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through the analytical lens of governance modes and their shifts. Drawing regeneration; governance
on policy documents and interviews with 52 stakeholders, it investigates the modes; historical
changing governance alliances and the drivers behind these shifts in the  neighborhoods; Beijing
regeneration of historical neighborhoods in Beijing over the past 70 years.

The findings reveal that local governments have formed different alliances

and delegated authority to a range of stakeholders to achieve governance

goals at various stages. However, as the focus of governance has shifted from

urban development to heritage conservation, alliances have increasingly

involved government agencies rather than non-governmental actors. Both

internal and external factors drive these changes. Among them, adjacent

arrangements, pressure from higher-level governments, and mega-events

emerge as the most influential. Additionally, the entrepreneurial transforma-

tion of local governments has played a key role in shaping governance

transitions in China’s urban redevelopment. Our periodization analysis

reveals the layered contestations in Beijing’s regeneration governance, espe-

cially tensions between residents’ welfare-based expectations and state-led

market reforms, and the ongoing struggle to balance historic preservation

with profit-oriented redevelopment.

Introduction

Cultural heritage in cities is considered a vital embodiment of local, unique, and irreplaceable culture
and history. The preservation and regeneration of urban heritage can awaken people’s historical
memories of the city and enhance local identity and sense of place (Lak et al., 2020). Over the past
two decades, preservation efforts have shifted from individual heritage sites to a greater emphasis on
the importance of historical neighborhoods in many countries (Fouseki & Nicolau, 2018). Although
many historic buildings are not classified as significant monuments, they are tied to meaningful
memories of city life and the history of local community (Lamei, 2005; Yung et al., 2017).

However, empirical studies have shown that the sustainable regeneration of historical neigh-
borhoods continues to face several governance challenges. One major dilemma in many coun-
tries and regions is balancing heritage conservation with the contemporary demands of urban
development (Henderson, 2011). Under neoliberal policy regimes, the heritage management
sector often holds a marginal position in decision-making, making it difficult to prioritize
historical value over economic objectives in land use planning (Chan & Lee, 2017).
Sustainable regeneration also depends on key conditions such as public participation and
stakeholder engagement (Fouseki & Nicolau, 2018; VitaliSovd et al, 2021). Yet, governance
remain strained by difficulties in fostering effective collaboration among diverse stakeholders
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and addressing entrenched power imbalances between governmental and non-governmental
actors (Griggs et al., 2020; H. Kim et al.,, 2023; L. Liu & Xu, 2018; Waardenburg et al., 2020).
Additionally, funding and adaptive reuse are crucial aspects of regeneration governance (Dai
et al., 2023). Revitalizing historic neighborhoods often requires substantial investment, including
building renovations, financial compensation, housing replacement, and infrastructure upgrades
(H. Zhang et al., 2022). To offset these costs, governments frequently partner with real estate
developers through public-private partnerships (PPPs). However, such profit-driven approaches
can have adverse social impacts, including the demolition of historic structures, gentrification,
elitization, and touristification (Chen & Zhang, 2021; Fouseki & Nicolau, 2018; M. Kim &
Holifield, 2022). While heritage-led redevelopment enhances the visual appeal and economic
value of underprivileged neighborhoods, it frequently does so at the expense of displacing
original residents (Zhu & Gonzéalez Martinez, 2022).

These contestations in heritage governance underscore the complicated social consequences
of policy decisions. The framework of governance modes and shifts offers a useful lens for
analyzing how such conflicts emerge and evolve during urban transformation processes (Y. Liu
et al, 2016; Lu et al., 2023). First, it adopts a historical and wave-thinking perspective that
enables a more nuanced understanding of governance changes, especially in cases with long,
layered histories of contestation. This approach helps avoid the pitfall of assessing past policies
solely through present-day frameworks (Gu et al., 2015; He, 2019). Previous studies have used
this framework to analyze urban renewal, often focusing on shifts in power dynamics between
public and private actors across different governance modes (Dai et al., 2023; H. Kim et al,
2023; M. Wang et al,, 2022; L. Zhang et al., 2016). However, there remains limited exploration
of governance shifts in the context of heritage-led regeneration. When urban regeneration
intersects with heritage conservation, a broader and more diverse set of stakeholders typically
becomes involved. This often leads to more complex configurations of interest and deeper
governance dilemmas (H. Kim et al., 2023).

