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Abstract: Examining the extent to which a community plays a role in the decision-making process
in tourism planning can provide a better understanding of how tourism can benefit a community.
Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (ALCP) has been adopted by tourism scholars to understand
both the nature of the participation expected of the community and the community’s actual
participation in tourism development. However, the literature on tourism development and
community involvement is underdeveloped in the context of urban tourism, and few studies
have attempted to identify the differences between the expected and actual participation of local
residents. Identifying this gap reveals the reasons behind it and generates possible suggestions
and solutions. The level of community participation of Tai O residents has been assessed by
employing Arnstein’s framework. The results indicated the difference between the level of local
residents’ expected and actual participation in tourism development. The reasons for the difference
are identified, and suggestions for improvement are provided.

Keywords: Arnstein; citizen participation level; tourism planning; community participation;
sustainable tourism development; Hong Kong

1. Introduction

Incorporating local communities’ opinions in tourism planning and development is a vital element
of sustainable tourism [1]. Notably, community participation (CP) is essential for sustainable tourism
development, as tourism has a close relationship with the livelihood of the local community [2,3] and
the tourism destinations are communities with which local residents interact [4]. CP is an important
strategy to improve tourism development [5,6]. Tourism planning is likely to be supported by the
local community if the local residents have been invited to participate in the decision-making process.
Their understanding of the potential benefits can motivate their participation [7] which can also
develop a more democratic community [8,9]. To understand potential benefits that could be bought by
tourism development to a community, it is important to examine the extent to which local residents are
thoroughly informed and invited to join in the tourism-planning process. A number of tourism scholars
have adopted various frameworks to understand the level of participation and power distribution
within communities and to determine whether the frameworks can be applied to both developed and
developing countries [10]. For example, Aref and Redzuan [10] attempted to establish a typology
of CP in tourism development based on scholarly typologies of participation that do not directly
address tourism. In addition, Muganda [11] applied Tosun [12] normative typologies of CP in his
research, and Okazaki [13] reviewed the principal theories used to discuss CP, including the “ladder
of citizen participation”, power redistribution, collaboration processes, and social capital creation.
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These theories form the basis of defining a community-based tourism (CBT) model. Wang et al. [14]
applied Tosun’s normative typologies of CP in their research; they explained the survey results using
Tosun’s model and quoted Tosun’s explanation of the limits of CP in developing countries, especially
in the centralisation of public administration. Certain tourism scholars have adopted the framework of
Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (ALCP) to understand the expected and actual participation
of the local community when involved in the decision-making process of tourism development [10,13].

However, limited studies thus far have attempted to measure the level of citizens’ actual and
expected participation in public consultation and compare the two concepts [15]. The measurement
of expectations at the level of CP in tourism development enables an understanding of people’s
desired forms of CP, but this information alone cannot identify the barriers that might prevent
communities from participating. As Tosun [12] suggested, in addition to political culture, a wide
range of factors might influence the level of participation, such as sociodemographic characteristics,
limited educational opportunities to engage local people in tourism development, and longevity of CP.
An examination of actual participation in tourism development provides information about the status
quo, but whether the situation meets the community’s expectations remains unknown. Identifying the
gap between the two helps us to examine the reasons for the gap and generates possible suggestions
and solutions. Such findings can be important to the sustainable tourism development of a rural
community. The framework of ALCP is adopted to assess the expected and actual level of CP of
the local community in tourism development and to identify the gap between the two. Possible
determinants of the gap are also identified. The findings of this study are important because they
offer a holistic view of local residents’ expected and actual participation in a decision-making process
for tourism development. Such information can be essential for the government to evaluate the
effectiveness of its approach to CP processes.

Community Participation (CP) in Sustainable Tourism Development

Community participation (CP) is an important strategy for sustainable tourism development in
rural communities [16]. Scholars have not come to a conclusion on the meaning of the term because
different wordings have been used interchangeably. The definition of CP adopted for this study is
based on Tosun’s proposed definition [17]: “CP is a categorical term that legitimises various forms
(direct, indirect, active, passive, etc.) of participation at different levels (local, regional, and national)
under specific circumstances” [16]. CP has been adopted as a strategy to improve development
and conservation projects [5,18]. Through CP, tourism development incorporates the opinions of
the local community, which can help to fulfil their expectations [7,19]. The local community will be
more supportive of tourism development if they have a chance to participate in the planning and
development process [7] and to help create a more democratic community [8,9]. However, a lack of
interest in or knowledge of tourism development can be a major barrier to the success of CP in rural
areas [20–22].

