, which views
knowledge and understanding as co-constructed through human interaction. Within this
paradigm, participants are not passive subjects but active contributors to the research process,
and their engagement is recognised as intrinsic to the generation of meaning (Stebbins, 2011).
Social constructivism, emerging from broader constructivist thought, posits that knowledge is
shaped through the interplay between individual experiences and social contexts (Duffy &
Jonassen, 2013). It emphasises that reality is not pre-given but socially and culturally
produced, resulting in the construction of multiple, context-dependent realities (Berger &
Luckmann, 2023).

These constructed realities influence how individuals interpret the world and interact
with others (Duffy & Jonassen, 2013). Epistemologically, social constructivism stresses the
intersubjective relationship between researchers and informants, underscoring the
collaborative nature of knowledge production (Hayes & Oppenheim, 1997). Language plays
a central role in this process (Charmaz, 2014), as meaning is conveyed and interpreted
through discourse shaped by cultural and historical influences (Huang et al., 2025). Building
on these principles, Kathy Charmaz (2014) developed a constructivist grounded theory
approach. This methodology is particularly suited to examining complex social processes
within specific contexts (Charmaz, 2011), such as regenerative tourism. Constructivist
grounded theory rejects the notion of a purely objective or discoverable truth (Mills et al.,
2006; Charmaz, 2000). Instead, it views data and theory as emergent from the interactive
engagement between researchers and participants (Khanal, 2018). It favours an inductive
process, whereby analysis is guided by participants’ lived experiences and interpretive
frameworks (Mills et al., 2006).

In contrast to the systematic procedures of traditional grounded theory, constructivist
grounded theory maintains that data collection concludes not at a predetermined point
(Mohajan & Mohajan, 2022), but when the researcher determines that sufficient depth and

meaning have been achieved (Khanal, 2018; Charmaz, 2006). The approach situates both the
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research process and its findings within the historical, cultural, and situational contexts of
participants’ lives (Charmaz, 2016).

In both studies, constructivist grounded theory is applied to analyse experiences within a
community of practice engaged in regenerative tourism. The focus is on how meaning and
practice are co-created among human and non-human stakeholders, drawing on a
philosophical lens of Sheng Sheng developed in the conceptual component of the research.
This framework provides a means to interpret the unfolding processes of collaboration,

transformation, and relational engagement within the community.
Research Method: Cross-Community Enactive Research

The adoption of a cross-community enactive research approach as the primary
methodological framework is informed by its dual capacity to generate empirical insight and
to recognise the researcher’s potential influence on practice. This approach positions the
researcher not as an external observer, but as an active participant within the practitioner
community. Motivated by a commitment to the co-creation of regenerative tourism, the
researcher moves fluidly between academic and practical domains, embodying a dynamic
practitioner-scholar identity (Bertella, 2023).

The cross-community enactive approach is a relational, place-based model of academic
engagement in which reflexivity plays a central role. This entails a critical engagement not
only with the research topic and objectives, but also with the assumptions underlying
knowledge production, particularly the idea of value-free inquiry. The method seeks to
dissolve rigid role distinctions—such as those between the researcher and the researched—in
order to cultivate greater openness, responsiveness, and depth of understanding (Bertella,
2023).

In both studies, the researcher immerses herself in the community of Azheke village,
engaging directly with both human and non-human stakeholders in the co-creation of
regenerative tourism practices. From July 2019 to August 2022, she participated actively as a
member of the planning team and has remained a peripheral participant since September
2022. Her immersion included residing in the village from July 2019 to April 2020, and
undertaking return visits from 20 February to 31 March 2021, 5-11 July 2021, 8—14 August
2023, and 5-13 July 2024. In addition, from July 2021 to August 2022, she was employed
full-time as a research assistant for the planning team. Throughout this period, the author

maintained close communication with the planning team, Azheke villagers, local government
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representatives, travel agents, tourism entrepreneurs, and selected tourists, primarily via
WeChat.

This immersion allows for an experiential understanding of the situated realities and
relational dynamics that shape the community of practice. Having initiated the application of
Sheng Sheng-informed principles within this context, the researcher subsequently transitions
back into her academic role, undertaking a systematic and reflective analysis of the practical
insights acquired (Johannisson, 2018). This iterative movement between practice and theory,
underpinned by reflexive engagement, is fundamental to the enactive research process and

supports a more nuanced, ethically grounded understanding of regeneration in tourism.
Research Site: Azheke village in Honghe Hani Rice Terraces

The empirical research is conducted in Azheke village, located in the Honghe Hani Rice
Terraces of Yuanyang County, Yunnan Province, China (Figure 6). Famous for its iconic rice

terraces and traditional Hani architecture, Azheke has been designated a core protected area

+ Honghe Hani Rice Terraces
. | Yuanyang County
o 00 200 ks —
A'Zheke VIllage ! " I Honghe Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture

Figure 6. Geographical location of Azheke village

Source: Drawn by the author (vight); taken by Bin Yang (left)

The Hani people, an ethnic minority group, have been constructing and maintaining
these terraces for over 1,300 years (Figure 7). According to the Hani migration epic', the

community originally settled in lowland regions where they acquired rice cultivation

U JE R ESEE ) - A poem recounting the migration history of the Hani ancestors, comprising over 5,000
lines, circulates among Hani communities in the Mourning Mountains on the southern bank of the Red River in
Yunnan Province. Source: Institute of Ethnic Literature CASS,
http://iel.cass.cn/ztpd/zgss/nfss/qtss/200610/t20061030 2762880.shtml
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techniques from other migrant groups. After a series of military defeats, they relocated to the
Ailao Mountains—referred to in oral traditions as the “Mourning Mountains”—and adapted
their agricultural practices to the mountainous terrain. This adaptation process gave rise to the
large-scale, integrated agroecological landscape now known as the Honghe Hani Rice
Terraces. In this context, the Hani gradually learned to coexist with local ecosystems,

developing livelihood practices attuned to the rhythms and needs of non-human stakeholders.

Figure 7. Hani people working in rice terraces

Source: Taken by the author

The region’s unique ecological and cultural landscape has attracted growing numbers of
domestic and international tourists. French photographer Yann Layma was the first Western
artist to document the terraces extensively. His 1993 work Sculptor of Mountains brought
international attention to the harmony and beauty of the Hani countryside and played a
significant role in shaping global perceptions of the region. Since the site’s UNESCO
inscription in 2013, tourism in Azheke village has expanded substantially, fostering increased
interactions between tourists and both human and non-human elements of the destination.

Over time, the expansion of the local Hani population and intensified social interactions
within the community prompted the development of formal governance structures,
culminating in the establishment of local administrative institutions. Since 2015, the
Yuanyang County Government has supported regenerative tourism initiatives in Azheke by
inviting two research teams to collaborate with the community: one from the School of
Architecture and Urban Planning, Kunming University of Science and Technology (hereafter
referred to as the “design team”), and the other from the School of Tourism Management at
Sun Yat-sen University (hereafter the “planning team”).

Azheke village was selected as the research site because it offers a concrete and

distinctive example of regenerative tourism in practice. Since 2013, collaborations among the
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community, design and planning teams, and local government have supported the restoration
of traditional Hani dwellings and the establishment of a collectively owned tourism company,
generating social, cultural, and ecological benefits. Azheke’s approach is particularly
noteworthy for integrating Indigenous knowledge and recognising the agency of non-human
stakeholders—such as forests, village infrastructure, rice terraces, and water systems—within
its regenerative processes.

The vitality of the Honghe Hani Rice Terraces, which underpin regional tourism,
depends on maintaining ecological balance and sustaining traditional agricultural practices.
This interdependence highlights the inseparability of tourism, livelihoods, and ecosystem
health. Guided by the philosophy of Sheng Sheng, the Azheke Plan places Indigenous
communities at the centre of decision-making through participatory adaptation, a balanced
integration of tradition and innovation, and transparent benefit-sharing mechanisms. These
dynamics have fostered an emergent community of practice in which human and non-human

actors collaborate within an evolving framework of regenerative tourism.
Data Collection: Observations, Document Analysis, and Interviews

To develop a comprehensive understanding of regenerative tourism practice and its co-
creation processes—and to strengthen data triangulation—the empirical study drew on both
primary and secondary qualitative data. Using naturalistic observation, document analysis,
and in-depth interviews, it incorporated all key practitioner groups involved in Azheke village
(Table 2).

Table 2. Practitioners’ profiles involved in data collection

Code Pseudonym Age Gender Stakeholder role Data source

Gl Li 65+ Male Local government Participatory research note/
document analysis

G2 Wang 40+ Male Local government Participatory research note/
document analysis/interview
D1 Li 40+ Male The design team/Non- Participatory research note/
local tourism entrepreneur — interview
D2 Zhu 70+ Male The design team Document analysis
P1 Bao 60+ Male The planning team Participatory research note/

document analysis

P2 Yang 30+ Male The planning team Participatory research note/
document analysis
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P3

R1

R3

R4

El

E2

E3

E4

T1

T2

T3

T4

T5

T6

Zhang

Gao

Gao

Long

Pu

Gao

Liang

Chen

Wang

Zhou
Qiu
Shen

Yu

20+

45+

50+

30+

30+

50+

60+

40+

30+

40+

30+

50+

60+

60+

35+

Male

Male

Male

Female

Female

Female

Male

Male

Female

Female

Female

Male
Male
Female

Female

The planning team

Local resident

Local resident

Local resident

Local resident

Local resident/tourism
entrepreneur

Local resident/tourism
entrepreneur

Local resident/tourism
entrepreneur

Local resident/tourism
entrepreneur

Tourist

Tourist

Tourist
Tourist
Tourist

Tourist

Interview

Participatory research note/
document analysis

Participatory research note

Participatory research note/
document analysis

Participatory research note

Participatory research note/
interview

Participatory research note

Participatory research note/
interview

Participatory research note

Participatory research note/
interview

Participatory research note/
interview

Interview
Interview
Interview

Interview

Primary data were generated through the author’s long-term embedded participation in

the Azheke community of practice. Before fieldwork commenced, the local government

secured collective permission from the community for the planning team to reside in the

village, assist with tourism development, and conduct research. As a member of this team, the

author was recognised in the village as both practitioner and researcher. Between July 2019

and August 2022, she lived and worked alongside Indigenous residents, engaging directly in

regenerative tourism initiatives and maintaining close contact with planning team members,

government officials, Indigenous community members of all ages, local and non-local

entrepreneurs in the village, tourists, and former design team members.

Primary data were collected through naturalistic observation that can provide

opportunities to document behaviours and interactions in situ without intervention
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(Angrosino, 2016). Observations focused on the regenerative tourism practices and their co-
creation processes, including interactions among external actors, Indigenous communities,
and ecological systems. The author kept detailed participatory research notes, which offer an
extensive record of observed practices, everyday conversations, and important meetings and
workshops held among key practitioners, including the local government, the planning team,
the design team, and the Indigenous residents during the stay (Table 2). As many Indigenous
residents—particularly elders—speak Hani rather than Mandarin, communication was often
facilitated by Hani-speaking adults, youth, and children who translated for the author;
parental consent was obtained for youth and children involved in translation.

Secondary data were collected through document analysis, defined as the systematic
gathering, examination, and interpretation of printed and digital materials (Bowen, 2009).
This method offers an effective means of analyzing texts related to the activities of the
regenerative tourism community of practice. Initially, newspaper articles, reports, policy
announcements, and other electronic documents were collected from Chinese and
international online platforms and local official websites. Documents were then screened
according to three criteria: (1) they concerned Azheke village or nearby areas such as
Yuanyang County or the Honghe Hani Rice Terraces; (2) they addressed local development,
particularly heritage preservation and tourism development; and (3) they captured the
perspectives, actions, or interactions of key practitioners involved in local regenerative co-
creation, including local government officials, the planning team, the design team, and
Indigenous communities or residents.

To locate relevant materials, keywords related to place names (e.g., “Azheke,”
“Yuanyang,” “Honghe Hani rice terraces”) and practice types (e.g., dwelling upgrade,
heritage preservation, tourism development) were used across Baidu, Google, government
websites, and other online platforms. Data collection in March 2025 produced more than one
thousand documents. Duplicate or near-duplicate materials posted across different platforms
were removed. Priority was given to documents that reflected regenerative practices and
philosophies in the context of Azheke village.

In-depth interviews were conducted to supplement the data from participatory research
notes and document analysis, assess data saturation, and enhance triangulation. This method
offers detailed insights into regenerative tourism practices and co-creation processes.
Interviews were carried out during return visits to Azheke village from 20 February to 31
March 2021, 5-11 July 2021, 8-14 August 2023, and 5—13 July 2024. Through purposive

sampling, 11 informants participated in total: one local government representative, one design
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team member, one planning team member who was also a non-local tourism entrepreneur,
two local residents who also operated as local tourism entrepreneurs, and six tourists (Table
2). They were selected due to their specialised knowledge and experience relevant to
regenerative tourism practice in Azheke village (Taylor & Blake, 2015).

Interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 2 hours, depending on participants’ availability
and willingness to elaborate. Interview questions were tailored to each group to elicit nuanced
reflections based on their specific experiences. Prompts such as “What do you see as the role
of rice terraces, mushroom houses, the local ecosystem, or Hani culture in the process of
tourism development?” were used to encourage open-ended responses and promote a natural
conversational flow (Smith, 2005).

Data saturation was achieved because all key practitioner groups involved in the
regenerative tourism co-creation process in Azheke village—local government
representatives, the design team, the planning team, and Indigenous community members—
were included. Confidence in the comprehensiveness of the findings was further strengthened
through methodological triangulation. By incorporating additional perspectives from tourism
entrepreneurs and tourists, the study enhanced the robustness and credibility of its analysis

(Rahimi, 2024).
Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis was employed to interpret data derived from participatory research notes,
document analysis, and interview transcripts. This method facilitates the identification and
organisation of patterns within complex qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As many
original materials were recorded in Chinese or other languages, they were first synthesised
for analytical induction (Brewer, 2000) and then carefully translated into English to preserve
their original meaning and context.

Following Berbekova et al. (2021), the researcher began by familiarising herself with the
data and conducting an initial review. An inductive approach was then applied through
manual coding and theme development using NVivo 12, ensuring that the analysis is not
driven by any pre-established theoretical framework. The coding process proceeded through
three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Open
coding identified key categories informed by the Sheng Sheng framework developed in the
conceptual study. During axial coding, these primary categories were further refined into

subcategories. Finally, selective coding drew out commonalities and distinctions among
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subcategories, with consistent labels assigned to those sharing conceptual similarities. A

detailed coding example that integrated different data sources and different practitioners’

perspectives is presented as Table 3.

Table 3. An example of thematic analysis

simply to lift them out of poverty,
but to enable them to maintain their
traditional way of life. If it were
Jjust about poverty alleviation, and
everyone became wealthy and
changed everything, then it would

lose its meaning—and this project

maintain
traditional
lifestyle

in intangible
regeneration

Original Transcripts Data sources | Open coding | Axial coding | Selective
coding

“The compensation mechanism has | Participatory | Balancing Balancing Regenerative

resolved a problem that troubled research the interests | the conflicts | principle:

me for many years—it aligns the notes of resident between Harmony

villagers’ understanding of and the different through

mushroom house preservation with government | stakeholders | opposites

that of the government” (G1).

“Now I can look after the rice Document Balancing Balancing Regenerative

terraces, live in my own mushroom | analysis residents’ the conflicts | principle:

house, and still support my family. needs within the Harmony

1t really is the best of both worlds” same through

(R4). stakeholders | opposites

“The living conditions in the Participatory | Residents’ Local Regenerative

mushroom houses are relatively research sense of engagement | principle:

poor, so it is unlikely that villagers | notes responsibility | in tangible Organic self-

would voluntarily protect them. to preserve regeneration | generation

Once they have enough money, they mushroom

are likely to buy houses elsewhere. houses

However, if tourism is developed

and the mushroom houses attract

visitors—allowing villagers to

benefit financially—they may come

to realise that losing these houses

could mean losing their source of

income. Our ultimate goal is to

encourage more villagers to

participate and to cultivate a sense

of responsibility. This responsibility

is rooted in their own interests and

can be reinforced through a system

of incentives” (P1).

“The purpose of redistributing Interviews Residents’ Local Regenerative

benefits to the villagers is not motivation to | engagement | principle:

Organic self-
generation
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might no longer have any value. By
linking the preservation of their
original lifestyle to villagers’
economic interests, they will have

the motivation to remain actively
involved” (T3).