Second, a systematic investigation of the drivers behind changes in governance modes provides
a valuable heuristic for identifying the root causes of these contestations (Lu et al., 2023; Weber
et al., 2011). While urban studies have frequently explored the phasing of governance over time
(Gu et al., 2015; Hackworth & Smith, 2001; He, 2019), less attention has been devoted to the
internal and external factors that drive these shifts. Focusing on these drivers helps move beyond
simple descriptive categorizations to uncover the underlying reasons for governance failures and
the motivations behind policy innovations (Arnouts et al., 2012; Y. Liu et al.,, 2016; Lu et al,,
2023). In doing so, this study introduces a driver-oriented, explanatory lens that deepens our
understanding of how policy contestations emerge and evolve within historically contested urban
spaces.

The siheyuan historical neighborhoods in Beijing’s old city were chosen as a case study due to their
unique status in the context of China’s urban development. Located at the heart of Beijing, a global city
and the seat of central political power, these neighborhoods face distinct challenges related to their
prime location and political significance. These dynamics make regeneration governance more
complex and politically sensitive than in other urban contexts, such as Shanghai (H. Zhang et al.,
2022), Nanjing (Chen & Zhang, 2021), Shenzhen (J. Wang & Li, 2017), and Guangzhou (M. Wang
et al., 2022). Research shows that urban renewal efforts in Beijing remain under tight state control,
even as market-oriented and socially inclusive policies have been introduced (Leaf, 1995; Li et al., 2024;
R. Liu & Wong, 2018; Shin, 2009b). What sets this case apart is the integration of heritage protection
into the broader agenda of urban redevelopment and gentrification. The incorporation of heritage
governance has reshaped the economic logic of redevelopment, reconfiguring the relationships among
the state, the market, and society (He, 2019). In July 2024, the Central Axis of Beijing was inscribed on
the World Heritage List, and the surrounding siheyuan neighborhoods now function as a vital buffer
zone supporting this designation (UNESCO, 2024). As a result, the regeneration of these areas faces
numerous challenges driven by their central location, political sensitivity, and profound historical and
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Figure 1. Framework of governance modes and drivers of shifts.

cultural significance. This study of regeneration governance in Beijing is both theoretically and
practically important.

Theoretical framework

The typology of governance modes and shifts offers a broad perspective for clarifying the evolution of
governance and understanding the complex contradictions between government entities and other
stakeholders (Arnouts et al., 2012; Lange et al., 2013; Lu et al., 2023; Weber et al., 2011). Accordingly,
this study aims to develop an analytical framework suited to examining regeneration practices in
heritage neighborhoods through the lens of governance modes and shifts (Figure 1). The framework
consists of two steps: (1) identifying governance modes based on the types of alliances, and (2)
examining the internal and external drivers of governance shifts (Arnouts et al., 2012).

Governance modes in urban heritage regeneration

The concept of alliance offers a useful lens for analyzing public-private relations in governance studies.
In many Western contexts, alliances are often based on the advocacy coalition framework and operate
within collaborative governance processes (Koebele, 2019). This approach assumes that the involve-
ment of diverse stakeholders emphasizes deliberative, consensus-oriented decision-making, supported
by trust and knowledge-sharing (Gerlak et al., 2013; Ulibarri, 2015). However, under authoritarian
regimes, alliances tend to reflect the dominance of the state over both market forces and societal actors
(Lin et al., 2022). He (2019, p. 27) describes China’s current model of urban governance as a “state-
centered triangular embedment,” in which the government acts as the central coordinator balancing
the interests of the state, society, and the market. Governance transformations typically occur when
shifts take place from one equilibrium to another. Similar to the advocacy coalition framework,
a change in the decision-making alliance often signals a significant policy shift (Kubler, 2001). In
this context, the present study uses the formation and replacement of state-led alliances to identify
different governance modes. While emphasizing the government’s dominant role in decision-making,
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it also recognizes the active involvement of societal and market actors as governance partners in the
case of Beijing.