A ladder of citizen participation proposed by Arnstein (1969) addresses the degree of power
distribution in terms of a typology of citizen participation that includes eight rungs (manipulation,
therapy, informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power, and citizen control) [16]
that are further categorised into top, middle, and bottom levels of participation (Figure 1). The bottom
rungs of the ladder, (1) manipulation and (2) therapy, represent levels of nonparticipation because the
authority holds the real power to avoid allowing local community participation in decision-making
about development. The middle rungs of the ladder, (3) informing, (4) consultation, and (5) placation,
describe levels of tokenism that allow the local community to know and offer opinions on projects.
It is not ensured that their views will be taken into consideration in the decision-making process.
The top rungs of the ladder are (6) partnership, (7) delegated power, and (8) citizen control [16].
Real participation begins where negotiation between various stakeholders is included and the local
community takes up part of the responsibility for decision-making. At levels 7 and 8, participants’
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views have been taken into consideration in the decision-making arena, and they are empowered to
make decisions about development.Sustainability 2017, 9, 1695  3 of 13 

 
Figure 1. Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation (ALCP). 
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Figure 1. Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation (ALCP).

2. Methods

2.1. Study Area

The study area, Tai O, is located on the western coast of Lantau Island, the largest island of
Hong Kong. It is a small fishing village with a number of residents who commute to urban areas
for job opportunities on weekdays and return to Tai O on weekends. A well-developed public
transportation system on Lantau Island has gradually dissolved the boundary between rural and
urban areas. The Tai O development has drawn public attention, as the government has proposed to
implement a revised concept plan for Lantau Island, and Tai O will be heavily influenced by the plan.
The Lantau development project has been an important one in Hong Kong, as the proposal has been
highlighted in Policy Addresses in recent years [23–31]. The Tai O fishing village has come onto the
stage because it has been identified in the plan for rural and cultural tourism opportunities as part of
ecotourism development in rural Lantau. [30]. Therefore, a series of public consultation activities were
organised by the government in 2007 and 2008 to collect views from the local community on the plan.
These activities offered an opportunity for researchers to study the effectiveness of public engagement
in the decision-making process of the Tai O tourism development project.

In the early 20th century, Tai O was one of the largest fishing villages on the western coast of
Hong Kong, with a population of more than 10,000. From 1981 to 2006, its population declined from
5150 to 2951 [32]. The Tai O population is mainly Chinese (94.7%) with more female (54.5%) than
male (45.5%), and the population is dominated by residents aged over 65 years due to the influence
of rural–urban migration in past decades. A majority of the younger generation moved to the city
for work and study. This has led Tai O to become an aged community with over one-third of the
population aged over 65 years, compared with only 12.4% of the population of Hong Kong [33].
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2.2. Research Design

To understand the expected and actual levels of CP by Tai O residents, a questionnaire survey
was administered in Tai O. Those who resided in Tai O prior to 21 March 2009 and who were aged
eighteen or over were invited to complete the questionnaire. The level of actual participation in
tourism-related projects by those who were informed and participated in the public forums could then
be examined. Thus, a purposive sampling method was employed. Purposive sampling is a type of
nonprobability sampling technique that relies on the judgment of the researcher in selecting the units
(e.g., people, cases/organizations, events, and data items) to be studied. Usually, the sample being
investigated is quite small, especially when compared to probability sampling techniques [34]. Since the
total population of Tai O was approximately 2250, we therefore set a target to obtain approximately
400 responses to achieve a 95% confidence interval that ensured the representativeness of the sample.

The socio-demographic composition of the respondents largely aligned with the 2011 by-census
data of the Tai O community, produced by the Census and Statistics Department [33], to ensure that
the gender and age of the respondents were consistent with the population of Tai O.

2.3. Questionnaire Design

There are two independent variables and numerous dependent variables in the study. The two
independent variables are expected citizen participation (ECP) and actual citizen participation (ACP)
in the tourism-related decision-making process, while the numerous dependent variables include
sociodemographic factors, such as gender, educational level, income level, etc. ECP and ACP could
not be measured with the same set of criteria; therefore, two different sets of criteria were developed.
Local residents’ ECP in the decision-making process was separated into many elements, and a number
of scales were used by the researchers to measure this variable [10–12].