Researcher Positionality and Reflectivity

Positionality and Reflectivity in the Conceptual Research

The researcher was born and raised in mainland China. From her primary school years
onward, she has been immersed in an educational environment deeply influenced by Chinese
thought. During her Ph.D. studies in Hong Kong, SAR, she was supervised by a professor
with a strong interest in Chinese philosophies, particularly Taoism. These experiences have
fostered in her a nuanced understanding of cultural contexts and a heightened awareness of
the importance of cultural sensitivity in research.

As a Chinese researcher, she has inherited literary and intellectual traditions rooted in
Chinese culture and history. Consequently, when engaging with texts shaped by Chinese
philosophy, she brings a pre-existing, historically informed perspective. Rather than
disregarding this perspective as bias, she acknowledges it and actively interrogates it through
ongoing inquiry. This involves exploring not only original philosophical writings and their
historical interpretations but also contemporary analyses and international discussions beyond
mainland China. Through this process, she uncovers alternative perspectives that challenge
her own, creating opportunities for learning and growth (Warnke, 2016).

Of particular interest to the researcher is the potential of non-Western knowledge—
especially Chinese wisdom—to contribute to both the practical and theoretical dimensions of
tourism studies. This focus reflects a deliberate effort to broaden the range of perspectives in

the field, recognizing the richness and relevance of non-Western knowledge systems.
Positionality and Reflectivity in the Empirical Research

The researcher is a committed advocate of knowledge co-creation, particularly within highly
situated research contexts. This philosophy emphasises the collaborative and reciprocal
nature of knowledge creation, positioning both researchers and participants as active

contributors to research outcomes and challenging traditional hierarchical research dynamics.
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During her master’s studies, the researcher immersed herself in the field as an active
practitioner in tourism development in Azheke village. From July 2019 to April 2020, she
lived in the village and worked on a range of initiatives, including tourism operations, staff
and managerial training, social-media marketing, destination management, and liaison with
local government and the Indigenous community. This engagement enabled her to maintain a
close connection with Azheke and to become an informed outsider—one who engages with
Indigenous knowledge systems while co-creating knowledge with diverse practitioners.

This positionality, however, presents both advantages and limitations. Deep involvement
allowed her to observe subtle frictions, relational dynamics, and operational realities that
might otherwise have remained unnoticed. Yet such proximity also carries the risk of being
too embedded to fully recognise tensions or critically interrogate taken-for-granted
assumptions. Rather than disregarding these potential biases, she acknowledges them and
engages in continuous reflexive inquiry. After April 2020, she deliberately created distance
from day-to-day practice, enabling her to revisit her experiences with greater analytical
objectivity.

Her commitment to self-reflexivity includes attentiveness to issues in which dominant
Western perspectives risk marginalising alternative epistemologies. She remains aware of the
possibility that her own worldview may distort or over-interpret the knowledge shared by
participants, and she adopts proactive strategies to mitigate these risks. Recognising the
influence of pre-existing assumptions, she incorporates diverse voices from the field (Russell-
Mundine, 2012)—including Indigenous residents, local government officials, the design
team, tourism entrepreneurs, and tourists—to ensure a fuller and more inclusive

understanding of the research context.
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Chapter 4: A Sheng Sheng-Inspired Perspective on

Regenerative Tourism

Chapter Four addresses the domain question, examining what regenerative tourism means
through the lens of the Chinese philosophy of Sheng Sheng. The chapter begins by tracing the
philosophical evolution of Sheng Sheng across different schools of Chinese thought, followed
by an interpretation of its core ontological and ethical implications. It concludes by
articulating six principles for defining regenerative tourism that are inspired by, and grounded

in, the philosophy of Sheng Sheng.
Sheng Sheng in Chinese Philosophy

The character Sheng (*£) originally referred to the growth of plants (Xue, 2019). Its earliest
form, found in oracle bone script, depicts grass or trees sprouting from the ground (Figure 8),
vividly illustrating the natural emergence and development of life (Yang, 2023; Ding et al.,

2021). According to the Shuowen Jiezi ( { i X f#=) ), a Chinese dictionary compiled

between 25 and 220 CE, Sheng means “to advance” and was initially used to convey ideas
such as birth, growth, and generation. Over time, its meaning broadened to include
reproduction, occurrence, life, and survival (Ding et al., 2021). In modern usage, Sheng
functions as both noun and verb, depending on context, and frequently appears in expressions

related to life, transformation, and existence. It symbolises emergence, vitality, and the

Y

Figure 8. The character Sheng from the oracle bone script

ongoing process of creation (Yu, 2013).

Source: Shuowen Jiezi

Based on the meanings of Sheng, the expression Sheng Sheng in everyday language can
be interpreted through three grammatical structures: subject—verb, verb—object, and verb—
verb. In the subject—verb construction, Sheng Sheng can be understood as “life generates,”
signifying the perpetual reproduction and continuation of life in the cosmos. As a verb—object
phrase, it can mean “generate life,” referring to the creation of all things—a transformation
from nonexistence to existence. In the case of verb-verb structure, Sheng Sheng implies “to

generate and generate,” with one act of generation following another, suggesting an endless
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process. Regardless of the grammatical structure, Sheng Sheng consistently conveys the idea
of an unceasing, continuously unfolding cycle of creation (Yang, 2023).

The philosophical concept of Sheng Sheng originates in the I Ching and was further
developed within the philosophical traditions of Taoism, Confucianism, and later Neo-
Confucianism, ultimately becoming a central tenet of Chinese philosophy. Figure 9 illustrates
how the philosophical focus of Sheng Sheng evolved across various schools of Chinese

thought.

I Ching Confucianism

Constant change is the Ren of the universe
— the moral vitality that sustains life.

O
W

All beings are in constant change.

Taoism Neo-Confucianism
Constant change is driven by the Constant change of all (human and non-human)
natural forces within all beings. beings is ontologically based on Ren.

Figure 9. Philosophical meanings of Sheng Sheng in Chinese thought

Source: Drawn by the author

(1) Sheng Sheng in the I Ching

The philosophical meaning of Sheng Sheng was first systematically articulated in the /
Ching, where it emerges as a core principle of transformation and continuity (Xue, 2019; Wu,
2018b; Guo, 2010). As a central concept in the / Ching, Sheng Sheng signifies that the
essence of change lies in perpetual generation (Wei, 2015; Wang & Wei, 2014), ultimately
addressing the fundamental question of life itself (Guo, 2010). Its most direct expression
appears in the statement: “One thing renews itself constantly in great virtue’;, One generation
gives life to another generation in perpetual change® (H ¥ 1H 84S, 442218 %)). This
passage conveys that ceaseless renewal constitutes the essence of virtue, while endless
creation forms the underlying law governing all cosmic transformations (Yu, 2013; Huang,
2023). It succinctly captures the core spirit of the / Ching (Qu, 2018; Wang & Wei, 2014;
Meng, 2014; Zeng & Zhang, 2013), and has since evolved into a broader cosmological and
philosophical framework centred on Sheng Sheng (Wu, 2018b).

Within the I Ching, Sheng Sheng reveals the intrinsic force that animates all beings—the

power of self-generation, continual transformation, life-sustaining processes, and boundless

2 Translation from Constant Renewal (H#T7), Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
3 Translation from Perpetual Growth and Change (“£4), Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
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vitality (Zhang, 2016; Xiang, 2013; Zhang, 2012). Change in the I Ching is articulated
through three interrelated dimensions: ease and simplicity (% %), changeability (2 %), and
constancy (4~ 55) (Guo, 2010). The text recognises the self-generating order of nature as the
highest aesthetic and moral principle (Xiao, 2022). The philosophical insights of the / Ching
thus not only illuminate the dynamic structure of the cosmos, but also provide a vital
theoretical foundation for understanding the profound interconnection between individual life
and the natural world (Wang, 2022).

(2) Sheng Sheng in Taoism

The Taoist interpretation of Sheng Sheng most closely reflects the original phrasing of
the / Ching: “one generation gives life to another in perpetual change,” characterised by
transcendence, naturalism, and profound metaphysical significance (Lin, 2023; Ding, 2018;
Zhang, 2016). Its foundational expression appears in the Tao Te Ching: “The Way begets one;
one begets two; two begets three, three begets the myriad creatures®. All things stand, facing
Yang and embracing Yin; the interaction of Yin and Yang creates harmony®” (I8/E—, —’&
=, THA=, ZHEREY. AR, LY. In Taoism, the Way is
conceived as the self-manifesting activity of existence, through which the flow and
transformation of life occur naturally, effortlessly, and spontaneously (Xiao, 2022; Chen,
2008). This understanding draws primarily on the / Ching’s notion of change as ease and
simplicity.

Unlike reproduction-based concepts of generation commonly found in Western
traditions, Taoism interprets Sheng Sheng as a process of continuous renewal. It envisions a
cosmos grounded in self-generation and transformation, governed by universal principles
intrinsic to nature itself (Ding, 2018). All beings are seen as part of a self-sustaining, self-
regulating natural order, shaped by the dynamic interplay of Yin and Yang (Yu, 2013). This
perspective marks a philosophical shift: from a theistic account of creation to a naturalistic
cosmology, with Yin and Yang as the core generative principles underlying all transformation
(Ding et al., 2021).

(3) Sheng Sheng in Confucianism

As the foundation and core of Confucian philosophy (Li, 2022; Tang, 2019; Dou, 2017;
Zhang, 2016; Li, 2012), the Confucian interpretation of Sheng Sheng is first articulated in the

Commentaries on the I Ching (hereafter Commentaries) and later elaborated by Mencius and

4 The 42" line in Tao Te Ching, translation from Lau (1963)
5 Translation from Yin and Yang (I1PH), Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
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subsequent Confucian thinkers. Building on the I Ching’s original expression, “One thing
renews itself constantly in great virtue,” the Commentaries develop a philosophical
framework that goes beyond cosmogenesis and the continuation of life to encompass human
morality, the relationship between humanity and nature, and principles of governance (Ding
et al., 2021; Wei, 2015; Yuan, 2012; Wang, 2010). This interpretation addresses not only the
constitution of the natural world but also the establishment and functioning of social and
ethical order (Shang & Lii, 2016), reflecting Confucianism’s deep engagement with cosmic
creation and moral ontology (Dou, 2017; Wang & Wei, 2014).

The Confucian understanding of Sheng Sheng extends beyond the natural world to
encompass human moral responsibility and social governance (Lin, 2023; Wei, 2015).

Confucianism emphasises inner cultivation and upholds moral values such as Ren ({—,
benevolence), Yi (¢, righteousness), Li (fL, ritual propriety), Zhi (£, wisdom), and Xin ({3,

integrity) as essential to sustaining the continuous development and flourishing of all things

(Yu, 2015; Yuan, 2012). A Junzi (-1, person of virtue) is expected to cultivate the self in

accordance with the generative principles of the cosmos, mirroring the universe’s processes
of ongoing life and transformation through continuous moral refinement (Wei, 2015).

By comprehending and aligning with the rhythm of Sheng Sheng, individuals can
harmonise their conduct with the natural order and realise enduring ethical growth (Xiang,
2013). As the ultimate pursuit of morality and existence, the Confucian concept of Sheng
Sheng encompasses not only individual life but also the broader aims of social harmony and
stability (Liu & Yu, 2023). Mencius integrated Sheng Sheng into the domain of human ethics,
linking it to governance and personal virtue through the integration of Ren and Yi (Zhang,
2016). This synthesis underscores the unity of moral cultivation and social order (Shang &
L, 2016; Xiang, 2013). Confucian ethics uphold Ren as the foundational principle governing
the relationship between humanity and nature (Yu, 2013), emphasising the ongoing processes
of generation, cultivation, and flourishing (Li, 2012). By aligning personal growth with social
harmony and the natural rhythms of transformation, Confucianism presents moral
development as a dynamic, interconnected process rooted in the cosmological principle of
Sheng Sheng (Wei, 2015; Li, 2012).

(4) Sheng Sheng in Neo-Confucianism

Neo-Confucianism profoundly deepened the ethical concept of Ren, reinterpreting it as
an intrinsic essence aligned with the fundamental laws of the cosmos (Wu, 2017). In doing

s0, it not only inherited and expanded the moral vision of classical Confucianism, but also
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assimilated metaphysical insights from the / Ching and the Taoist principle of Sheng Sheng.
On this foundation, Neo-Confucian thinkers constructed a comprehensive philosophical
system that articulated the unity of nature and humanity. This system emphasises the
harmony between cosmic order and human moral cultivation, forming the distinctive
cosmological and ethical framework of Neo-Confucianism (Zhang, 2012).

Neo-Confucianism elevates Ren to a metaphysical level (Wu, 2017), identifying it as the
fundamental ontological essence underlying the universe’s ceaseless generation. Within this
framework, Sheng Sheng is understood as the concrete manifestation of ontological Ren (Yu,
2013). As the core moral principle of the cosmos, Sheng Sheng operates both as the dynamic
force driving the creation and development of the universe and as the natural process through
which life continually emerges. This perspective underscores the unity of all existence and
affirms the intrinsic value of life (Shan, 2023). All beings—including humans and non-human
entities—are participants in the unfolding process of Sheng Sheng. Consequently, there is no
essential ontological division between humanity and the rest of the natural world.

Ren is seen as an integral expression of the cosmic order, and human conduct is
expected to align with the generative rhythms and transformative patterns of the universe
(Wu, 2017). Within Neo-Confucian ontology, Sheng Sheng emerges as a central principle
(Wu, 2019), serving as the foundation for an integrated vision of the cosmos and human
existence. Grounded in this generative concept, Neo-Confucian thinkers constructed a
philosophical system wherein Ren is understood as ontological—the moral essence inherent
in the structure of reality itself. In doing so, they unified cosmology, ontology, and ethics
within a coherent and dynamic framework centred on the ever-unfolding process of Sheng

Sheng (Shan, 2023).

Regeneration Inspired by Sheng Sheng

Perpetual Growth and Change

Sheng Sheng provides a philosophical foundation for regenerative tourism rooted in
interconnection, becoming, and the life-affirming potential of transformation (L1, 2022).
Integrating this ontological perspective shifts the focus from restoration to active
participation in the generative rhythms of the living world (Yang, 2023; Gu, 2022; Yu, 2013;
Yuan, 2012). Although often translated into English as “perpetual growth and change,” this
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“growth” does not refer to economic expansion; rather, it denotes a positive, continuous
process of transformation.

In the 7 Ching, change is understood through three interrelated dimensions (Guo, 2010):
ease and simplicity (% 1), changeability (“% 5), and constancy (41~ %). The first of these—
ease and simplicity—represents the essential and foundational quality of change (Xue, 2019).
This idea is articulated in the I Ching:

“The way of Heaven is easily understood because of its ease. The way of
Earth is effective because of its simplicity. Ease means easy to know, and
simplicity means easy to follow. If something is easy to understand, it appeals
to people and draws them to it; if something is easy to follow, it will not be
difficult to achieve it. Appeal can be enduring, and achievability will lead to
great accomplishments. Endurance is a merit of a person of virtue, and being
capable of reaching far is the pursuit of a person of integrity®” (52 LA 23 41,
WLl fTE . I G, BTG M. G EGR, GMINEL). R
Ao BRI Ko A AIWENZ 18, I] AT HENZ ).

This passage affirms that the natural order—embodied by Heaven and Earth—operates
through principles of ease and simplicity (Wei, 2015). These principles render the cosmic
process both accessible and effective. Natural transformation, therefore, follows intrinsic and
intelligible patterns. The generative force of the cosmos is fundamentally simple, yet
universally encompassing (Wang & Wei, 2014), and it reflects the highest virtue: the
continuous propagation and renewal of all things (Xiang, 2007).

Secondly, changeability signifies regular and orderly transformation—the dynamic flux
inherent in all things (Xue, 2019; Wei, 2015). The universe, and everything within it, is in a
state of eternal movement, characterised by continuous creation, constant change, and
renewal (Zhang, 2017; Qiao, 2011). This ceaseless transformation embodies the ongoing
process of life itself, revealing the fluid, ever-evolving nature of existence (Wang & Wei,
2014). The dimension of changeability thus reflects the principle of perpetual generation and
motion, underscoring the dynamic and interconnected essence of both the cosmos and all
living beings (Ding et al., 2021; Zhang, 2016).

