Uncovering Tourism Destination Governance in Cities: A Grounded Theory Approach
Introduction
Governance, originating from public management, is defined as the ways stakeholders interact to influence the outcomes of public policies (Bovaird & Löffler, 2003). As a classic management concept, governance gains its prominent position for significantly impacting organizations' economic and social performance (Cek & Eyupoglu, 2020). Tourism destinations are recognized as complex governance contexts involving multi-stakeholders in producing and delivering products and services (Baggio et al., 2010). Among various tourism destinations, contemporary cities have become a concentration of leisure and recreation infrastructures (Bouchon & Rauscher, 2019). However, many complex problems have sprung up in tourism cities, such as over-tourism (Mihalič, 2018), which are hard to solve without cohesion (Papatheodorou, 2021). With a high level of consensus orientation and stakeholder participation at its core (Eagles, 2009), governance provides a collaborative solution to such problems. However, after an extensive literature review, minimal research has been done to explore tourism destination governance in cities.
Grounded theory has gained momentum among tourism researchers to offer a more profound understanding of relevant stakeholders and their interactions. Moreover, it generates explanations of relationships reflecting various interest groups (Matteucci & Filep, 2017). Since the grounded theory method focuses on gaining insights in underexplored areas, the proposed research plans to employ this approach with a qualitative design to explore tourism destination governance in cities that generate academic knowledge and practical insights. The specific objectives of this research are twofold: 1) understanding how stakeholders work collaboratively to tackle problems in selected destinations, and 2) constructing and validating the framework to reveal the systematic structure of underlying governance practices in cities. 
Literature Review
Tourism Destination Governance
Governance is the underlying logic that supports markets to work more efficiently (Detotto et al., 2021), maintains society stability, and enhances public-private cohesion (Zahra, 2011). Good governance has been widely accepted as the cornerstone to achieving successful sustainable development and building resilience in communities through cultivating a favorable environment for board public participation and collaborative public-private partnerships (Çakar, 2018; Larsen et al., 2011; Wesley & Pforr, 2010). The effectiveness of destination governance is highly related to the successes of local tourism development, responses to crises or disasters, and the well-being of local communities (Bichler, 2021; Çakar, 2018). Therefore, destination governance involves a high degree of relevance to the context (Laws et al., 2011). Such reliance determines destination governance to evolve along with the changing context and should be explored with a historical and cultural lens (Deng et al., 2021). With years of development, the context of tourism destinations has revolutionarily changed, ranging from information communication technologies (ICTs) to big data (Ivars-Baidal et al., 2019; Li et al., 2018). In 2020, the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic not only alters the interdependent environment for destinations but also calls for their swift transformation, adaption, and recoveries in the face of crises (Vargas, 2020). 
Grounded Theory Approach in Tourism 
The grounded theory approach was developed as a method that lends itself particularly well to under-explored areas (Corbin & Strauss, 2014), aiming to generate new theories or frameworks that can explain emerging or problematic practices (Glaser, 1978). It also offers a new understanding of the relationships among stakeholders and processes in tourism studies (Jannings & Junek, 2007). Tourism scholars use the grounded theory to: (1) develop models or frameworks from emerging tourist phenomena, where little knowledge is known (e.g., Lee & Bai, 2016; Matteucci & Filep, 2017); and (2) understand the processes of decision-making or policymaking (e.g., Stumpf & Swanger, 2015). The grounded theory advocates exploring participants’ meaning, responses, and actions in a more extensive social background or context. It also enhances researchers’ active participation and contextualized understanding of the phenomena (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). Adopting the grounded theory suggests an advance toward future innovation and is regarded as more appropriate to tourism and hospitality research (Matteucci & Filep, 2017). This research uses grounded theory analysis to construct a framework to examine the conditions, processes, and outcomes of this under-explored phenomenon. 