The questionnaire was divided into two main sections (Table 1). The first section had 4 subparts to
determine the extent to which the respondents perceived themselves as representatives of their fellow
community residents. The first 3 subparts addressed the respondents’ own perception of themselves
as representatives of the other residents: whether they received demands and requests from other
residents for aid, felt influential and essential in the organisation to which they belonged, and felt
influential in the organisation’s programming. Each question referred to the characteristics of different
rungs of ALCP. Each question was measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The last subpart was designed to seek the respondents’ views of their
engagement in the decision-making process for the Tai O tourism development; a yes-or-no response
and a qualitative response were recorded. All the questions were designed based on the previous
literature [11,12] and were modified to fit the local context.

The second section of the questionnaire contained 4 questions to determine the respondents’ actual
participation in and awareness of the 1st and 2nd public forums organised by the government and to
determine how the respondents had obtained information about the public forums.

Quantitative data from the onsite questionnaire, together with the qualitative data collected
through open-ended responses, were evaluated to determine which rung of ALCP the Tai O
case achieved.

The validity of question items in the questionnaire was examined by a panel of experts, and a
pilot survey was conducted [35]. The panel of experts, which consisted of a representative of a
non-governmental social services organisation in the study area, a leader of the Tai O rural committee,
and three professors, had sufficient knowledge on the study area and could provide valuable
comments on the question items in terms of the language used and the appropriateness of the content.
The questionnaire was translated into Chinese for the survey, and the Chinese version was reviewed
by three native Chinese speakers to improve the wording and avoid ambiguity. Then, a pilot survey
with local residents was done to ensure that the prospective respondents understood the wording of
the question items [36]. The respondents of the pilot survey were asked to review the questions on
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whether they fully reflected the situation in Tai O. The final questionnaire survey was conducted after
revision of the questionnaire according to the comments of various parties.

Table 1. Question items in the questionnaire for the onsite survey.

Part A: General perceptions on community participation in tourism development.

Section 1: In your view, what are suitable means of involving Hong Kong residents in the tourism
development of Hong Kong?

a. Encouraging Hong Kong residents to invest in the tourism sector,
b. Encouraging Hong Kong residents to work for the tourism sector,
c. Taking part actively in the tourism decision-making process,
d. Sharing tourism benefits,
e. Responding to a tourism survey,
f. Attending tourism related seminars, conferences, workshops.

Section 2: In your opinion, what should be an appropriate role of Tai O residents in the tourism
development of Tai O?

a. Tai O residents should take the leading role as entrepreneurs (e.g., the owner of a hostel) (top rungs
of the ladder),

b. Tai O residents should take the leading role as workers at all levels (top rungs of the ladder),
c. Tai O residents should have a voice in the decision-making process of local tourism development

(top rungs of the ladder),
d. Tai O residents should be consulted when tourism policies are being made (middle rungs of the

ladder),
e. Tai O residents should be consulted, but the final decision on tourism development should be

made by formal bodies (middle rungs of the ladder),
f. Tai O residents should not participate by any means (bottom rungs of the ladder),
g. Tai O residents should be financially supported to invest in tourism development (bottom rungs of

the ladder).

Section 3: Who should make decisions on tourism development in Tai O?

1. Government departments (e.g., Civil Engineering and Development Depart., CEDD) (bottom
rungs of the ladder),

2. Regional administrative units (e.g., Island District Council) (bottom rungs of the ladder),
3. Local administrative units (e.g., Tai O Rural Committee) (bottom rungs of the ladder),
4. Government departments and Local administrative units in consultation with Tai O residents

(middle rungs of the ladder),
5. A tourism development committee formed by Tai O residents (top rungs of the ladder),
6. Market forces,
7. Others, please specify: _______________.

Section 4: Do you feel personally involved in the decision-making process regarding the tourism
development of Tai O (e.g., public forums)?

Part B: The Public forums

1. Did you hear about and/or attend the 1st public forum about the improvement works for the Tai
O facelift?

2. How did you obtain the information about the 1st public forum?
3. Did you hear about and/or attend the 2nd public forum about the improvement works for the Tai

O facelift?
4. How did you obtain the information about the 2nd public forum?

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Profile of Survey Respondents

Of the 483 Tai O residents who were approached, 360 agreed to complete the questionnaire;
351 completed questionnaires were received, yielding a response rate of 72.7%. The chi-square test
was done to compare the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents and the Tai O population.
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The results indicated no significant difference at p < 0.05 between the gender and age group distribution
of the sample and census data, indicating that the sample was sufficiently representative of the Tai O
community (Table 2).