Thirdly, constancy refers to the unchanging nature of change itself (Xue, 2019; Wei,

2015)—the idea that while all things are in flux, the fundamental principles governing

® Translation from Ease and Simplicity (% 1%]), Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
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transformation remain constant. Though phenomena shift and evolve, the underlying cosmic
laws and essential relationships endure (Wang & Wei, 2014). In the I Ching, Sheng Sheng is
regarded as the essence of cosmic vitality, rooted in the dynamic interplay of Yin (FH) and
Yang (FH), whose interaction drives the generation of all things (Tao, 2017). As stated in the
Shuoyuan ( {Wi38) ), “The alternation of Yin and Yang is called the Way’; all movements of
things follow the Way” (—B—FHZ 1818, EH#H, W35 AHIEW). This passage
illustrates that Sheng Sheng is a concrete manifestation of the Way expressed through the
generative and transformative dynamics of Yin and Yang (Ding et al., 2021). On this
foundation, Yin and Yang operate as the mechanisms that regulate transformation (Wei, 2015).
All changes follow a stable yet cyclical pattern, reflecting the intrinsic harmony and order
within existence (Xue, 2019).

Sheng Sheng is conceived as the very essence of change, underscoring the generative
and dynamic nature of existence (Meng, 2014). This understanding posits that being is not a
static condition but an ongoing process of creation and renewal, with the cosmos itself
characterised by continuous emergence and transformation (Xiang, 2007). Building upon
these conceptual foundations, regeneration may be understood as a continuous, dynamic
process through which living systems or complex structures restore, renew, and sustain
themselves. This process manifests in three interrelated modes: through the recurrent
enactment of fundamental patterns that confer coherence and stability; through adaptive
transformations that facilitate responsiveness to changing internal and external conditions;
and through the preservation of core integrity, maintaining essential identity and functionality
amid ongoing change. Regeneration thus embodies a dynamic equilibrium between constancy
and innovation, enabling systems to evolve without relinquishing the foundational

characteristics that define them.
The Art of Self-Generation

Sheng Sheng provides a metaphysical framework grounded in organic change, where
existence is not imposed from outside but emerges naturally, spontaneously, and cyclically
from within. All beings participate in self-sustaining cycles of generation and transformation,

forming an interconnected and dynamic whole (Wu, 2018a). Life is conceived as inherently

7 Translation from The Alternation of Yin and Yang Constitutes the Way (—F—BH 2 1818), Key Concepts in
Chinese Thought and Culture
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self-generating: the creator is immanent within the created, not external to it (Dou, 2017).
This view stands in contrast to Western theological traditions that posit external divine
intervention (Wu, 2024; Li, 2012).

Both Confucianism and Taoism deeply embody this vision of self-generation. In
Confucian thought, inquiry into Sheng Sheng evolves from examining the external
manifestations of life (4) to uncovering the internal grounds of nature and essence (1),
marking a shift toward understanding the root of being itself (Ding et al., 2021).
Confucianism asserts that the generation of all things arises from within the things
themselves: self-generation serves as the fundamental cause of emergence, growth, and
decay, while essence provides the internal foundation of their self-becoming (L1, 2024b).

Similarly, Taoism emphasises the spontaneous, intrinsic unfolding of life (Wei, 2015).

Zhuangzi’s writings, such as The Adjustment of Controversies ( {5¥¥)#) ), articulate that

generation is not the result of deliberate action—an “I generate”—but rather a natural,
effortless process, originating from the authentic self () rather than from a willful ego (%)
(Gao, 2022). This Taoist perspective complements the Confucian view, highlighting that life’s
dynamism springs from an inner source rather than external imposition.

Across both traditions, the universe is envisioned as operating through an inherent
purposiveness: growth, renewal, and transformation arise from its own dynamic equilibrium
(Qiao, 2011). This intrinsic vitality is vividly illustrated in Taoist texts such as the Lunheng
( (&f#) ), which states: “By the fusion of the fluids of Heaven and Earth, all things of the

world are produced spontaneously® (RIS, T3 HA), affirming that genesis is
intrinsic and independent of external intervention. Similarly, the Taoist notion that “the Way
begets the myriad creatures” (3&E J3#)) symbolises the self-sustaining, self-renewing
essence of existence (Gao, 2022; Han, 2021).

Within the metaphysical framework of Sheng Sheng, Confucianism and Taoism
converge in affirming the self-unfolding nature of reality (Yu, 2023; Li, 2012). The universe
is conceptualised as a living organism—vital, regenerative, and perpetually self-renewing—
imbued with an intrinsic capacity for boundless transformation (Wang, 2010; Liu, 2003).
Regeneration, understood in this context, is not a mere isolated event but a fundamental mode
of being, embedded within the very fabric of the universe. It represents existence’s natural

capacity to renew, transform, and perpetuate itself within the unceasing flow of life

8 Translation from Chinese Text Project
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generating life. Regeneration, far from being a passive phenomenon, constitutes the self-
propelling vitality of reality: the continuous unfolding of life from itself, through itself, and
into itself. This dynamic process of renewal and transformation exposes an underlying
principle: the living universe is not a static entity but is engaged in an ongoing process of
becoming, guided by an innate rhythm that sustains and evolves its own existence (Shan,

2023).
Dynamic Interplay of Internal Opposites

In Chinese philosophy, the ceaseless generation of life is upheld as a core principle (Dou,
2017): all things arise through the internal interaction of complementary forces—most
notably, the dynamic interplay of Yin and Yang (Wu, 2024; Zhang & Yang, 2021; Wu, 2018a).
Heaven and Earth provide the field for the transformation and generation of all things, with
the energies of Yin and Yang constituting the basic elements of life (Li, 2024b). The vitality of
Sheng Sheng is rooted in this interaction (Wu, 2018b), which drives the continuous
emergence and transformation of existence (Zhang & Yang, 2021; Wang, 2021; Zhang, 2017;
Wang, 2010).

As the Commentaries explain: “There is an intermingling of the genial influences of
Heaven and Earth, and transformation in its various forms abundantly proceeds. There is an

intercommunication of seed between male and female, and transformation in its living types
proceeds®” (RHLANAR, TIVMCEE, 55Ltaks, Ji¥1kAR). Yin and Yang are not binary

opposites but mutually defining, interdependent forces (Guo, 2010). Yin is associated with
receptivity, passivity, materiality, and the feminine principle; Yang with activity, creativity,
vitality, and the masculine. These forces do not exist in isolation but operate in a fluid,
cyclical rhythm—an organic dialectic that maintains cosmic balance and sustains life through
ongoing transformation (Wu, 2018a).

Through the union of Yin and Yang, Heaven and Earth bring forth all things—Heaven
representing the force of activity and creation (Yang), and Earth embodying receptivity and
nourishment (Yin) (Zhang & Yang, 2021; Xiang, 2013). This interaction forms the
fundamental mechanism behind the generation and transformation of all things in the cosmos
(Wang & Wei, 2014). The Commentaries articulate the process of creation through the grand
transformation of Yin and Yang, grounding it in the dialectical unity of Heaven and Earth.

This cosmological vision reveals a universally operative structure, in which Yin-Yang serves

° Translation from Chinese Text Project

94



not only as the ontological foundation of Sheng Sheng (Ding et al., 2021) but also as a crucial
key to understanding the vital, dynamic nature of the universe.

Sheng Sheng integrates the principles of Yin—Yang interaction and dynamic balance,
offering a comprehensive framework for understanding existence (Xue, 2019). Ancient
Chinese philosophers, such as Cheng Yi (F£6i1), recognised early on that the nature or state of
things tends to transform under certain conditions. The Writings of the Cheng Brothers ( { —

FEIBE 15 ) ) articulates this principle as: “When reaching an extreme, things are bound to

revert to their opposites'”” ()M 5 J). According to this view, when anything reaches the
limit of its development, it is bound to change into its opposite. Such reversals are understood
not as anomalies but as expressions of an inherent pattern of transformation. As Cheng Yi
further observes: “When there is life there is death, and when there is a beginning there is an

end'"” (BHEAEHE S, HUIHMEA ). This cyclical understanding of change deepens the
Sheng Sheng perspective, portraying existence as an unceasing process of emergence,
culmination, and renewal.

The fusion and alternation of Yin and Yang constitute the fundamental source of life’s
emergence, while their continuous transformation underpins the universe’s perpetual
evolution (Deng, 2019; Xiang, 2013). As noted in the Interpretation of the Great Treatise of
the I Ching ( { &) RFEAEIE) ), Sheng Sheng manifests through the cyclical interplay of Yin

and Yang, characterised by ceaseless continuity and natural expression. In this framework,
life and breath, movement and stillness, are not binary opposites but complementary states,
coexisting within an uninterrupted, harmonious rhythm which is unified through the ongoing
process of Sheng Sheng (Shan, 2023).

Drawing on the conceptual framework of Yin and Yang, regeneration may be understood
as the dynamic equilibrium of complementary forces, characterised by a continuous rhythm
of transformation through which life perpetually renews itself. Rather than constituting a
static endpoint, regeneration emerges as an ongoing process generated through the interaction
of opposing yet interdependent principles such as movement and stillness, growth and rest,
expansion and contraction. These cyclical dynamics reveal that vitality is sustained through
the continual negotiation between change and stability. From this perspective, regeneration is
not externally imposed but unfolds organically from the intrinsic harmonies embedded within

existence itself. This understanding underscores the philosophical proposition that resilience

10 Translation from Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
! Translation from Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture

95



and renewal are inherent properties of natural systems, grounded in their capacity to maintain

balance amid fluctuation rather than to resist change.
Inherent Phase of the Life Continuum

Ceaseless transformation within the cosmos unfolds through two interrelated modes: the
cyclic alternation of Yin and Yang, and the perpetual process of change (Wei, 2015). The first
is manifest in the periodic rthythms of nature, exemplified most clearly by the succession of
the four seasons. Besides, existence unfolds through an ever-evolving, generative structure.
As the Tao Te Ching states: “The Way begets one; one begets two, two begets three, three
begets the myriad creatures’” ((BE—, —H =, — 4=, =4Ti¥)), articulating the
emergence of multiplicity from primordial unity. Similarly, the I Ching elaborates: “Taiji

generates the Two Modes, which generate the Four Images, and then the Eight Trigrams'3”

CRBZEWAL, PIACEDY %, DUG2E J\EN). From Taiji (AAH, the Supreme Ultimate), the

cosmos unfolds through successive stages: from the interplay of Yin and Yang to increasingly
complex relational patterns that constitute all phenomena (Tao, 2017).

From a state of formlessness, 7aiji initiates the dynamic of stillness and motion, giving
rise to the generative tension between Yin and Yang, thereby animating existence itself (Wu,
2019). This process articulates a philosophical logic of unfolding: from non-being to being,
grounded in relationality and perpetual transformation (Zhang & Yang, 2021). Drawing on
the I Ching, Confucianism also conceptualises Sheng Sheng as a universal law governing all
existence (Wei, 2015)—manifesting not only in the continuation of life within the natural
world, but also in the boundless processes of cosmic creation and transformation (Zhang &

Yang, 2021). The Commentaries further elucidate the progression from 7aiji to the Bagua (J\

#h, Eight Trigrams), illustrating a natural evolution from simplicity to complexity (Lin,
2023).

The dynamic processes of Sheng Sheng can be articulated through three primary
manifestations: the creation of existence from non-being, the continuation and renewal of life,
and the harmony of interdependence and symbiosis (Wang & Wei, 2014). Together, these
dimensions reveal not only the vitality and creativity inherent in life but also the profound

relationality underlying all entities within the cosmos (Liu, 2021).

12 The 42" line in Tao Te Ching, translation from Lau (1963)
13 Translation from Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
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First, the transition from non-being to being highlights the spontaneous and generative
nature of life and phenomena. Rooted in the intrinsic vitality of the cosmos, this process
conceives of life as a dynamic force initiated and sustained by the universe itself (Li, 2024a).

As articulated in the Annotations on Laozi ( {Z&TJE) ), “The formation and existence of
You originate from Wu!* (5 ZFtth, LAJCNA). Here, You () refers to the state of being
after something has come into existence but before it perishes, while Wu (JJ5) denotes the

state of a thing before its birth and after its death. These formulations encapsulate the
fundamental creative potency that underpins the cosmos (Li, 2024a; Liu, 2021).

Second, the continual alternation of Yin and Yang, along with the principle of returning
to origins (Wang & Wei, 2014), ensures the sustained growth, development, and renewal of
all things. Life flourishes through adherence to natural laws, maintaining an unbroken flow of
existence. Analogous to the ceaseless movement of a river (Li, 2024a), the dynamic renewal
of life not only reflects its inherent vitality but also embodies a philosophical understanding
of perpetual transformation and regeneration within the universe (Liu, 2021).

Third, the mutual generation and co-existence of Yin and Yang (Wang & Wei, 2014)
exemplify the principle of symbiosis among all entities. Within this framework, all beings are
sustained through intricate relationships of interdependence, forming a balanced and
harmonious whole (Li, 2024a). The notion of the harmony of interdependence and symbiosis
foregrounds the relational character of existence and reveals a fundamental philosophical
insight: life thrives through mutual support and co-flourishing within the cosmic order.

Regeneration can be understood as a fundamental principle through which life emerges,
renews itself, and sustains continuity across time and space. Rather than being confined to
biological reproduction or ecological restoration, regeneration reflects a broader ontological
process in which existence continually arises from indeterminacy, adapts through
transformation, and persists through systems of interdependence. This process is not static or
linear but cyclical and relational, emphasizing the dynamic interplay between creation,
continuity, and cooperation. Regeneration thus reveals an underlying order in which
resilience and flourishing are enabled not through isolation or control, but through integration

and mutual adaptation.

14 Translation from You and Wu (5 7C), Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
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Dialectical Relationship Between Life and Death

The philosophy of Sheng Sheng encompasses not only the creation and flourishing of life but
also offers profound insight into the dialectical relationship between life and death. Life and
death, in this framework, are not opposing forces but rather complementary phases within a
continuous, dynamic cycle (Gao, 2019). The processes of creation, transformation, and
renewal are realised through the interaction of Yin and Yang, the cyclical movement of the
seasons, and the interplay of generative and declining forces (Wu, 2024). Death, in this
perspective, is not regarded as an ultimate cessation but as a natural expression of the Sheng
Sheng principle (Yuan, 2012)—an essential phase that sustains the continuity of existence
(Diao & Chen, 2024; Han, 2021).

Within the cosmological system of Yin and Yang, life and death are understood as
mutually transformative. Yang initiates life and governs growth, while Yin presides over
decline and prepares the conditions for regeneration. The I Ching articulates this dynamic by
depicting life and death as a unified process, in which vitality is continuously renewed
through transformation. This renewal is not merely a repetition of existence, but a
transformation arising from the tension between life and death. This rhythm is vividly
embodied in the cycle of the four seasons: spring and summer, governed by Yang, foster birth
and flourishing; autumn and winter, associated with Yin, bring decay and dormancy, enabling
the renewal of life (Qiao, 2011). As Zhu Xi (&%), an Ancient Chinese philosopher, said,
although each season embodies a different mode—growth, nurturing, harvesting, and

conserving—the underlying current of life remains unbroken. Even in the apparent stillness
of winter, life persists in latent form'> (F4 . K. FKilk. &k, @m0 PDURE, AEREARZE
AR S 21E, IE4ER), demonstrating the cosmos’s enduring creative vitality
(Xiang, 2007). This ancient view finds striking resonance in modern ecological
understandings. In ecosystems, the death and decay of organisms recycle essential nutrients,
supporting the emergence of new life and maintaining the dynamic balance of the
environment (Qiao, 2011). Death is thus not the negation of life, but its necessary
continuation (Gao, 2019)—a process through which life regenerates itself. The Sheng Sheng
philosophy anticipates this ecological wisdom, recognising death as an indispensable

condition for the sustenance and flourishing of the whole.

15 Source: Zhen Dexiu (Song Dynasty), Xishan Dushu Ji, vol. 5, "Yuan Heng Li Zhen", in Siku Quanshu, Qing
Dynasty [EAE75 (R # (PHLEidE oo F ) |, o T GRENE2H) G5 ]

98



Confucianism further deepens this understanding of life and death by embedding it
within an ethical and spiritual framework. On one hand, it advocates for a life enriched with
virtue, suggesting that individuals who cultivate moral integrity can face death peacefully and
without regret. Living virtuously ensures that, at life’s end, there are no lingering fears of
unfulfilled obligations. In circumstances demanding a choice between life and righteousness,

Confucian thought esteems those who “sacrifice life for righteousness” (4= H{ ) as

exemplars of the highest virtue, transcending the fear of death and achieving spiritual
elevation (Gao, 2019).

On the other hand, Confucianism emphasises reverence for death as a natural extension
of reverence for life. This attitude is expressed through ancestral rites (Liu & Yu, 2023),
which preserve the continuity of familial bonds beyond physical death. By honouring their
ancestors and upholding the family lineage, individuals transcend the limitations of mortality,
situating their lives within an unbroken chain of memory and legacy. Thus, death is not
viewed as a severance from the world but as a transformation through which life’s meaning
continues within the family and the broader human community (Gao, 2019).