Methodology
This study selects interviewees from three major destination governance stakeholders: tourism departments, DMOs, and tourism-related industry associations. Moreover, five U.S. tourism cities (Las Vegas, Los Angeles, San Diego, Honolulu, and Washington D.C.) were enrolled based on the latest statistics on Leading City Destinations in the United States (Statista, 2021). A total of 12 participants from three stakeholders. The interviewees' eligibility is expertise in strategic planning and business development in the selected destinations. Semi-structured in-depth interviews are the primary data collection method with grounded theory (Lee & Bai, 2016). Sample questions were adjusted from Charmaz (2002) to fit this study’s context and are provided upon request. All interview records are transcribed and cross-checked to ensure accuracy and credibility. Each interview and the focus group lasted between 45 and 75 minutes. All interviewees’ profile is attached as Appendix II, 28% of respondents were female, and 72% were male, ranging from 35 to 58 years old.
Results
[bookmark: _Hlk92879729]The grounded theory analysis identified eight themes and 18 subthemes. The first theme, the Government offices, is supported by legislative power in policymaking and tax rate determination extracted from interviews with different stakeholders. The three interrelated themes of Government offices, industry associations or leading groups, and quasi-government agencies jointly compose the main body of collaborative operation in tourism governance on the city level. These three themes summarize how tourism is governed, maintained, and performed through the collective efforts of the three groups in the tourism context. The following two themes, tourists’ consumption and residents’ well-being, demonstrate the desired outcomes from the current collaborative mechanism, contributing to the long-term development of destinations. Also, city-level tourism governance receive supports from federal and state-level agencies in terms of marketing collaboration and knowledge sharing, such as travel data and research report. As necessitated by the grounded theory approach, the contextual influence of COVID-19 is scrutinized. It proves its role as a supplementary source of funding to city-level destinations to conquer the difficulties caused by the unprecedented pandemic. Integrating the main themes and their subthemes allows for developing the framework that explains the governance structure in tourism cities (Figure 1).
Conclusion and Discussion
The proposed framework examines the collaborative operation, outcomes, and contextual environment of tourism governance in cities to systematically uncover its structure and mechanism. Different stakeholders' responses reinforce and supplement one another to generate a comprehensive understanding of the governance structure in city destinations.
This study discusses the operation of collaborative governance and the inter-supportive relationship among government, quasi-government agencies, and industry associations that are primarily responsible for tourism marketing and development in destinations (Ansell & Gash, 2008). It also confirms its effectiveness in marketing and policy coordination (Vignieri, 2019), generating more tourists' consumption from leisure travelers or MICE. Moreover, stakeholders’ interactions and cooperation enhance the social learning process to share common understanding in destinations (Islam et al., 2018a). The admiration for collaborative governance as a solution to market-oriented destinations echoes Pike et al., (2011)’s study based on reflections on destination marketing. 
The framework identifies challenges where long-term sustainability is required. As the collaborative governance structure emphasizes marketing based on return on investment (ROI), sustainability as a relatively long pursuit is not effectively implemented in the collaborative governance approach (Mance et al., 2020; Roxas et al., 2020). Similar incompetency is also shown in coping with the rising business models, such as sharing economy (Airbnb). Even though all interviewed destinations are aware of the impacts of new economies, no one takes the lead to discuss the solutions. Furthermore, collaborative governance doesn't perform well in areas where powers are overlapped. No one stakeholder has the supreme ability to solve the problem by themselves. And negotiations with all related departments (e.g., transportation, environment) lead to inefficiency and unsolved issues in practices, harming tourism development. 
Implications and Limitations
The research findings will fill the gaps in destination governance literature and extend the current tourism research by proposing a more holistic approach, which combines all significant stakeholders and identifies the limitation. The results may motivate destination managers and all stakeholders to reflect on the current governance structure and improve the overall performance to achieve long-term objectives. The study also identifies COVID-19's impact on accelerating support of city-level governments. With collective efforts, the industry should strive for more sources to establish reserve funds, preparing for uncertainties in tourism. On the other hand, given the financial pressure caused by the pandemic, quasi-government agencies should have a more diversified funding structure. 

This study was not free from limitations. First, this study was conducted in America, where a market-oriented tourism governance structure is built upon. This collaborative framework may need to be modified in other destinations. Second, only leading tourist cities are selected in this study, limiting its applicability to other tourist destinations such as community tourist destinations, where tourism governance is running under residents’ collective decisions. Finally, although the study examined the impacts of COVID-19, these impacts may fade as the world gradually overcomes the pandemic. A follow-up study should further trace and explore these impacts in post-[image: ]pandemic times. 
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  Figure 1.  Tourism Governance at City Level  
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