Table 2. Comparison of the socio-economic characteristics of respondents with the 2011 census data of
Hong Kong.

Socioeconomic Variables Respondents
(%)

2011 Census (%)
(C&SD, 2012)

Chi-Square Test
(p-Value)

Gender
Male 51.3 51.2

0.984Female 48.7 48.8

Age group

18–24 7.2 8.2

0.994
25–34 9.5 10.1
35–44 16.7 16.8
45–54 15.9 16.1

55 or above 50.7 48.8

Education Level

Primary or below 63.4 29.1

0.000
Lower secondary 7.9 18.6
Upper secondary 12.7 27.6
Post-secondary 2.4 8.2
Undergraduate 9.8 16.6

Annual income (HK$)

Under 2000 4.0 2.3

0.017

2000–3999 3.4 8.5
4000–5999 6.5 13.5
6000–7999 10.8 15.1
8000–9999 5.2 11.7

10,000–14,999 10.2 17.9
15,000–19,999 2.5 8.0
20,000–24,999 2.2 3.3
25,000–39,999 0.9 2.4

40,000 and over 1.5 2.5
N.A (People not in

working population) 50.0 50.0

The gender of the respondents was evenly distributed, with 51.3% (n = 180) male and
48.7% (n = 171) female. In terms of age, over 50% of the respondents were aged 55 or over, followed by
16.7% aged 35 to 44, indicating that the elderly are dominant in number in Tai O. Only approximately
16% of the respondents were less than 34 years old. The respondents’ education level was low
compared with the general population of Hong Kong in 2011. More than 30% of Tai O residents never
received a formal education, and over 23% had only completed primary-level education. Moreover,
nearly one-third of the respondents were retired, reflecting that Tai O is an aging community.

3.2. Expectation of Citizen Participation (ECP)

The component of CP expected by Tai O residents has four dimensions: residents’ views on
participation in development process, the role of local residents in tourism development, who should
be in charge of decision making for tourism development, and other appropriate aspects of this process.

Aref and Redzuan [10] noted that participation is a dynamic process that is difficult to predict or
quantify using a standard assessment method; they suggest that it originates from and is moulded by
individuals’ experiences with participation. Some researchers, such as Taal [37], have tried to quantify
levels of participation. Taal [37] suggested that such quantification can be misleading because it does
not reflect the whole participation process and it is difficult to fit into each category of participation.
Therefore, instead of quantifying the level of citizen participation, this study employs the ALCP
framework (Figure 1) as a basis to make this evaluation. The framework characterises levels of public
involvement, ranging from the ideal of citizen control to a state of creeping manipulation by officials
and powerful interest groups.
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In terms of the ECP, the Tai O residents were asked to indicate their agreement with a series
of statements in relation to a suitable means of participation in tourism development, the role
residents should play in this development, and who should be in charge of making decisions (Table 3).
The residents’ answers were examined based on the mean (M) scores of each variable from the lowest to
the highest. For Hong Kong society as a whole, the residents suggested that the people of Hong Kong
should participate in the tourism decision-making process (M = 3.92), even though they placed the
priority of expected participation in tourism development strongly on economic benefits, including job
opportunities in the tourism sector (M = 4.11), sharing tourism benefits (M = 4.10), and investment
opportunities in the tourism sector (M = 4.03). Similarly, Liu and Cheung [38] found that local residents
who operated tourism-related businesses believed that tourism development in Tai O could enhance
economic development. Local indigenous people are more likely to engage in tourism planning and
the development process in Tai O [32].

Table 3. Respondents’ Views on Suitable Means of Involving Hong Kong Citizens in Tourism
Development in Hong Kong (n = 351).

Statements M a SD
SD D N A SA
% % % % %

Encouraging local people to work for the tourism sector 4.11 0.75 0.9 2.0 11.7 56.1 29.3
Sharing tourism benefits 4.10 0.79 0.9 3.1 12.0 53.6 30.5

Encouraging local people to invest in the tourism sector 4.03 0.89 1.4 5.7 12.8 48.7 31.3
Taking part actively in tourism decision-making process 3.92 0.77 1.1 3.7 16.2 59.8 19.1

Responding to a tourism survey 3.84 0.78 0.9 4.9 20.1 57.9 16.3
Attending tourism-related seminars, conferences, and workshops 3.64 0.84 2.6 6.0 25.3 56.6 9.5

Notes: SD = strongly disagree, D = disagree, N = neutral, A = agree, SA = strongly agree, a The Mean (M) score of
the question items.