Through the lens of Sheng Sheng, individuals are thus able to comprehend the cyclical
essence of existence (Qiao, 2011) and to overcome the fear of death (Gao, 2019). The
dynamic interplay of Yin and Yang, the perpetual renewal mirrored in the seasons, and the
mutual transformation of life and death together reveal the generative nature of the cosmos.
Confucianism’s vision of virtuous living and ritual remembrance further enriches this
cosmology, offering spiritual support and practical guidance for navigating the existential
realities of life and death. Ultimately, Sheng Sheng invites individuals to discover enduring
significance within the seamless continuity of nature and spirit.

The dialectical relationship between life and death frames regeneration not as a discrete
or linear event, but as a cyclical and transformative process in which life is continually
renewed through its engagement with death. Death generates the conditions necessary for the
evolution of life, just as life carries within itself the seeds of its own demise—demise that, in
turn, catalyses further transformation. Regeneration, then, is a dynamic interplay in which
dissolution becomes the precondition for emergence, and the end of one form gives rise to
new structures, systems, or ways of being. Rather than a simple restoration to a previous
state, regeneration is marked by the productive tension between life and death—a process

through which cessation becomes constitutive of new potentialities. This dialectical
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framework reveals regeneration not as mere recovery, but as an ongoing mode of becoming,

wherein decay, loss, and transformation are vital to the persistence and evolution of life itself.
Shared Ren Among All Living Beings

The Neo-Confucian tradition explains the vitality of the cosmos through the concept of Ren
in Sheng Sheng (4422 17), presenting perpetual generation, change, and love for others as
deeply intertwined. Continuous creation is seen as the manifestation of the cosmos’s inherent
benevolence, with all beings arising through this unceasing power (Chen, 2014). Wang

Yangming (= [FHHH), a major Neo-Confucian thinker, held that Ren underlies Sheng Sheng; it
is both an attribute of Liangzhi (K %/, innate knowledge) and the internal foundation of

ceaseless creation.

In Chinese philosophy, the exploration of life concerns not only existence but also value.
The I Ching asserts that “The greatest good in the world is to enable all living things to
perpetuate themselves’®” (KHL 2 KEEEIA), regarding life as the highest expression of the
moral power of Heaven and Earth, and the generation and nurturing of all beings as their
fundamental purpose (Wang, 2010; Xiang, 2007). Life is thus not merely the process by
which the cosmos comes into being (Wang, 2010), but also a reflection of nature’s inherent
tendency towards creation and sustenance (Qiao, 2011). As the essential attribute of the
cosmos, life manifests the virtue of Heaven and Earth (Wang, 2010), embodying both
creative vitality and intrinsic moral goodness (Wang, 2022; Meng, 2014).

In Confucian thought, the human principles of Ren and Yi emulate and sublimate Heaven
and Earth’s “benevolence of ceaseless generation” and the “orderly generativity” that
underpins righteousness (Wang, 2010). Moral cultivation is characterised by perpetual
generation (Wang, 2022). Cheng Yi (F£[i) likened the nature of Ren to a grain seed, an
analogy further developed by Zhu Xi, who emphasised that the benevolent nature contained
within the seed guarantees the emergence of life. As Ren spreads into appropriate realms, it
gives rise to Yi (righteousness), Li (ritual propriety), and Zhi (wisdom), thereby manifesting
the inevitable continuity of generation throughout Heaven and Earth (Xiang, 2007).

The connection between generation and Ren reflects not only a reverence for life but

also an understanding of Ren as a universal life force permeating both nature and human

1o Translation from Manage Wealth Properly and Speak Correctly (B 1IE&E), Key Concepts in Chinese
Thought and Culture
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society. This relationship constitutes the fundamental driving force behind cosmic generation
and the harmonious coexistence of all beings. It highlights that care for life and love form the
foundation of both the universe and ethical life. The vitality of life and the unceasing
movement of generation are themselves expressions of Ren (Chen, 2014). Thus, Ren is not
merely a moral virtue but the ontological basis of the cosmos’s ceaseless creativity, aligning
human morality with nature’s dynamic power (Hong & Jiang, 2017; Chen, 2014). This vision
bridges the subjective and objective dimensions of morality and spirituality (Chen, 2016b).

In the tradition of Chinese philosophy, nature and humanity are regarded as an
inseparable whole (Ding, 2018). Sheng Sheng offers an integrated and holistic worldview, in
which the vitality of life permeates both the natural and human realms (Gu, 2022; Yu, 2013).
Both Confucianism and Taoism view Sheng Sheng as the supreme virtue of Heaven and
Earth, recognising it as the fundamental law governing the operation of the cosmos (Yu,
2015). This concept was elevated to the level of ontology, becoming the essential order and
character underpinning the existence, development, and flourishing of all beings (Guo, 2010).

For Wang Yangming (£ FH#), Ren primarily refers to the dynamic, responsive nature of
perception—what he termed the Ren of one (—4& 2 {~)—which emphasises the profound
interconnectedness of humanity, Heaven, Earth, and all things. This conception of Ren
establishes both the universality and the gradation of innate knowledge’s creative vitality:
universality is expressed in spontaneous compassion towards all beings, while gradation
reflects the progressive unfolding of the Sheng Sheng process and the varying intensity of
emotional responses (Zhao & Zeng, 2019).

The Writings of the Cheng Brothers affirms that “benevolent people see all things under
heaven and themselves as one’”” ({=%, VLR TTH)N—1K). Here, “one” signifies not

mere physical unity, but an organic, interconnected, and mutually sustaining whole (Chen,
2014). This perspective embodies the vitality and unity of existence(Shan, 2023; Chen,
2016b), fostering an attitude of respect towards all living beings as interrelated parts of a
greater whole (Hong & Jiang, 2017). Cheng Hao (F£#)1), in particular, stressed that Ren, as
the principle of ceaseless cosmic generation, expresses the vitality of nature and the universe.
His philosophy placed special emphasis on perceiving the existence of all beings as

intimately connected with oneself through a state of profound unity (Chen, 2016a).

17 Translation from A/l Things are One (Ji¥)—1%K), Key Concepts in Chinese Thought and Culture
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The philosophy of Sheng Sheng is closely tied to moral cultivation (Wu, 2018b; Yu,
2013) and is upheld as a principle that humanity ought to emulate (Zhang, 2017). Moral
conduct arises not from external divine commandments, but from an internal recognition of
one’s embeddedness within the ongoing flow of life (Wu, 2018a). As the I Ching states, “The
alternation of Yin and Yang constitutes the Way. It is good to follow the Way. And it is in
human’s nature to work by the Way'”(—F—FH 21818, 4k #FEM, M FH ).
Through the “virtue of Sheng Sheng,” individuals transcend the limitations of mortal
existence (Liu & Yu, 2023), aligning human moral cultivation with the Way (Wang, 2022).
Sheng Sheng thus forms the foundation of Confucian morality, emphasising the importance of
self-cultivation and the fulfilment of social roles (Lin, 2023).

As active and autonomous agents, individuals should, through persistent self-cultivation
and the practice of Ren, embody the Way of Sheng Sheng, act in accordance with the natural
order, realise the benevolent virtue of Heaven and Earth’s creative power, and ultimately
attain the state of “unity of virtue with Heaven and Earth”—the harmonious union of
humanity and the cosmos (Liu & Yu, 2023; Wang, 2022; Zhang, 2017; Yu, 2015; Wang,
2010). This process not only furthers individual self-perfection but also contributes to the
flourishing of all beings and the harmony of the natural world (Tao, 2017).

Within the Confucian cosmology of Sheng Sheng—the perpetual generation of life—two
key dimensions of Ren emerge: the Ren of ceaseless growth and the Ren of unity. Together,
they constitute the complete cosmological structure of Confucian Ren theory (Chen, 2014).
They articulate a dynamic and relational vision of existence. The former underscores life’s
creative unfolding, where regeneration is not mere restoration, but an ongoing process of
vitality, autonomy, and systemic renewal. The latter affirms the intrinsic interconnectedness
of all beings, dissolving subject-object dualisms and grounding regeneration in mutual
becoming. From this perspective, regeneration becomes an ontological and ethical orientation
rooted in Ren, extending beyond anthropocentric frameworks to encompass the flourishing of
whole ecologies. It is a relational practice guided by Ren, wherein the highest moral aim is to

sustain the co-evolution and vitality of all life.

18 Translation from The Alternation of Yin and Yang Constitutes the Way (—FA—FH 2 1818), Key Concepts in
Chinese Thought and Culture
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Regenerative Tourism Grounded in Sheng Sheng Philosophy

Regenerative tourism moves beyond the conventional focus on sustainability, aiming instead
to actively restore and enrich the environments (non-human beings) and communities (human
beings) it engages with. Drawing inspiration from the Chinese philosophy of Sheng Sheng,
six core principles provide a conceptual foundation for reframing regenerative tourism (Table
4).

Table 4. Regenerative tourism principles inspired by the philosophy of Sheng Sheng

Design Insight  Philosophical Principle Implications for Regenerative Tourism
Timeless Life exists in a state of continual =~ Regenerative tourism practices should be
Regeneration growth and transformation, simple to adopt, responsive to change, and
marked by simplicity, adaptable to the evolving dynamics of
adaptability, and continuity. destination systems.
Organic Self- Life arises from an intrinsic, self- Regenerative tourism should draw on the
Generation generating force. destination’s internal strengths, aligning
with its natural rhythms and local sources
of vitality.
Harmony Life dynamics are shaped by the ~ Rather than seeking to eliminate
through harmonious interplay of opposing  differences, regenerative tourism should
Opposites forces, often conceptualised as create space for diverse forces and
Yin and Yang. perspectives to interact constructively.
Creative Life emerges from non-being, Regenerative tourism should be creative
Renewal continues through transformation, and iterative, nurturing mutual
and reaches harmony through interdependence among all elements of the
interdependence. destination system.
Embrace of Life’s resilience lies in the Regenerative tourism should respect local
Creation and acceptance of both birth and traditions and histories while remaining
Dissolution decay. open to innovation and forward-looking
solutions.
Ethical and All forms of life, human and non- Regenerative tourism should be grounded
Equal human beings, share a in an ethical commitment to all forms of
Grounding fundamental ontology of Ren, the life and a deep respect for their

moral vitality that sustains life.

interconnectedness.

Timeless Regeneration

Regenerative tourism should adopt practices that are easy to adopt, responsive to change, and
adaptable to the evolving dynamics of destination systems. In Chinese thought, life is
understood as a process of continuous growth and transformation; regeneration is therefore

conceived as an art of renewal guided by simplicity and shaped by both change and
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continuity. This perspective aligns in important respects with contemporary international
approaches to regenerative tourism. For example, Dredge (2022) conceptualises tourism as
embedded within a wider, complex, and continuously evolving system. While both
perspectives recognise tourism as dynamic and ever-changing, Chinese thought places greater
emphasis on the need for regenerative responses to remain simple, flexible, and adaptive.
From this standpoint, regeneration is not a return to the past but the faithful unfolding of
life’s enduring essence through ever-evolving forms. Regenerative tourism likewise moves
beyond conservationist or nostalgic orientations. Rather than being conceived as a one-off
intervention or short-term project, regeneration is understood as an ongoing process of
renewal, grounded in enduring principles and guided by simplicity. Accordingly, regenerative
tourism informed by this view prioritises long-term relational commitments over immediate
economic gains, recognising that cultural and ecological vitality must be nurtured patiently,
often across generations. In this way, it seeks to maintain a delicate balance between
preserving what is valuable and engaging constructively with the dynamic changes that

tourism inevitably brings.
Organic Self-Generation

In Chinese philosophy, Life is understood as arising from an intrinsic, self-generating
force. In the context of regenerative tourism, this implies that regeneration should draw
primarily on a destination’s internal strengths, aligning tourism development with local
rhythms and sources of vitality. This principle resonates with international perspectives on
regenerative tourism, which emphasise systems’ inherent capacities for self-healing (Higgins-
Desbiolles et al., 2019) and conceptualise tourism as creating conditions for long-term self-
renewal, self-restoration, and self-replenishment (Bellato et al., 2023; Sheldon, 2022; Day et
al., 2021; Mang & Reed, 2012; Reed, 2007). Both perspectives foreground community
agency, local knowledge, and the activation of latent potential embedded in landscapes and
cultures.

From this viewpoint, regeneration embodies the self-propelling vitality of reality: a
continuous unfolding of life through cycles of renewal and transformation. Regenerative
tourism recognises this ongoing vitality and seeks to support the self-arising transformations
of environments, communities, and economies. Rather than imposing external models or
universal solutions, it works with the relational and self-organising dynamics of place.

Tourism is thus reframed not as a static or extractive activity but as a participant in the
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dynamic evolution of places and people. Regeneration, in this sense, is not merely restorative
but generative, fostering the co-evolution of people and place through processes that are

locally grounded, self-renewing, and responsive to change.
Harmony Through Opposites

According to Sheng Sheng, the dynamics of life arise from the harmonious interplay of
opposites, most notably Yin and Yang. Rather than eliminating difference, regenerative
tourism informed by this principle creates space for diverse forces and perspectives to
interact productively. This dimension remains largely absent from dominant regenerative
tourism discourse and thus represents a distinctive contribution of Chinese philosophy to its
conceptual development. In contrast to many Western approaches, which tend to resolve
tensions through fixed or stabilised outcomes, Sheng Sheng emphasises regeneration as a
dynamic balance of complementary forces—a continuous rhythm of transformation through
which life renews itself.

From this perspective, regeneration emerges through the interplay of movement and
stillness, growth and rest, unfolding from the inner harmonies of existence. Applied to
tourism development, this understanding underscores the importance of complementarity.
Apparent oppositions—such as tradition and innovation, human use and ecological
preservation, or presence and absence—are not inherently antagonistic but mutually
generative. Regenerative tourism grounded in Sheng Sheng therefore encourages engagement
with, rather than the suppression of, tensions between development and conservation and
between global influences and local identities. Just as natural systems sustain themselves
through the interaction of such forces, tourism must balance activity with preservation.
Rather than seeking dominance, simplification, or erasure, regenerative tourism aims to
sustain dynamic balance, enabling heritage and modernity to coexist. In doing so, it supports
tourism models that are adaptive, responsive, and sensitive to context, rather than rigid or

prescriptive.
Creative Renewal

In Sheng Sheng philosophy, life originates from non-being, unfolds through continuous
transformation, and attains balance through interdependence. From this perspective,
regenerative tourism should be creative and iterative, fostering mutual interdependence

among all elements of the destination system. This principle aligns with contemporary
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regenerative tourism discourse, which identifies systems thinking and holistic approaches as
foundational to regenerative development (Bellato et al., 2023; Molinero, 2022). Beyond
systems thinking, however, Chinese philosophy places particular emphasis on creation and
innovation.

This emphasis departs from many Western approaches by framing creativity not merely
as a strategic or managerial instrument but as an intrinsic, generative force. Whereas Western
models tend to prioritise planning, measurement, and control, Sheng Sheng foregrounds
spontaneous emergence, relational transformation, and the co-creative capacity of all actors
within a living system. Regeneration is thus understood as the continual emergence of life
from emptiness: an ongoing renewal of vitality and the unfolding of harmony through
interdependence. It reflects a self-manifesting rhythm of existence in which creation,
continuity, and relationality converge.

Regenerative tourism informed by this view similarly embraces emergence. It reframes
tourism’s engagement with communities and ecosystems not as a dominating or extractive
intervention but as a facilitator of collaborative regeneration. By respecting local cultures and
ecological conditions, tourism can help create the conditions in which hosts and visitors
thrive through mutual exchange and shared benefit, enabling the co-evolution of people and

place through a harmonious process of becoming.
Embrace of Creation and Dissolution

In Chinese philosophy, life sustains its resilience through the acceptance of both emergence
and decay. From this perspective, regenerative tourism should honour local traditions and
historical continuities while remaining open to innovation and future-oriented change. This
dimension is rarely addressed in dominant regenerative tourism discourse and thus represents
a further distinctive contribution of Chinese philosophy to its conceptualisation. In Sheng
Sheng thought, creation and dissolution are not opposing forces but interdependent phases
within a regenerative cycle. Regeneration is therefore understood as a cyclical and
transformative process in which the breakdown of existing forms enables the emergence of
new life, structures, and systems.