Interestingly, for the statements that related specifically to Tai O, the respondents gave higher
scores to political forms of participation than to economic ones (Table 4). They showed strong
support for the view that they should be consulted before tourism policies were made (M = 4.37).
When respondents were asked to rank which party was best qualified to make decisions (Table 5),
nearly half chose “government departments and local administrative units in consultation with
Tai O residents” (45.5%), followed by “government departments” (14.7%), “others” (14.7%), “a tourism
development committee formed by Tai O residents” (11.8), “market forces” (6.6%), “local administrative
units” (5.2%), and “regional administrative units” (1.4%). The respondents suggested that local
residents’ views should be considered so that their views could be refereed and reflected in the
decision-making process. Over 79% of the respondents (M = 4.13) agreed that local residents should
have financial support to invest in the tourism industry. Their agreement with this statement reflects
some major characteristics of partnership, the sixth rung of the ALCP and the lowest rung of the citizen
power level. Partnership can be the most effective approach when an organised group exists in the
community and the leader of that group is held accountable for decision-making. The local community
has financial resources that allow them to pay their leaders and to establish his or her team to oversee
the whole development. These components may signify that the desired level of participation by local
residents is at the partnership rung of ALCP.

The respondents did not agree that the level of citizen participation reached the topmost rungs on
ALCP, as they indicated that they have limited knowledge of CP and the decision-making process,
which may be because the majority of respondents were older and had a low education level. Although
most agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that residents should participate actively in the
decision-making process of tourism development, they expressed that they did not have any right or
power to contribute to the decision-making process and had insufficient knowledge to make such a
decision. Their views imply that the local residents do not understand the concept of CP and are not
aware that participation in the decision-making process is important for the sustainable development
of their community.
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Table 4. Respondents’ Views on Tai O Residents’ Roles in Tourism Development in Tai O (n = 351).

Statements M a SD
SD D N A SA
% % % % %

Tai O residents should be consulted when
tourism policies are being made 4.37 0.69 0 0.9 9.4 42.0 47.7

Tai O residents should have a voice in the
decision-making process of local tourism
development

4.29 0.75 1.1 1.1 7.7 47.6 42.5

Tai O residents should take the leading role
as entrepreneurs (e.g., the owner of a hostel) 4.15 0.88 0.6 5.7 11.7 42.2 39.9

Tai O residents should take the leading role
as workers at all levels 4.13 0.73 0 2.8 12.5 53.8 30.8

Tai O residents should be financially
supported to invest in tourism development 4.13 0.95 1.7 5.2 13.2 38.5 41.4

Tai O residents should be consulted but the
final decision on tourism development
should be made by formal bodies

3.16 1.22 11.7 20.6 20.0 35.7 12.0

Tai O residents should not participate by
any means 1.75 0.86 45.3 40.5 9.7 3.1 1.4

a The Mean (M) score of the question items.

Table 5. Residents’ Views on Who Should Make Decisions on Tourism Development in Tai O (n = 347).

Options n %

Government departments and local administrative units in consultation with Tai O residents 158 45.5
Government departments (e.g., Civil Engineering and Development Dept., CEDD) 51 14.7
Others 51 14.7
A tourism development committee formed by Tai O residents 41 11.8
Market forces 23 6.6
Local administrative units (e.g., Tai O Rural Committee) 18 5.2
Regional administrative units (e.g., Island District Council) 5 1.4
Total 347 100.0