This process is driven by the dynamic interplay between life and death, with decay
functioning as a generative condition for renewal and evolution. Applied to tourism, this
understanding calls for recognising the role of transformation and decline within

destinations—whether through the regeneration of infrastructure, the evolution of cultural
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practices, or the renewal of ecosystems. It challenges preservationist impulses that seek to
maintain places and traditions in static or idealised forms. Instead, it legitimises processes of
decay, adaptation, and renewal as integral to cultural and ecological vitality. Regenerative
tourism guided by this principle respects heritage not by fixing it in time but by allowing it to
breathe, adapt, and respond to contemporary realities while retaining its generative core.
Buildings may be repurposed, traditions may evolve, and older forms may give way to new
expressions. By embracing cycles of change, tourism can create space for the emergence of
more resilient and contextually appropriate models that better serve both local communities

and the environment.
Ethical and Equal Grounding

In Sheng Sheng thought, all life shares a fundamental ontology of Ren—a relational ethic
grounded in empathy, harmony, and interdependence. From this perspective, regenerative
tourism should be anchored in an ethical commitment to all forms of life and a deep respect
for their interconnectedness. While existing regenerative tourism literature gestures towards
this idea—for example, Dredge (2022) emphasises mutual respect and the principle of “do no
harm” towards both humans and nature—such discussions often continue to treat human
values and environmental wellbeing as conceptually distinct (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Chinese
philosophy offers a deeper ontological grounding in which this separation is dissolved.

Within Sheng Sheng, regeneration is understood as an ongoing, benevolent process that
enables all forms of life to persist, flourish, and evolve in harmony. Ethics is not conceived as
a human-centred moral framework imposed upon nature, but as intrinsic to the fabric of life
itself. Ren, traditionally associated with humaneness, is thus reinterpreted as a relational ethic
that extends beyond the human realm to encompass animals, plants, landscapes, and the
wider Earth community. Humans are not positioned above nature but understood as co-
inhabitants within a shared moral and ontological space. This perspective affirms the
ontological equality of human and non-human beings, united through shared vitality and
mutual dependence. It rejects logics of separation and exploitation in favour of mutual care,
reciprocity, and reverence for life.

In this respect, it aligns with systemic strands of Western regenerative discourse that
challenge anthropocentric paradigms and recognise the agency, resilience, and self-organising
capacities of non-human systems (Becken & Kaur, 2021). Ecosystems are thus viewed not as

passive resources to be managed but as active participants in regenerative processes, capable
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of adaptation, self-renewal, and co-evolution (Day et al., 2021). From this standpoint,
regenerative tourism is not merely a development strategy but a moral and relational
commitment: a conscious participation in the wellbeing of places, communities, and the
broader living world. Grounding regeneration in this relational ethic extends current
regenerative tourism thinking by providing a holistic foundation in which the wellbeing of

people, nature, and place is inherently inseparable.
Chapter Summary

By incorporating six principles derived from Sheng Sheng philosophy, regenerative tourism
can be defined as an adaptive and evolving approach that aligns with the self-organizing
rhythms of place. It balances internal tensions through dynamic harmony, encourages
creative transformation that supports the co-evolution of human and non-human
systems, respects local histories and Indigenous knowledge while welcoming new ideas
and innovation, and is grounded in ethical principles and equality between humans and
the more-than-human world. This paradigm calls for a profound reconnection with the
rhythms of life, recognising that true renewal is an ongoing process of evolution, balance, and
interdependence. By reimagining tourism through the lens of regeneration, we can unlock a

more vibrant, resilient, and harmonious future.
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Chapter 5: A Community of Practice for Regenerative

Tourism

Chapter Five addresses the community question, investigating how a community of practice
can support regenerative tourism co-creation by engaging Indigenous community and non-
human stakeholders. It explores the processes that activate participation, the role of shared
identities and inclusive interactions in fostering cohesion, and the ways in which the

Indigenous community facilitates connections across the human—non-human divide.
Engaging Indigenous Community and Non-Human Stakeholders

Community Formation

The community of practice in Azheke village was initiated by the local government. Back to
2015, the Yuanyang county was facing the risks of traditional Hani dwellings — mushroom
houses — being falling apart or replaced by modern buildings. Meanwhile, many Indigenous
people, Hani people, left their village to find a work, putting Hani culture at risk and
threatening cultural continuity. Grounded in systems thinking and anti-anthropocentric co-
creation, the community of practice in Azheke village engages both human and non-human
stakeholders. This community has emerged organically through geographical, cognitive, and
relational proximity, forming a shared practice around regenerative tourism.

Empowered by the local government, the community of practice in Azheke village is
guided by key principles of regenerative tourism, including systems thinking, Indigenous-
centred approaches, anti-anthropocentric co-creation, and bottom-up collaboration. These
principles have informed each stage of the community’s development—initiating, activating,
uniting, and boundary crossing—and are embedded throughout the entire process.

First, human and non-human stakeholders in Azheke village interact directly at the local
scale, enabled by their geographical proximity. Central to Hani cosmology is the belief that
all elements of the natural world possess spirit and agency. In recognition of nature’s
generosity in providing essential resources—Iland, water, and materials for survival—the
Hani have sustained a range of traditions aimed at protecting forests, mountains, and water
sources. One such tradition stipulates that the establishment of a Hani village must begin with
the designation of a sacred forest, believed to be inhabited by protective spirits. These spirits

are thought to safeguard village life, and in return, the forest is ritually preserved. Access is
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strictly regulated: villagers may only enter during an annual sacrificial ceremony; at all other
times, entry is prohibited. Although belief in such spirits has declined in contemporary Hani
society, the practice persists, rooted in a holistic worldview that understands nature as an
interdependent system. As one villager explained, “Protecting forests means protecting water
sources, and protecting water sources means protecting terraced fields (R4).” This sentiment
illustrates a cosmology in which humans, land, and spirits are engaged in continuous
dialogue. Even as the village and its rice terraces have become tourist destinations, the Hani
have sustained a regenerative and reciprocal relationship with the local ecology.

Second, cognitive proximity is established through a shared knowledge base and
collective goal of regenerating local socio-ecological systems. In Azheke village, actors such
as water itself, the Azheke community, the Yuanyang County government, and non-local
tourism entrepreneurs all engage in the co-production of knowledge related to water
regeneration. Water follows its natural rhythms, with flow volumes varying seasonally and
annually—diminishing during droughts or winter, or when channels are blocked, and
increasing during wet seasons or when channels are clear. Water rarely deviates from these
patterns, making it a relatively stable non-human actor. However, during periods of scarcity,
disputes frequently arise among villagers over the direction and volume of water flow, which
directly affects daily life and agricultural productivity. To manage these conflicts, the Azheke
community traditionally relies on an Indigenous water specialist who oversees the cleaning of
channels and allocation of water. This individual holds deep ecological knowledge, including
how much water is necessary for sustaining rice terraces and how to balance domestic needs
without overexploiting natural reserves.

With the rise of tourism, water-related tensions have intensified, particularly between
local residents and tourism operators whose demands increasingly challenge the natural flow
of the resource. In response, the local government has adopted a mediating role, introducing
policies that support constructive dialogue and conflict resolution regarding water use (Hu &
Bao, 2022). Informed by the advice of Indigenous specialists, both the Azheke community
and non-local tourism entrepreneurs have invested in water-storage infrastructure to collect
surplus water during the rainy season for use during periods of drought. Complementing
these efforts, the local government has supported the development of a sewage treatment
system that enables the recycling of domestic wastewater for agricultural purposes. Together,
these initiatives reflect a collaborative approach to water management that aligns with
regenerative principles and demonstrates a shared commitment to local system regeneration

among diverse stakeholders. They also exemplify an emergent knowledge system grounded
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in systems thinking and anti-anthropocentric values—one in which water is understood not
merely as a resource, but as an active participant in shaping regenerative tourism practices.
Third, the proliferation of information and communication technologies has enabled
sustained interaction among stakeholders regardless of physical location, fostering relational
proximity. For instance, local actors—including government officials, tourism entrepreneurs,
and tourists—frequently share images and short videos on social media that depict the non-
human stakeholders and cultural activities in local areas. These posts often generate online
engagement, thereby extending the visibility of the village and stimulating broader interest.
Such digital platforms give rise to a distributed community of practice that connects local
stakeholders with non-local actors, including online audiences and academic researchers. One
example of this is the use of social media data by researchers to map cultural ecosystem

services in the Honghe Hani Rice Terraces (Yang et al., 2025).

Member Recruitment

The community of practice in Azheke village is neither static nor exclusively social; rather, it
is open, dynamic, and ecologically responsive. Both human and non-human stakeholders may
enter this community through self-selection or informal inclusion by existing members.
Weather, for example, functions as a non-human stakeholder (Craig, 2025), participating
through self-selection by exerting a significant influence on tourism dynamics. In Azheke
village, weather plays a pivotal role in shaping tourist experiences, as the visibility and

attractiveness of key sites are highly dependent on favourable conditions (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Similar view in Azheke village under different weather conditions

Source: Taken by Junzhang Wang, 2025
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Explained by informant P2, on 29 May 2025, adverse weather—marked by rain and
fog—resulted in only one tourist visit and a modest income of 30 RMB. In contrast, clearer
weather on 30 May brought 33 visitors and a total income of 797 RMB. This stark contrast
highlights the direct and measurable influence of weather on tourism flows and economic
outcomes, positioning it as an active participant in the community of practice.

Such influence necessitates strategic responses. Local governments, community
members, and tourism entrepreneurs are increasingly compelled to adapt by offering weather-
resilient alternatives, such as museum visits and indoor cultural activities. In this context,
weather is not a passive environmental condition but an agentic stakeholder that co-shapes
decisions, behaviours, and outcomes in regenerative tourism. Its capacity to shape community
dynamics independently of human mediation affirms the agency of non-human actors. This
underscores the broader principle that humans in the community of practice are not acting in
isolation but are actively collaborating with, or responding to, non-human stakeholders as co-

creators of regenerative experiences and practices.
Activating Human and Non-Human Stakeholders

Participation Dynamics

Grounded in Indigenous-centred approaches and bottom-up collaboration, and empowered by
local government, the community of practice in Azheke village fosters the participation of
both human and non-human stakeholders by cultivating an inclusive and enabling
environment. Participation in such a community is inherently fluid; stakeholders—whether
human or non-human—may begin as legitimate peripheral participants and gradually move
toward full engagement or even leadership roles (Albrecht, 2012).

The Azheke community itself exemplifies this trajectory. Initially occupying a peripheral
role in tourism development, the community has since evolved into an active and engaged
participant. During the early exploratory stage, a few local residents assumed leadership
roles. For instance, Ma (R2) was the first villager to engage in tourism services. Prior to
2018, he leveraged his personal Guanxi to collaborate with the local government and tourism
entrepreneurs, helping organise guided tours and cultural events, including the Long Street

Feast (K /7%). However, participation at this stage remained limited, as access to tourism

ventures often required specific social networks and contextual knowledge. Consequently,
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while local elites like Ma held leadership positions, the broader Azheke community remained
on the margins.

A significant shift occurred in 2018 when the local government, in partnership with the
planning team, initiated a regenerative tourism project with a dual focus on poverty
alleviation and heritage preservation. As introduced by P1, this led to the development of the
Azheke Plan, which prioritised Indigenous participation. Under the guidance of the planning
team, villagers collectively established a community-owned tourism enterprise. Through this
structure, all households could share in the financial benefits of tourism, and residents were
encouraged to contribute their Indigenous knowledge through participatory decision-making
processes. During the researcher's stay, regular community meetings were convened to
address emerging challenges in tourism development, thereby fostering a sense of shared
governance. As a result, Azheke village shifted from peripheral involvement to active
participation in tourism planning and practice.

The participation of non-human stakeholders in the community of practice is similarly
dynamic. As the community has deepened its engagement, the status and influence of non-
human actors have also grown, in accordance with Indigenous epistemologies. Hani cultural
values—particularly those grounded in Hani cosmology—have played an increasingly
important role in shaping local power relations and guiding community decisions. This
cosmology recognises the agency and ethical presence of natural elements such as forests and
water, which are seen as spiritual protectors of the community and as active participants in

sustaining life over centuries.

Figure 11. The tree in the middle of road in Azheke village

Source: Taken by the author, 2024
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Reflecting this worldview, tourism development in Azheke has been deliberately
managed to protect sacred forests and essential water sources by restricting visitor access to
these areas. In one notable case, when a tree grew across a road frequently used by tourists,
the community chose to leave it undisturbed rather than remove it (Figure 11). Such
decisions illustrate the community’s commitment to Indigenous values and their recognition
of non-human stakeholders as integral co-governors within the tourism system.

This community of practice supports varying levels of participation, fostering an open
and inclusive environment (Hilliard, 2006). Both human and non-human stakeholders engage
in fluctuating patterns shaped by seasonal rhythms (Tham et al., 2022). Human actors—such
as local residents, entrepreneurs, and tourists—tend to participate most actively during the
winter months, reflecting the seasonal nature of tourism in the region. The Honghe Hani Rice
Terraces attract the greatest number of visitors in winter, when the flooded terraces mirror the
sky, creating striking visual effects. This period coincides with the Spring Festival, during
which many villagers return home, tourist activity intensifies, and locally operated tourism
services resume to meet demand. In contrast, non-human stakeholders follow an inverse
rhythm. Their ecological activity peaks during the summer growing season and slows during
winter dormancy, in alignment with natural cycles. This seasonal divergence highlights the
distinct temporalities of human and non-human participation within the community of

practice, reinforcing its dynamic and responsive nature.

Power Structure

These patterns of seasonal engagement underscore the dynamic and responsive nature of
Azheke’s community of practice. However, participation is not shaped solely by natural
rhythms or voluntary involvement—it is also structured by deeper, often unequal, power
relations (Meng & Zhao, 2021). These dynamics, while evolving, remain embedded in
broader sociopolitical and cultural hierarchies (Hislop et al., 2018; May, 2009). In Azheke
village, the community of practice is grounded in bottom-up collaboration, with strong
support from the local government, which plays a crucial enabling role. Despite the growing
recognition of non-human stakeholders, significant power asymmetries persist—not only
between human and non-human actors but also among human stakeholders themselves. These
imbalances reflect longstanding structures of authority and access within the Chinese

governance context.
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As illustrated in Figure 12, power within the community of practice is unevenly
distributed, with the local government occupying a central leadership position due to its

authority over regional development and policy implementation.

Tourists

Tourism entrepreneurs
Non-human stakeholders

Research
teams
Indigenous
community

Figure 12. Current structure of the community of practice in Azheke village

Source: Drawn by the author

The Azheke community and the academic research teams also exert significant influence
in the regenerative tourism process. Design and planning teams shape this process primarily
through their roles in developing and implementing regenerative initiatives, most notably the
reconstruction of the mushroom house and the Azheke Plan, which promotes Indigenous
participation and the integration of local knowledge systems. However, in practice, both
teams function mainly in a referential and enabling capacity rather than as primary decision-
makers.

For example, the local government purchased a mushroom house for the design team,
enabling the team to develop and trial regenerative design approaches for Hani traditional
dwellings. This served as a demonstrative model for local residents. Nevertheless, decisions
regarding the redevelopment of Hani mushroom houses were ultimately made jointly by the
local government and the community. This arrangement reflected the dual governance
structure: the reconstruction was funded by the local government, while ownership of the
traditional houses remained with individual residents.

Similarly, the planning team developed and implemented a regenerative tourism plan for
Azheke village while simultaneously supporting the local community in establishing resident-
led staffing and management structures. The aim was to enable the community, over time, to
operate its own tourism enterprise and manage the destination in collaboration with the local

government. In this sense, the central role in regenerative tourism governance is ultimately
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assumed by the Indigenous community and the local government, with academic teams
acting as facilitators rather than directors of change.

Within this empowered framework, the Azheke community has transitioned from a
peripheral role to a more active and agentic position in tourism governance. This shift reflects
key principles of regenerative tourism—especially Indigenous-centred approaches and
bottom-up co-creation—enabled by the supportive role of the local government.

Initially, non-human actors operated as “lurkers”—exerting indirect influence without
formal acknowledgment (Hilliard, 2006). Their increasing recognition has been facilitated by
Indigenous cosmologies that conceptualise non-human entities as sentient, ethical beings.
This shift has invited non-human stakeholders into more visible roles, contributing ecological
perspectives that reframe tourism practices in regenerative terms. Much like the early
inclusion of tourists and entrepreneurs, non-human entities are now being welcomed as
newcomers to the community of practice, with the potential to shape its trajectory.