Due to the characteristics of the population, Tai O residents did not show confidence in taking full
responsibility for tourism development in Tai O. They believed that decisions should be made by the
government and relevant administrative units by taking their views and opinions into consideration.
There are a number of reasons why the majority of the respondents did not suggest that the tourism
development committee should be composed solely of local residents. Most respondents believed
that local residents held different opinions on tourism development and most were only concerned
with their self-interest, particularly those with relevant businesses. They did not believe that the local
residents were equipped with sufficient ability to implement a tourism development plan. Therefore,
great assistance from the government is an appropriate approach to make a tourism development
project successful [38]. Second, they felt powerless to establish a committee with all members selected
from the local community, given the high level of illiterate residents and aging population [39].
Third, there is a lack of residents with a relevant tourism background who could form a capable
committee. Fourth, the respondents had little knowledge on how to establish such a committee. Fifth,
the respondents were suspicious about whether they would be empowered by the government to
be in full responsibility of Tai O’s development [3,32,40]. Sixth, some respondents were skeptical
that they would obtain sufficient financial and technical support to take initiative to implement a
development plan through a self-constructed tourism development committee. However, they did
not want the decision to be made solely by the government because they had the general impression
that some government officials ignored their needs and did not safeguard the interests of the local
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community. They preferred that the government participate in decision-making because they believed
that abundant resources such as human capital, financial support, and technical assistance could be
gained if relevant governmental units were involved in the decision-making process [32,41]. Most
respondents believed that the multi-stakeholder approach, which is a common approach in sustainable
tourism development where different stakeholders are participating in the decision-making process,
should be adopted in the case of Tai O, even though the local residents may have limited knowledge
on this concept.

The discussion above suggests that the level of CP expected by Tai O residents in tourism
development falls on the sixth and lowest rung—partnership—of the citizen power level of ALCP [42]
(Figure 1), as the local residents indicated their willingness to take part in the decision-making process,
and their desire to be empowered to participate in the decision-making process and to make appropriate
decisions through effective negotiation with authorities. This aligns with the characteristics of rung six
of the ALCP [43]. However, the population’s structure, low levels of education, and lack of tourism
knowledge are barriers preventing them from reaching the highest rungs of ALCP.

3.3. Actual Citizen Participation (ACP) of Local Residents

The results of the questionnaire survey revealed that the majority of the respondents
(68.7%, n = 241) did not consider themselves to be involved in the decision-making process for
tourism development (Table 6). The reasons given can be categorised into two aspects: thirteen
are categorised into personal aspects, and the other three fall under the public aspect. The most
common personal reasons for the local residents to not participate in the decision-making process were
a lack of availability (27%, n = 65), old age (18.3%, n = 44), and being unclear about their role. ‘Criticisms
of public participation activities in the past’ ranked fourth among all and included the following:
inadequate opportunities were provided for residents to take part in such processes; residents were
not invited to attend public consultation activities; there was limited opportunity for residents to voice
their views in public forums; and insufficient public forums were provided to allow them to participate
in the decision-making process. The criticism “residents were not invited to attend public consultation
activities” is consistent with the results regarding the respondents’ awareness of and attendance at the
two public forums (Table 7). More than one-quarter of the respondents had not been aware of and
had not participated in the public forums (1st: 32.3%, n = 112; 2nd: 24.8%, n = 86). Five local residents
believed that they were not welcomed by the government to participate (2.1%), and two believed that
the decision-making process was monopolised by the Tai O Rural Committee (0.8%); that is, that local
residents lacked influential power in the decision (Table 6). The reason for this perception may be that
the majority of the residents were not interested in participating in the decision-making process because
they thought that they were too old and unqualified for the process. Moreover, the workforce in Tai O
is busy at work and do not want to spend time participating in this process. Third, the members of the
Tai O Rural Committee were in charge of the whole decision-making process and discouraged local
residents from engaging in it. The findings suggest that personal conditions are a prominent factor in
shaping citizens’ participation in Tai O and might inhibit CBT participation [39].

Although Tai O residents were willing to be counted into the decision-making process for tourism
development, the actual participation level was still low, and their actual participation placed on the
fourth rung of ALCP. The local community had low participation in public consultation activities
because it was not well informed about these activities and because of the timing of these activities
(Figure 1). Our questionnaire survey results reported that the local residents were less aware of the
public forums and their participation in these consultation activities was low. Lack of awareness
and the inconvenient schedule of the activities are two main reasons for this low attendance. Most
respondents (over 40%) obtained information on the public forum through two channels: the bulletin
boards of the Tai O Rural Committee and the Islands District Office, and banners in the Tai O Car
Park. Approximately one-third of respondents obtained the information through personal networks,
implying that the public forums were not well promoted by the government to encourage participation.
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Apart from the publicity of the public forums and scheduling, Tai O experiences structural barriers
to successful CP as a result of the characteristics of the population (aging population and a high
illiteracy rate).

Table 6. Respondents’ Reasons for Not Feeling Personally Involved in the Process of Decision-Making
on Tourism Development in Tai O.