These changing dynamics suggest an emerging openness within the core group—Iled by
the local government and supported by academic teams—to the inclusion of diverse
knowledge holders, both human and non-human (Agrifoglio, 2015). This inclusivity
encourages innovation (Smith et al., 2017), reinforces adaptive capacity (Brown & Stokes,
2021), and signals a growing culture of empowerment in which Indigenous and professional
knowledge systems are co-valued (Almeida & Campos, 2022; Contu & Willmott, 2003).
Together, these developments deepen the community’s capacity to co-create inclusive and

resilient regenerative tourism practices.
Uniting Human and Non-Human Stakeholders

Establishing a shared identity between human and non-human stakeholders is key to fostering
co-creation within communities of practice, where processes of both becoming and belonging
are central (Almeida & Campos, 2022). In Azheke village, such identity formation is
supported through three interrelated modes: engagement, imagination, and alignment
(Bertella, 2011). This is exemplified in the co-creation of Azheke’s architectural heritage,
particularly its distinctive vernacular dwellings—colloquially referred to as “mushroom
houses” due to their characteristic form. Alongside the village’s rice terraces, these dwellings
play a significant role in attracting tourists, particularly during the low season when the

terraces are not flooded.

116



Since the area’s inscription as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2013, tensions have
arisen between conservation imperatives and the everyday needs of local residents. Rather
than enforcing a rigid model of preservation, the local government adopted a more flexible,
context-sensitive approach known as protective transformation. In 2015, a design team was
commissioned to redesign the interior spaces of traditional Hani dwellings in Azheke village.
Their interventions introduced essential amenities while maintaining the external form and
cultural integrity of the structures.

To begin establishing a shared identity within regenerative tourism, the mushroom
houses, along with the Indigenous community, local government, research teams, and
tourists, actively engage in the regeneration of vernacular dwellings. The mushroom houses
serve as both cultural and ecological anchors, embodying local values, aesthetics, and
environmental adaptation. They help shape cultural identity, promote low-impact and
climate-responsive construction, and attract tourists in search of authentic experiences. The
Indigenous community articulated the need to regenerate mushroom houses in ways that
balance modern living requirements with cultural preservation. They also contributed their
traditional knowledge of construction methods, which proved invaluable to the collaborating
architectural teams. The local government assumed a leadership role in decision-making,
facilitating conservation efforts and inviting professional expertise into the regeneration
process. The design team, sharing the goal of preserving distinctive vernacular architecture
and traditional ethnic culture, offered their technical knowledge to support these efforts.
Tourists, seeking heritage-rich and immersive experiences, added economic value to the
traditional dwellings, reinforcing their significance beyond cultural symbolism. This, in turn,
strengthened the confidence and capability of other stakeholders in sustaining and preserving
the architectural heritage.

At the same time, these stakeholders engage their imagination throughout the
regeneration process. The traditional design of the mushroom houses inspires human
stakeholders to envision their future potential. The host community imagines a modern way
of life for the Hani people that remains rooted in their historical experiences of environmental
adaptation during migration. Drawing on past development practices, the local government
recognises the value of mushroom houses for promoting cultural diversity and sustainable
local growth. The design team reimagines these dwellings by integrating professional
expertise with the expectations of the Indigenous community and the insights offered by

traditional knowledge. Tourists, meanwhile, interpret Hani culture through the lens of their
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own knowledge, prior experiences, and expectations of traditional architecture, shaping how
they engage with the mushroom houses (Carnegie & Kociatkiewicz, 2019).

Throughout this process, stakeholders align their actions and values with broader
societal structures associated with the community of practice, becoming integrated into wider
systems of regenerative tourism (Wenger, 1998). In this context, these stakeholders developed
a relationship grounded in empathy and sustained over time, which led to the spontaneous
formation of a community of practice focused on regenerative tourism. Such friendships
foster trust, encourage active participation, and support the emotional and interpersonal
foundations of belonging within the community. This, in turn, enhances members’ sense of
pride and openness, ultimately strengthening the community of practice as a whole (Almeida
& Campos, 2022).

The protective transformation of vernacular dwellings in Azheke village illustrates a
regenerative model informed by systems thinking, Indigenous-centred approaches, and an
anti-anthropocentric ethos. Systems thinking facilitates an understanding of the
interdependencies among social, environmental, and architectural dimensions, helping to
ensure that interventions in one domain do not generate adverse effects in others. By
foregrounding Indigenous knowledge systems and cultural practices, the process respects
local worldviews and enables the Hani community to steer transformation in accordance with
their values. The anti-anthropocentric perspective further challenges human dominance over
nature, advocating for a more harmonious relationship between built environments and
surrounding ecosystems. In this context, traditional architectural forms are not merely
conserved as static heritage but are revitalised to meet contemporary needs while maintaining
their cultural and ecological significance. Azheke village thus offers a regenerative tourism
model that goes beyond conventional sustainability by actively restoring and enhancing the

vitality of place.
Crossing the Boundary between Human and Non-Human Practice

To enhance knowledge production and foster innovation in regenerative tourism, it is crucial
for human stakeholders to engage with non-human perspectives (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).
Adopting an outward-looking, relational approach (Shaw & Williams, 2009) enables the field
to move beyond anthropocentric paradigms and embrace principles of anti-anthropocentric
co-creation. Within this context, boundary spanners—defined in communities of practice as

individuals possessing the capability and mobility to operate across diverse domains
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(Ericsson et al., 2020)—play a vital role. In regenerative tourism, those who are attuned to
both non-human practices and human institutional dynamics can act as boundary spanners,
facilitating meaningful exchanges between human and non-human domains. These actors
support the development of more integrated, ecologically informed, and inclusive practices
by bridging ontological and epistemological divides.

In Azheke village, this role is primarily assumed by Indigenous elites. A notable
example is Gao (R1), a local resident of Azheke. He was born and raised in Azheke and has
lived there his entire life. His deep interpersonal ties within the community, fluency in both
the Hani language and a regional Chinese dialect, and familiarity with Hani cultural traditions
position him as a key figure in local decision-making processes. Several factors contribute to
his community status. First, as a middle-aged man, he holds structural authority in a society
where gender and age influence social hierarchy. Second, due to the outmigration of the
working-age population, most remaining residents are children or elders, making adult males
like Gao relatively few and thus more central to community governance. Third, his strong
kinship networks further bolster his influence. Finally, Gao has earned community respect
through his active commitment to the welfare of Azheke.

The role of such boundary spanners is exemplified in the case of Gao during the
initiation of the Azheke Plan. Gao played a pivotal role in mobilising community
participation by organising collective meetings and persuading villagers to engage in the
process. He acted as a key intermediary, facilitating communication between the local
government, the planning team, and the Azheke community. In doing so, he also informally
collected and relayed the perspectives of other Indigenous residents, particularly elders,
ensuring that Indigenous knowledge—especially in relation to non-human practices—was
meaningfully integrated into decision-making. For instance, Gao conveyed that tourists
should be prohibited from entering sacred forests and that tourism activities must align with
traditional agricultural cycles. The community continues to observe practices such as fallow
periods and resists altering them to accommodate tourism schedules. By advocating for these
practices to the researcher, Gao helped safeguard the integrity of local socio-ecological
systems. His actions illustrate how boundary spanners can mediate between human and non-
human domains, thereby advancing regenerative tourism practices that are both ecologically
sensitive and culturally grounded.

Gao’s role as a boundary spanner highlights three key aspects of Indigenous
participation in regenerative tourism. First, individuals like Gao possess diverse competencies

and social networks that enable them to perform multiple roles across stakeholder groups

119



(Brown & Stokes, 2021). His bilingualism and interpersonal ties with both the local
community and external actors (e.g. government and researchers) facilitate the exchange of
knowledge and practices across social and epistemic boundaries (Bertella, 2023; Shaw &
Williams, 2009).

Second, Indigenous communities engage fluidly with both human and non-human
realms, guided by holistic and relational worldviews. In Hani cosmology, relationality is
central: humans, animals, plants, water, mountains, and even the weather are understood as
interconnected participants in a living web. This worldview renders the boundaries between
human and non-human permeable (Wenger, 1998), enabling Indigenous people to move
fluidly between domains that Western epistemologies often treat as discrete.

Moreover, Indigenous ceremonies, rituals, and oral storytelling traditions serve as
epistemological vehicles that bridge human and non-human worlds. These practices enable
knowledge transmission across generations and species, often through metaphor,
transformation, and personification. Importantly, for the Hani, land is not merely
geographical territory but a sentient, communicative being. This perspective enables
relationships with forests, mountains, and water as active partners in knowledge creation,
challenging extractive logics that reduce the non-human to passive resources.

However, the prominent role of Indigenous elites, such as Gao, in mediating
relationships between the non-human world and other human stakeholders also entails the
risk of marginalising migrant residents, many of whom live outside the village for
employment. During the development of regenerative tourism in Azheke, these residents may
occupy a relatively peripheral position in local decision-making processes. To address this
risk, the planning team sought to engage migrant residents through the establishment of a
WeChat group that includes local government officials, planning team members, and
representatives of all households, including those currently living outside the village. This
platform enables migrant residents to stay informed about emerging village issues in a timely
manner and to express their views and concerns on an ongoing basis, thereby enhancing their

inclusion in the regenerative tourism process.
Chapter Summary

Communities of practice that incorporate more-than-human participation offer a practical
framework for the co-creation of regenerative tourism, as demonstrated in the case of Azheke

village. Here, a regenerative tourism model grounded in systems thinking and anti-
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anthropocentric values engages both human and non-human actors—including forests, the
village itself, rice terraces, water, and weather—as co-creators. Through geographical
proximity (Flanagan & Phi, 2024), shared ecological knowledge (Ericsson et al., 2020), and
digital connectivity (Almeida & Campos, 2022), diverse stakeholders collaborate to balance
tourism development with traditional ecological stewardship. This inclusive and adaptive
approach foregrounds reciprocal relationships, recognising non-human entities as active
participants in shaping both cultural and environmental outcomes.

The community of practice in Azheke has evolved from peripheral involvement to active
leadership in regenerative tourism (Albrecht, 2012) through Indigenous-centred, bottom-up
collaboration, supported by local government and academic partners. Natural elements such
as forests and water are acknowledged as co-governors, reflecting Hani cosmology and
seasonal rhythms. While inclusive engagement is encouraged, underlying power asymmetries
remain, revealing ongoing negotiations between traditional authority structures and emergent
regenerative practices.

A shared identity between human and non-human stakeholders is fostered through the
co-creation and adaptive transformation of elements such as traditional “mushroom houses.”
These structures serve as focal points for negotiating modern living needs alongside cultural
and ecological preservation. The regenerative process—driven by local residents, government
agencies, architects, researchers, and tourists—reflects Indigenous-centred, systems-based,
and anti-anthropocentric principles. Architectural heritage is thereby reimagined as a living,
evolving component of community identity and regenerative tourism.

Engagement, imagination, and alignment among stakeholders foster empathy, trust, and
a sense of belonging (Bertella, 2011), reinforcing a resilient community of practice rooted in
cultural continuity and environmental harmony. In this context, Indigenous elites serve as
boundary spanners (Ericsson et al., 2020), bridging human and non-human domains. Their
bilingualism, cultural authority, and deep-rooted community ties enable them to mediate
between diverse actors, ensuring that tourism development remains aligned with traditional
ecological rhythms and sacred practices. Their role exemplifies how Indigenous leadership
can facilitate anti-anthropocentric co-creation, promoting culturally grounded and

ecologically attuned innovation in tourism.
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Chapter 6: Co-Creating Sheng Sheng-Inspired

Regenerative Tourism

Chaper Six presents Azheke village as a case study to explore how the philosophy of Sheng
Sheng can inform the co-creation of regenerative tourism. Two key initiatives have been
implemented, both centred on revitalising Hani culture through the regeneration of traditional
dwellings. Rather than simply mitigating the adverse impacts of modernity, these initiatives
aim to foster positive contributions through tourism development. The principles of Sheng

Sheng have been integrated throughout both the planning and implementation stages.
Demand to Upgrade Vernacular Homes

In line with systems thinking, the preservation of the rice terraces is inseparable from the
protection of traditional mushroom houses. According to the document analysis, a Hani
proverb states, “A house is built to last a hundred years; the terraced fields provide food for a

thousand” (J5F 5 JAEE 4, BEHEIF 7 1ZT4F), highlighting the deep interdependence

between habitation and cultivation. This holistic relationship is further underscored by a local
government official recorded in the participatory research notes, who remarked: “7he Honghe
Hani Rice Terraces, as a World Heritage site, are truly unique; they rely on people for their
upkeep... The reason why terraced fields have become a World Cultural Heritage site is due
to their authenticity, the production and daily life of people within them are the soul of the
terraces, and thus the cultural landscape is of great importance” (G1).

Mushroom houses serve not only as dwellings for Hani families but also as vital
repositories of cultural memory and heritage. Their continued presence and use are integral to
sustaining the broader cultural landscape of the terraces, reinforcing the interconnectedness of
built form, agricultural practice, and living tradition. According to document analysis and
participatory notes, traditionally, mushroom houses are structured in three distinct layers,
each with specific functions (Figure 13). The ground floor is used for housing livestock and
storing farming tools; the middle floor serves as the main living area, centred around a square
hearth; and the upper floor functions as a storeroom for grain and miscellaneous items. After
the annual rice harvest from the terraces, the rice is typically dried on the third floor before
being stored, while water buffalo—essential to farming activities—are kept on the ground

floor. Although traditional mushroom houses stand approximately 7 to 8 metres in height,
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their internal space is relatively constrained, making the installation of modern amenities

such as bathrooms or kitchens unfeasible.

Figure 13. Traditional Hani mushroom house in Gaocheng village

Source: Taken by the planning team, 2018

However, the continued existence of mushroom houses is increasingly under threat, due
to three primary factors. First, there is a growing trend of outmigration among the Hani
people. As community members move away, often in search of better economic
opportunities, the traditional dwellings are left uninhabited and, consequently, unmaintained.
According to the participatory research notes, the director of the planning team observed: “/n
the past, the environment was relatively isolated and there was little contact with the outside
world. Growing red rice was enough to meet basic survival needs, but that is no longer the
case. Young people now go out to study or work and no longer know how to farm. According
to survey, the monthly income from working outside is between ¥2,000 and ¥2,500, whereas
cultivating red rice—excluding labour costs—requires an investment of at least ¥1,800 per
month, yet the returns are not nearly as high” (P1). Economic necessity has thus led many
Hani people to abandon both their agricultural land and their mushroom houses.

Second, due to spatial limitations and the absence of modern amenities, many residents
have in recent years chosen to replace traditional mushroom houses with buildings
constructed from contemporary materials such as concrete and steel. As society develops, the
functional expectations of vernacular dwellings have evolved accordingly. Many Hani
residents now seek larger interior spaces and the inclusion of basic facilities such as kitchens

and bathrooms. In the research notes, one official noted: “Their traditional structure simply
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cannot meet modern needs. Life in them lacks comfort and dignity, so ordinary people find it
hard to appreciate the so-called value of a World Heritage site” (G1). In response to these
changing needs, residents often remodel or replace traditional houses in order to improve
their quality of life.

Third, the protection of traditional dwellings is a relatively recent concern in local
policy. Prior to this shift, government initiatives actively encouraged residents to replace their
mushroom houses with modern buildings, offering cash incentives to do so. According to the
document analysis, one Azheke villager explained: “At the time, there were government
subsidies for converting houses into reinforced concrete buildings. Our family received a
subsidy of ¥7,000 in 2012, and a further ¥900 in two instalments in 2017 (E2). These
financial incentives were significant, particularly given that the annual per capita income in
Azheke village was only approximately ¥2,745 in 2017. As a result, many mushroom houses
were altered or replaced under the guidance of policy. “Before 2013 or 2014, almost all the
local buildings were mushroom houses. But now they have all disappeared,” one local
tourism entrepreneur recalled (E3) during the interview. A tourist similarly remarked in the
interview: “The damage caused by villagers to traditional dwellings is limited. In contrast,
the government and developers can destroy an entire village in a very short time” (T6).
According to the research notes, the local government has also acknowledged its earlier
shortcomings: “In remote areas, we really did not do a good job of protecting traditional
dwellings. It was not until we applied for World Cultural Heritage status that the government
began to take preservation seriously” (G2).

Together, these three factors—the outmigration of residents, the functional inadequacy
of traditional structures, and earlier government policies promoting modern construction—
have accelerated the decline of traditional mushroom houses, presenting significant
challenges to their preservation within the context of regenerative tourism. These dynamics
reflect key Sheng Sheng-inspired principles of regenerative tourism, particularly the
timelessness of regeneration and organic self-generation. The World Heritage site is not a
static entity, but one engaged in a continual process of growth and transformation. Within this
evolving landscape, the needs and priorities of human stakeholders—such as local residents
and government authorities—shift over time. In parallel, the physical form and cultural
meaning of non-human stakeholders, such as mushroom houses, also undergo changes. These
transformations are driven by internal, self-organising forces within the destination, including
human motivations and the natural ageing or decline of material structures. Such processes

unfold in alignment with the destination’s inherent rhythms and locally rooted sources of
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vitality. From this perspective, the demand of regeneration emerges from an ongoing

negotiation between past and present, continuity and adaptation.
Conflict between Heritage Preservation and Dwelling Upgrade

In response to the evolving housing needs of the Hani people, the local government has
undertaken several initiatives to improve dwellings. According to the research notes and
document analysis, three main approaches have been considered or implemented: “restoring
the old as it was” (f&|Ha1[H), “changing the bird in the cage” (}5JE#: ), and demolition
and reconstruction (5% # ). Each method, however, presents specific limitations within
the local context.

The first approach, “restoring the old as it was,” involves the renovation and upgrading
of existing infrastructure (Figure 14). The local government has undertaken efforts to
improve traditional dwellings. However, despite these initiatives, the outcomes have been
limited. The structural form of the traditional mushroom-shaped houses is inherently unsuited
to the demands of contemporary life. Nevertheless, this approach offers the greatest potential

for preserving cultural heritage, particularly when compared with the other two methods.

Figure 14. “Restoring the old as it was” in Azheke village

Source: Taken by the author, 2024

The second approach, “changing the bird in the cage,” refers to relocating residents and
repurposing traditional dwellings for commercial uses, such as hotels or tourism businesses.

While this model may be viable in limited cases, it faces significant constraints within the
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core protected zone of the World Heritage site, which comprises 30 villages and a population
of over 10,000. Scaling up this approach would necessitate the construction of additional
infrastructure—something that is no longer feasible given spatial limitations in Yuanyang.
According to the research notes, one government official noted, “Even if it could be done in
one small village like Azheke, it would be impossible to roll out this approach elsewhere”
(G1).

Moreover, this strategy risks undermining the integrity of the cultural landscape and thus
fails to meet key heritage preservation criteria. Without the continued presence of Indigenous
residents, traditional villages risk losing both their authenticity and appeal to visitors. During
the interviews, several tourists expressed similar concerns:

“If everything is handed over to outsiders to run, it just does not feel the
same. Local villagers still need to be involved in the management and actually
take on some specific roles... the community can provide localised support
and services, including showcasing the unique characteristics and culture of
ethnic minorities, as well as their warm hospitality towards visitors. The
community can also help to preserve the village s authentic atmosphere” (T1).

“If the guesthouses were to be placed within Azheke village, it would
inevitably damage its traditional culture and undermine its ethnic character.
In few years, these mushroom houses would be gone. And if you say it is all
Han Chinese here, would people still visit?” (T4).

These comments underscore the importance of maintaining Indigenous involvement in
order to safeguard both cultural heritage and the village’s touristic value, which align with the
principles of regenerative tourism.

The third approach, demolition and reconstruction, involves replacing existing houses
with entirely new buildings constructed using modern techniques, rather than traditional
methods and locally sourced materials. This approach takes two main forms: one involves
rebuilding in a traditional architectural style following demolition (Figure 15 and left in
Figure 16); the other entails constructing reinforced concrete houses and subsequently
decorating them to resemble traditional dwellings (right in Figure 16). While the former may
partially satisfy heritage preservation standards, the latter is more problematic. As one

government official noted, “From a cultural perspective, such houses have lost their value”

(G1).
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Figure 15. Demolition and reconstruction in traditional style in Azheke village

Source: Left taken by Yunliang Dai, 1998 (cited in Dai, 2019), right taken by the author, 2024

In the interviews, tourists also expressed concern about the loss of authenticity
associated with this method: “In a village like this, if you pull down the houses and remove
the roofs, would anyone still come? Perhaps not. Traditional villages are only truly attractive
when they are steeped in their own history and culture” (T6). These perspectives highlight the
tension between modern housing needs and the imperative to preserve the historical and

cultural authenticity that forms the basis of the site’s value.

Figure 16. Demolition and reconstruction in Azheke (left) and Duoyishu (right) villages

Source: Left taken by the author, 2024, right taken by the author, 2021
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Of the three approaches discussed, only two can be considered compatible with heritage
preservation objectives, albeit to varying degrees. The first, “restoring the old as it was,”
aligns closely with the expectations of heritage experts but falls short in addressing the
practical needs of local residents. Both the local government and the planning team
acknowledge the limitations of this conventional preservation model. According to the
research notes, one planner observed, “Experts always agree that the mushroom houses need
to be preserved, but they have not taken into account the people who actually live in them”
(P1). A government official similarly reflected, “Various departments and officials started
demanding that we manage the heritage site. However, I spoke with the director of the
Cultural Relics Bureau at the time and said that our static approach to preservation was
wrong—it was a dead end” (G1).

The second, demolition and reconstruction in the traditional style, offers a compromise.
Although it is less satisfactory from a strict heritage conservation standpoint, it responds
more effectively to the aspirations of local residents for improved living standards. In seeking
to reconcile these competing priorities—respect for cultural heritage and the everyday needs
of the Hani people—the local government ultimately chose to implement this latter approach
in Azheke village.

This decision reflects key principles of Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative tourism,
particularly the notions of harmony through polarity and the embrace of creation and
dissolution. On the one hand, although World Heritage designation has enhanced the
symbolic and cultural significance of traditional architecture, it has also introduced new
complexities in balancing heritage preservation with the practical demands of contemporary
rural development. In the interview, one local tourism entrepreneur shared her observation,
“Converting flat-roofed houses back into mushroom-shaped ones is not for the benefit of the
villagers, but simply because tourists like to see them” (E1). Regeneration, in this context,
occurs not by eliminating tensions, but by fostering a productive interplay between opposing
forces. Rather than attempting to resolve the conflict between heritage preservation and
housing improvement, the regenerative approach adopted in Azheke village seeks to create an
inclusive environment in which divergent interests—those of the local community, tourists,
government officials, and heritage experts—can interact constructively.

On the other hand, the decision also reflects the local government’s acceptance of the
cyclical nature of built heritage—the continuous processes of creation, decay, and renewal.
Whereas conventional preservation approaches often emphasise static protection and resist

the transformation or loss of heritage elements, the regenerative strategy in Azheke
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acknowledges the inevitability of change. By reconstructing dwellings in a traditional style
using modern techniques, the approach both honours the Hani people’s architectural heritage
and improves residents’ living conditions. In doing so, it respects local history while
remaining open to innovation and forward-looking solutions, thereby enhancing the village’s

cultural resilience.
Interdisciplinary Collaboration to Regenerate Traditional Village

Azheke village holds a distinctive position within the Honghe Hani Rice Terraces World
Heritage site. It is one of five core villages nominated for inscription and has also been
included in the third batch of nationally recognised traditional villages in China. According to
the document analysis, one architect noted, “The mushroom house is a distinctive and unique
form of residence, and Azheke contains the largest and most complete collection of these
dwellings. Their value extends far beyond architecture—they are vessels of culture and
memory” (D2). The local government similarly recognises Azheke’s cultural and symbolic
importance. The research notes record an explanation provided by a local government
official.
“No matter how others may judge me, I must steadfastly protect these two

villages: Azheke and Yakou. In the past, the mushroom-shaped houses were

like birds’ nests in the trees, nestled among the mountains, clouds, and mist.

But now, the new buildings have all surpassed them, affecting the landscape.

That's why we must make a firm decision to preserve Azheke and Yakou” (G1).

In light of this significance, two regenerative initiatives centred on the preservation and

renewal of mushroom houses have been piloted in Azheke since 2013 and 2018, respectively.
Tangible Regeneration through Architectural Design

In 2013, to better respond to the needs of Azheke’s residents and to promote the preservation
of traditional mushroom houses, the design team renovated one such dwelling in the village
(Figure 17). This intervention not only restored the structure but also reimagined its
potential. The revitalised house demonstrated that these vernacular buildings are not merely
cultural artefacts, but can offer a modern, comfortable, and high-quality standard of living.
By doing so, the project challenged the prevailing assumption that traditional dwellings must
be abandoned or replaced in the name of progress, instead positioning them as viable and

desirable homes for contemporary rural life.
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Figure 17. Mushroom house reconstructed by the design team in Azheke village

Source: Left taken by the author, 2019; right taken by the design team, 2017

This architectural intervention reflects key principles of Sheng Sheng-inspired
regenerative tourism—specifically creative renewal and ethical grounding. The design
team proposed a creative solution that upgraded the internal structure of the mushroom house
while preserving its traditional external form. This design went beyond the limitations of
conventional restoration by fostering interdependence among all elements of the Azheke
system, particularly the Hani cultural landscape. It delivered a clear message: heritage
preservation cannot rely on slogans or symbolic gestures—especially in Indigenous contexts.
It must offer tangible, livable alternatives that support both cultural continuity and everyday
wellbeing.

Besides, the project was grounded in ethical commitments, especially empathy toward
the local community and respect for its cultural and socio-economic realities. Guided by the
principle that conservation must align with local cultural, ecological, and economic
conditions, the team intentionally positioned the renovation as “low-end.” This was not a
reflection of inferior value but a strategic, inclusive choice. As Azheke is a low-income
community where many residents live in basic conditions, the goal was to make the
intervention accessible and replicable. According to the document analysis, one architect

noted: “Positioning it as low-end is not the ultimate goal; the aim is to set the starting point
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low enough so that villagers can reach it. Only by being responsible and caring towards them

can we truly help them” (D2).
Intangible Regeneration through Tourism Development

The protective transformation of dwellings has laid a solid foundation for Azheke village to
regenerate through tourism. Building on this, the planning team launched the Azheke Plan in
2018, establishing a community-based model for regenerative tourism (Yang & Bao, 2022).
At its core, the plan seeks to empower local residents as central actors in tourism governance
and benefit-sharing. Recorded in the documents, its key initiatives are encapsulated in the
framework of “one core, two helpers, and three objectives,” which collectively guide the
plan’s implementation and long-term vision.

At the heart of the Azheke Plan is the Indigenous community itself, reflecting the
Indigenous-centred principles of regenerative tourism. Tourism development in Azheke is led
by a village-based company, established on 17 September 2018, and jointly owned by the
Azheke community and the local government. This company coordinates village
improvement initiatives and oversees tourism operations, with all profits belonging
collectively to the village. Staff are recruited directly from the local community, forming a
management and operations team rooted in the village. The initial team comprised a manager,
five ticket inspectors and guides, and five cleaners—11 members in total—with additional
villagers joining over time.

As the plan evolved, new challenges emerged that extended beyond its original scope.
To address these, the company adopted a flexible and participatory governance model centred
on regular village meetings. These meetings provide a forum for collective deliberation on
issues related to tourism and rural development. Resolutions are recorded in writing and,
once endorsed by at least two-thirds of villagers, are formalised as additions to the village’s
rules and regulations. In this way, the institutional framework underpinning tourism
development is continually expanded and adapted.

In this way, the Azheke Plan embodies key principles of Sheng Sheng-inspired
regenerative tourism—particularly the timelessness of regeneration and organic self-
generation. By positioning local residents as the primary decision-makers and embedding
governance in democratic consultation, the plan fosters a resilient, community-led model.

Village-level rules and agreements are used not only to guide behaviour but also to resolve
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emerging conflicts, enabling the initiative to adapt organically and evolve in a grounded,
regenerative manner.

The “two helpers” of the Azheke Plan refer to the postgraduate students from the
planning team and young local officials. Postgraduate students took up residence in the
village, where they played a key role in supporting the establishment and operation of the
community-owned tourism company. In addition to administrative assistance, they delivered
targeted vocational training to equip villagers with essential skills in tourism services,
management, and hospitality. The focus extended beyond immediate service improvements to
building long-term local capacity and fostering a stronger sense of self-governance. Together
with young local officials, they worked to nurture leadership within the community,
strengthen institutional knowledge, and cultivate a sense of ownership over tourism
development. The ultimate aim was to enable villagers to independently manage tourism
activities, ensuring both long-term autonomy and the cultural sustainability of the
community.

In doing so, and in alignment with Indigenous-centred approaches, the Azheke Plan also
reflects a core principle of Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative tourism: The embrace of
creation and dissolution. By placing the Indigenous community at the centre of tourism
development, the plan honours local traditions and cultural heritage. At the same time, the
inclusion of external actors—such as academic researchers and local government officials—
ensures that the process remains open to innovation and forward-looking solutions. This
interplay between continuity and change enables a dynamic model of tourism that respects
the past while engaging constructively with the future.

The three objectives of the Azheke Plan—heritage preservation, tourism development,
and rural revitalisation—are pursued through active engagement of the Indigenous
community. To promote villagers’ participation in tourism and strengthen their sense of
responsibility for protecting cultural heritage, the plan introduced a creative and inclusive
benefit-sharing mechanism. This compensation scheme distributes dividends to households
based on their contributions through land, housing, and community involvement. Under the
scheme, profits generated by the community-owned tourism company are divided 30:70: 30%
is retained to cover operational costs, while the remaining 70% is distributed among villagers
as tourism dividends. These dividends are allocated according to four criteria: 40% for
ownership and maintenance of traditional dwellings, 30% for the upkeep of rice terraces,

20% for continued residency in the village, and 10% for maintaining household registration.
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This mechanism not only incentivises heritage protection and agricultural continuity but also
reinforces community cohesion and long-term commitment to local development.

This benefit-sharing scheme reflects key principles of Sheng Sheng-inspired
regenerative tourism, particularly the notions of timeless regeneration, organic self-
generation, and harmony through polarity. The mechanism is transparent, accessible, and
designed to encourage behaviours vital to the village’s cultural and ecological
sustainability—such as preserving mushroom-shaped houses, continuing traditional farming,
maintaining residential presence, and retaining household registration to support communal
governance. As of 21 March 2025, Azheke village has conducted 11 tourism dividend
distributions, disbursing a cumulative total of ¥2,870,500, with an average of ¥44,161.50 per
household. This provides villagers with a tangible financial return for their participation in
heritage-based tourism and illustrates the regenerative principle of simplicity in practice.

Although the protective transformation of mushroom houses has improved living
conditions, they still fall short when compared to modern dwellings. The compensation
scheme offers a pragmatic solution to this tension by enhancing local residents’ self-
motivation to voluntarily protect these traditional structures. Importantly, the local
government, planning team, and tourists share a common understanding of this issue.
According to the research notes, one local official noted:

“The compensation mechanism has resolved a problem that troubled me
for many years—it aligns the villagers’ understanding of mushroom house
preservation with that of the government” (G1).

A planner elaborated on the rationale:

“The living conditions in the mushroom houses are relatively poor, so it is
unlikely that villagers would voluntarily protect them. Once they have enough
money, they are likely to buy houses elsewhere. However, if tourism is
developed and the mushroom houses attract visitors—allowing villagers to
benefit financially—they may come to realise that losing these houses could
mean losing their source of income. Our ultimate goal is to encourage more
villagers to participate and to cultivate a sense of responsibility. This
responsibility is rooted in their own interests and can be reinforced through a
system of incentives” (P1).

This perspective is echoed by tourists in the interviews, one of whom remarked:

“The purpose of redistributing benefits to the villagers is not simply to lift

them out of poverty, but to enable them to maintain their traditional way of

133



life. If it were just about poverty alleviation, and everyone became wealthy

and changed everything, then it would lose its meaning—and this project

might no longer have any value. By linking the preservation of their original

lifestyle to villagers’ economic interests, they will have the motivation to

remain actively involved” (T3).

By acknowledging the coexistence of conflicting needs—cultural preservation and

improved living standards—the scheme fosters a constructive interplay between tradition and
modernity, ensuring the long-term sustainability of both community welfare and heritage

conservation.
Regenerative Outcomes in Traditional Village

Regenerative tourism practices in Azheke village embody the ontology of Sheng Sheng,
which regards change not as a threat but as a vital and generative force. As recorded in the
research notes, one local official remarked: “Everything is constantly developing, so if we
want to protect the mushroom houses, we need to look at them from a forward-thinking
perspective. I hope that in the future we can truly restore the local system of ‘the four
elements in harmony’, with the mushroom houses being modern versions” (G1). In this spirit,
the built environment undergoes protective transformation, evolving alongside the
community it serves. Tradition is not preserved through stasis, but through its sustained
relevance in daily life.