Categories Themes n %

Personal Not available 65 27.0

Personal Old age 44 18.3

Personal Tai O residents were uncertain about their role of participating in the
decision-making process 35 14.5

Public Criticisms about the past public participation activities 32 13.3

Personal Education background 21 8.7

Personal Interest 12 5.0

Personal Awareness of the public participation activities 7 2.9

Personal Understanding about community participation 6 2.5

Public Criticisms about the HKSAR Government 5 2.1

Personal Irrelevant answers 4 1.7

Personal Financial problem 2 0.8

Personal Understanding about Tai O 2 0.8

Personal Economic activity status 2 0.8

Public Tai O residents’ lack of influential impact on the decision-making
process due to monopolisation of power by Tai O Rural Committee 2 0.8

Personal Ethnicity 1 0.4

Personal Obligation 1 0.4

Total 241 100.0

Table 7. Respondents’ Ways of Obtaining the Information about the 1st and 2nd Public Forums
(n = 235, 261).

Ways 1st 2nd 1st 2nd %
Changen n % %

Invitation letter and/or e-mail from Tai O Rural Committee 7 8 2.98 3.07 +0.09

The website of Civil Engineering and Development
Dept.—‘Revitalisation for Tai O’ 7 11 2.97 4.21 +1.24

Advertisements posted in public areas (i.e., the bulletin board of
Tai O Rural Committee, the bulletin board of Islands District
Office, banners in Tai O Car Park)

96 109 40.85 41.76 +0.91

Personal networks (e.g., family members, friends and neighbours) 88 94 37.45 36.02 −1.43

Others 37 39 15.74 14.94 −0.8

Total 235 261 100 100 11.06

Regardless of the effectiveness of public forums, Tai O residents have been given a chance to
learn more about the project and voice their views. However, the government offered no assurance
to take their views into account in the decision-making process. This situation offers evidence why
their current actual participation level placed on the fourth rung of ALCP. The government’s low
transparency with regard to the public consultation process led to distrust among residents that their
community interests were not safeguarded during the decision-making process. They were afraid that
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decisions were made in favour of powerful interest groups, such as well-established tour operators,
multinational companies, and influential individuals in the community.

According to the results of the questionnaire survey, we can place Tai O residents’ actual
participation level on the fourth rung (consultation) of the tokenism level on ALCP (Figure 1). A high
level of citizen participation was not achieved in the case of the Tai O development project. Organising
public forums could become a standard procedure for the government in Tai O development projects.
The government could therefore claim that they have gleaned community opinions before making
decisions and received empowerment from the local community for their decision.

4. Implications and Conclusions

CP is regarded as an important process to achieve sustainable tourism development. However,
limited studies have been done to evaluate the level of CP in tourism development and to explore
the differences between local residents’ expected and actual participation in public consultation
activities. In our study, the theoretical framework of ALCP has been employed to assess local
residents’ level of CP and compare their expected and actual participation in tourism development
projects in their community. The findings of this study can be an important reference for the relevant
government departments and developers, because the gap between local residents’ expected and actual
participation highlighted the limitations of approaches that have been adopted by the government
in the public consultation process. The findings revealed that strategies for promoting public
participation activities were not effective and should be improved in order to reach out to different
stakeholders. In addition, the gaps found between the residents’ expected and actual involvement in
the decision-making process suggested that there were shortfalls in the public consultation process;
in particular, local residents were not well informed about the public consultation activities and the
schedules were not convenient for them.

To enhance the level of CP in making decisions on developments, a number of measures can
be taken by the relevant government departments. More effective strategies in promoting public
consultation activities should be adopted. For instance, the promotion period of public consultation
forums should be extended so that local residents can be well informed in advance, which should
boost the attendance rate. The selection of dates for the public consultation forums should be better
arranged to cater to the schedules of local residents. In addition, comprehensive information on the
proposed projects should be offered to the local residents to enhance their understanding of a project
in order to encourage and motivate them to participate in the forums and actively express their views.
Besides this, workshops to introduce the project can be arranged before the public forums in order
to enhance relevant knowledge in the community, so that the participants of public forums can ask
precise questions and offer concrete comments.

ALCP [42] proved to be a useful framework to assess the level of CP in the decision-making process
for tourism development. Our study has demonstrated the adoption of the theoretical framework to
assess the level of CP in rural areas of Hong Kong. Future research could adopt a similar method to
investigate the level of CP in various development projects, which could help facilitate the sustainable
development of a community.
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