This approach has resulted in more than just the physical renewal of traditional
dwellings; it has also contributed to the cultural revitalisation of the village. By enabling
buildings to adapt functionally while retaining their symbolic form, the project has allowed
Hani residents to remain in their ancestral homes and to continue practising living traditions.
Here, cultural heritage is neither static nor nostalgic—it is actively regenerated through use,
adaptation, and ongoing participation.

Azheke’s housing policy articulates a regenerative model of tourism that moves beyond
preservation as an end in itself. Instead, it cultivates a dynamic cultural landscape in which
authenticity is co-produced through the lived experiences of residents and the evolving
expectations of visitors. This case suggests that regenerative principles may offer rural
heritage communities viable pathways to sustain both their traditions and their future

livelihoods.
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Prior to the introduction of regenerative tourism in Azheke village, the increasing shift
of Hani community members towards urban labour markets had disrupted the
intergenerational transmission of Indigenous ecological knowledge, much of which is
conveyed orally. As a result, the land-based, co-evolving practices that once underpinned
Hani cosmology have become increasingly vulnerable to erosion.

In this context, tourism development in Azheke has catalysed a Sheng Sheng-like
resurgence—fostering renewed life, connection, and regeneration. Young Hani from over ten
families have returned to Azheke to participate in the tourism industry, re-engaging with
traditional knowledge through contemporary practices. Their return reflects not only
economic opportunity, but also a renewed sense of cultural responsibility and belonging.
Recorded in the documents, one resident noted:

“I used to work away from home, but when I heard tourism would be
developed in my hometown, I was delighted to return to take up a job. Now [
can look after the elderly and children, so they are not left behind, and I feel
more motivated working for my own community. I hope that wherever there is
a home, there will be work—and wherever there is work, there will be a home”
(R3).

Another reflected on the growing pride in cultural transmission:

“I have hosted visitors from countries such as Japan, Italy, the United
States, and France. They all said that the beautiful scenery here made them
reluctant to leave. In the past, everyone felt proud to leave the countryside and
seek opportunities in big cities, but now I feel proud to have returned from the
city to the countryside, and to be able to share our Hani culture with more
people” (R4).

The involvement of younger generations in these initiatives signifies more than
economic revitalisation; it represents the renewal of relational knowledge systems grounded
in reciprocity between people and nature.

From the perspective of Sheng Sheng, the regenerative tourism model in Azheke village
exemplifies ongoing co-creation and mutual nourishment. Young villagers, by learning from
elders and sharing Indigenous knowledge with visitors, act as living conduits of tradition. In
collaboration with a research team, they co-develop tourism policies grounded in local
cosmologies and ecological ethics. The research team facilitates participatory village
meetings involving local government officials and community members, drawing on

Indigenous knowledge systems to address emerging challenges.
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For instance, in designing tourist experience programmes, villagers share everyday
practices such as waterway maintenance, explain the seasonal rhythms of rice farming, and
articulate cultural taboos embedded in village life—such as the prohibition against entering
the sacred forest. These insights have informed a variety of regenerative initiatives. Among
them are Hani-led forest treks that offer immersive cultural experiences while conveying
beliefs about forests, land, water, and spirits; seasonal farming activities aligned with natural
cycles; and ecological guidelines that regulate tourist behaviour in accordance with local
stewardship principles.

Within this community of practice—comprising vernacular dwellings, local residents,
government actors, and researchers—the principles of Sheng Sheng-inspired regenerative
tourism are realised through practice: (1) systemic adaptation enables ongoing transformation
across both human and non-human realms; (2) local stewardship sustains the continuity of
co-evolving practices; and (3) intergenerational dialogue activates the dynamism of
Indigenous wisdom.

In this way, regenerative tourism in Azheke moves beyond preservationist logics,
embracing dynamic regeneration. Rather than immobilising cultural practices in time, it
enables traditions to evolve in dialogue with contemporary realities. This continual renewal—
driven by the collaborative efforts of both human and non-human stakeholders, mediated
through the Indigenous community—embodies the essence of Sheng Sheng: a vibrant, living
system in which all beings co-flourish. Azheke thus serves as a model for how regenerative
tourism, grounded in a dynamic ontology, can reconcile heritage conservation with the
evolving needs of local communities. It demonstrates that protecting cultural identity does
not require resisting change, but guiding it—through approaches that are contextually

grounded, socially inclusive, and ecological attuned.
Chapter Summary

Regenerative tourism practices related to dwelling preservation in Azheke village illustrate
how Sheng Sheng-inspired principles can inform culturally attuned conservation and socially
responsive regenerative design. First, drawing on the principles of timeless regeneration and
organic self-generation, regenerative demands are understood as internally generated and
continually evolving rather than externally imposed or fixed. Regeneration thus emerges from

within the destination system and responds to its changing conditions over time.
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Second, the principle of harmony through opposites recognises that challenges arise
from the coexistence of competing forces. Rather than seeking to eliminate these tensions,
regenerative responses aim to work through them, reconciling development and conservation,
continuity and change, and human and non-human needs. Tension is therefore treated not as a
problem to be resolved but as a generative condition for renewal.

Third, informed by the combined principles of timeless regeneration, organic self-
generation, and ethical and equal grounding, regenerative solutions are conceived as adaptive,
locally rooted, creative, and morally accountable to both human and non-human stakeholders.
Regeneration is not a linear process but an ongoing practice of adjustment grounded in place-
based knowledge, relational ethics, and contextual sensitivity.

Fourth, regenerative outcomes are evaluated not solely in terms of growth or
improvement but through their ethical commitment to all forms of life. They emerge from an
acceptance of transformation and decline as integral to regeneration, acknowledging that
renewal often involves trade-offs rather than unambiguous positive outcomes.

In contrast to dominant international frameworks of regenerative tourism, which tend to
emphasise “building destinations better” through tourism development, a Sheng Sheng—
inspired framework offers a more flexible and inclusive understanding of regeneration. It
explicitly accommodates the coexistence of diverse, and sometimes conflicting, forces within
destination systems. From this perspective, regenerative initiatives do not necessarily
eliminate negative impacts; instead, they involve navigating ethical trade-offs between

positive and negative effects as part of a dynamic and relational process of becoming.
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Chapter 7: Discussions and Conclusions

Chapter Seven concludes the thesis by outlining the study’s theoretical contributions and
practical implications, and reflects on its limitations while proposing directions for future

research.
Academic Contribution

First, this research addresses the current conceptual ambiguity surrounding regenerative
tourism by offering a redefinition grounded in Chinese philosophical thought. While
regeneration is widely viewed as the key feature distinguishing regenerative tourism from
sustainable tourism and related paradigms, its precise meaning remains unclear. Achieving
greater conceptual clarity is essential for advancing both theoretical and practical engagement
with the concept. In Western discourse, regeneration is often conflated with notions such as
sustainability, transformation, and circularity—an overlap that risks obscuring its distinctive
qualities. In response, this study draws on Chinese philosophy, particularly the concept of
Sheng Sheng, to offer six insights that enrich and reframe the understanding of regenerative
tourism.

The principles of timeless regeneration, organic self-generation, creative renewal, and
ethical grounding resonate with current international discussions on regenerative
development, particularly those emphasising systems thinking, self-renewing capacity, actors’
agency, and ethical commitments to both human and non-human beings. In contrast, the
principles of harmony through opposites, the embrace of creation and dissolution, and the
equal grounding of human and non-human life represent distinctive contributions from an
Eastern philosophical perspective. Together, these principles extend the conceptualisation of
the regenerative paradigm and may also hold potential value for informing regenerative
practices beyond the tourism sector.

Second, in response to the underrepresentation of Eastern perspectives, this research
offers six insights into regenerative tourism grounded in Chinese philosophy. Current critical
discourse remains largely Eurocentric, often overlooking alternative experiential and
epistemological frameworks (Mura & Wijesinghe, 2023). By introducing the philosophy of
Sheng Sheng, this study provides a novel interpretive lens that both distinguishes regenerative
tourism from sustainable tourism and expands upon prevailing Western conceptions. In

particular, it enriches the field by advancing principles such as harmony through polarity,
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creative renewal, and the embrace of creation and dissolution—concepts that foreground
dynamic, cyclical, and relational understandings of regeneration.

Third, this research advances a practical approach to regenerative tourism co-creation by
introducing the community of practice framework as a means of engaging non-human
stakeholders. In doing so, it extends existing discourse on tourism co-creation, which has
largely focused on human actors such as tourists, service providers, entrepreneurs, and host
communities. Regenerative tourism, by contrast, calls for a broader perspective—one that
acknowledges the agency and significance of non-human entities, including natural
ecosystems, wildlife, and the wider environment. By recognising these elements as active
participants rather than passive contexts, this study deepens understanding of multi-species
and ecological involvement in tourism practice.

Fourth, in response to the limited empirical grounding of regenerative tourism, this
research examines the community of practice in Azheke village as a case study to move
beyond theoretical discussion and enrich the field with situated, practice-based evidence.
What distinguishes this community of practice is its inclusion of scholars as embedded,
reciprocal participants in the co-creation of regenerative tourism. Employing a cross-
community enactive research approach (Bellato et al., 2023), this study bridges the gap
between academic inquiry and practical implementation. By involving researchers as active
contributors, it challenges conventional separations between knowledge production and on-
the-ground action. Anchored in the philosophy of Sheng Sheng, this participatory model
ensures that research is not only contextually grounded but also directly informs and supports

the development of regenerative tourism practices.

Practical Implications

The findings offer practical implications for both policymakers and practitioners seeking to
guide tourism governance and business practice toward a regenerative future.

Policymakers can use these six principles as a framework to guide or evaluate regional
tourism development, establishing Sheng Sheng-aligned indicators in regional tourism
monitoring systems. Specifically, the principle of timeless regeneration calls for continuous
identification of shifting community and environmental needs, ensuring that policy responses
remain adaptive over time. The principle of organic self-generation encourages policymakers
to prioritise locally rooted regeneration demands and draw on local and Indigenous

knowledge when formulating solutions. The principle of harmony through opposites supports
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the identification of challenges emerging from the coexistence of opposing forces within
destinations and promotes outcomes that reconcile—rather than suppress—these tensions.
The principle of creative renewal invites policymakers to foster innovation and encourage
creative approaches to addressing regeneration needs. The principle of embrace of creation
and dissolution reminds policymakers to accept not only transformation and growth but also
necessary decline or phasing out of unsustainable practices. Finally, the principle of ethical
and equal grounding requires policymakers to assess tourism outcomes through a lens of
ethical responsibility and equal commitment to all forms of life, human and non-human.

These six principles can lead to practical approaches. For instance, policymakers can
create adaptive governance mechanisms that institutionalise continuous learning and
adjustment, regularly evaluating and reviewing the updated conditions and establish
legitimated pathways for mid-cycle amendments to tourism plans when conditions shift.
Also, they can formalise Indigenous and local knowledge integration by designing policy
instruments that Indigenous and local knowledge directly into planning and regulatory
processes, and funding Indigenous knowledge stewardship programs that support
revitalisation of cultural practices and community-led visitor protocols. And policymakers
can formalize intellectual property and data sovereignty to protect Indigenous knowledge
used in tourism products or interpretation.

Policymakers can also play a key role in facilitating the formation and development of
communities of practice that actively engage Indigenous communities, who contribute vital
Indigenous knowledge—particularly regarding relationships with non-human stakeholders—
to decision-making processes. After initiating such communities, policymakers should
participate peripherally while ensuring that the space remains inclusive and equitable for all
stakeholders. By supporting regular meetings, workshops, and collaborative activities,
policymakers can help create an environment in which diverse actors—especially Indigenous
community members—exchange knowledge and co-develop regenerative approaches to
tourism. By doing so, policymakers can more effectively identify local regeneration needs
and support the development of solutions that are grounded in local knowledge and emerge
organically through the tourism development process.

This research also has implications for practitioners involved in regenerative tourism
development in villages worldwide. Drawing on the case of Azheke village, regenerative
tourism practitioners can be understood as comprising both external and internal actors.
External practitioners, such as academic research teams, can play an active role by supporting

regenerative initiatives and facilitating the meaningful integration of Indigenous communities

140



and knowledge systems into the development process. Internal practitioners, by contrast,
include local government authorities and Indigenous community members, who play a central
role in decision-making processes throughout regenerative tourism development.

Guided by the principles of creative renewal and embrace of creation and dissolution,
external practitioners can play a key role in generating innovative solutions that balance
emerging demands with the preservation of tradition. In this process, they are expected to
build long-term, co-governed partnerships with Indigenous communities, co-design
regenerative solutions that integrate both cutting-edge expertise and Indigenous/local
knowledge, include Indigenous experts as paid knowledge consultants instead of voluntary
cultural informants, and maintain close connections to destination systems to identify
challenges early and develop timely responses.

Guided by the principle of organic self-generation, larger tourism organisations should
facilitate co-creation with Indigenous communities by developing the capacity to work
effectively across cultural boundaries. This includes providing training to frontline staff in
intercultural communication, Indigenous rights, and place-based knowledge systems, as well
as prioritising the hiring of Indigenous knowledge holders as lead contributors to narrative
development, visitor experience design, and cultural interpretation. Such practices help
ensure authenticity and reinforce the central role of Indigenous perspectives in tourism
development. At the same time, organisations should implement operational practices that
respect ecological rhythms and acknowledge the agency of non-human stakeholders,
designing activities and business processes around the needs of ecosystems rather than solely
around visitor demand. Additionally, they should establish clear pathways for phasing out
business practices that undermine cultural or ecological integrity and replace them with
approaches aligned with regenerative principles. By actively participating in the community
of practice, these organisations can contribute to a dynamic, shared learning ecosystem that
supports continuous adaptation and strengthens the long-term viability of regenerative
tourism.

For internal practitioners, the principle of organic self-generation highlights the
centrality of Indigenous communities and their knowledge systems. Indigenous people can
support regenerative tourism by actively participating in the community of practice,
maximising their influence in the tourism development process. By working across
boundaries and sharing Indigenous wisdom—particularly knowledge concerning non-human
stakeholders—with other actors, they help ensure that tourism development remains

grounded in local realities, relational ethics, and the ecological rhythms of place.
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Limitations and Future Research

This research is subject to several important limitations. First, although Sheng Sheng draws
from a rich stream of Eastern philosophy, it represents only one thread within a much broader
and more diverse intellectual tradition. Eastern thought encompasses a wide array of
worldviews, including Buddhist philosophies and various Indigenous cosmologies, each
offering distinct epistemologies and value systems. By focusing primarily on Sheng Sheng,
this study may overlook complementary or contrasting perspectives that could enrich
understandings of regeneration and resilience. For example, Buddhist notions of
interdependence, impermanence, and non-attachment might illuminate different dimensions
of relationality and transformation. Similarly, Indigenous knowledge systems from other
regions, such as the Maori philosophy in New Zealand (Becken & Kaur, 2021), may offer
alternative approaches to place-based collaboration and cultural revitalisation. Future
research would benefit from a more inclusive engagement with these diverse traditions to
broaden the discussion on regenerative tourism.

Second, while the case study of Azheke village offers valuable insights into Indigenous
empowerment and cultural heritage preservation, it does not fully represent a bottom-up,
community-led process. The village’s development has been significantly shaped by external
actors, including government agencies and academic institutions, resulting in a hybrid model
that combines top-down support with local agency. Consequently, the case may not fully
reflect the dynamics or challenges of initiatives that emerge solely from within the
community. To better understand grassroots innovation and self-determined development,
future research should examine cases where the impetus, leadership, and decision-making are
driven entirely by local stakeholders, independent of significant external intervention. Such
studies could provide deeper insight into the capacity of Indigenous communities to self-
organise, assert autonomy, and build sustainable futures on their own terms.

Third, focusing on a single village in China limits the broader applicability and
generalisability of the findings. Comparative cases from other regions—particularly
Indigenous or Global South contexts, such as Maori communities in New Zealand (Matunga
et al., 2020)—could demonstrate how the principles of Sheng Sheng might be applied across
diverse cultural settings, enhancing their transferability and scalability.

Fourth, the researcher’s positionality as an outsider engaging with Indigenous

knowledge carries the risk of idealising communities whose practices may also reproduce
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inequalities. Future research should include critical reflection on regenerative tourism
practices that could unintentionally perpetuate such inequities.

Finally, the current framework derived from Chinese philosophy remains largely
descriptive and has yet to be operationalised to evaluate whether tourism development is
genuinely regenerative. Future studies could develop specific regenerative indicators based

on the six Sheng Sheng-inspired principles to guide both practice and assessment.
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