Market forces play a pivotal role in governance research and practice within China’s urban
transformation. Following the country’s shift toward market-oriented reforms, urban regeneration
governance has gone through two distinct phases (He, 2019). In the first phase, redevelopment was
driven by neoliberal policies, with private developers playing an active role (Wu, 2002). PPPs were
promoted by policymakers and researchers as an effective tool to address funding shortages,
fragmented resources, and administrative inefficiencies in urban regeneration (Kort & Klijn,
2011). The adoption of this model accelerated large-scale, high-speed redevelopment in many
Chinese cities, where demolition and reconstruction were the dominant strategies (He, 2019). In
the second phase, shantytown redevelopment aimed to expand affordable housing under a model
of state capitalism, where market tools were employed for state-led financialization (Gu et al.,
2015; He, 2019). Consistent with entrepreneurial governance strategies (Shin, 2009b; Wu, 2016),
local governments led project development and operations through state-owned enterprises
(SOEs) and the Build and Transfer (BT) model, leveraging capital markets to secure financing
(He, 2019).

Civil participation also plays a key role for social actors within governance alliances and is widely
seen as an effective way to improve governance quality and promote social equity (Lin et al., 2022).
However, many empirical studies have shown that the government continues to hold dominant
decision-making power in the regeneration of historic neighborhoods in both China and Korea (H.
Kim et al., 2023; M. Wang et al., 2022). In many cases, public participation remains tokenistic, leaving
residents struggling to have their voices meaningfully heard (Chen et al., 2020; Wu, 2016; Xu & Lin,
2019; Zhong, 2016). J. Wang and Li (2017) argue that during the gentrification of Dafen Oil Painting
Village in Shenzhen, the government forged temporary and fragile alliances with various groups, such
as villagers, painters, and art dealers, at different stages to consolidate territorial control (see also Kan,
2020).

Other social forces also influence the heritage conservation agenda, including civil society organi-
zations, preservationists, and grassroots initiatives. In the case of the Bell and Drum Towers in Beijing,
preservationists mobilized residents and used social media to appeal to higher levels of government.
Their efforts successfully pressured local authorities to stop a redevelopment project that would have
demolished heritage sites (L. Zhang et al.,, 2019). This bottom-up resistance contributed to a broader
transformation in urban governance, shifting from mass demolition toward heritage conservation.
Although these actors often operate through resistance rather than formal alliances and face the risk of
state repression, they have nonetheless been key agents in reshaping governance practices (L. Zhang
et al,, 2019).

Furthermore, this study also considers the key roles of path dependency and critical junctures in
long-term governance transformation (Figure 1). When governance reaches a critical juncture, it is
often marked by a major paradigm shift. During these periods, institutional arrangements are
uncertain, and the decisions made by key actors can strongly influence the future direction of
governance (Capoccia, 2015). Therefore, identifying these transitional moments is crucial when
analyzing governance shifts; even if a clear governance alliance has not yet formed, they can still
exert significant influence. Moreover, the emergence of a new governance mode is often shaped by
path dependency. This tends to constrain transformative change, as entrenched interests and domi-
nant actors seek to preserve existing alliances and maintain institutional inertia (Rezafar & Turk,
2022).

Driving factors of governance shifts

Policy arrangements are not fixed; they can change in response to new situations and evolving
governance objectives. Research on governance shifts explores how governance and policy
arrangements change over time, while the concept of drivers explains why such changes take



JOURNAL OF URBAN AFFAIRS (&) 1905

place (Arnouts et al., 2012; Lu et al., 2023; Weber et al., 2011). Existing studies identify a range
of factors that drive these shifts, including both traditional elements rooted in governance mode
theories and newer factors based on ongoing empirical research. Following the framework of
Arnouts et al. (2012), this study categorizes the drivers into two main types: internal and
external. However, it expands and refines these categories into seven distinct drivers (see
Figure 1).

The first driver is the policy entrepreneurs. These include both governmental and non-
governmental actors who are motivated and able to influence the policy process (Arnouts
et al,, 2012). They may introduce new actors, alter power relationships, bring in new ideas
and solutions, and strategically use both internal and external resources to persuade others to
support change in governance (Arnouts et al.,, 2012; Lu et al., 2023; Perkmann, 2007). As such,
policy entrepreneurs represent both internal (governmental) and external (non-governmental)
sources of change.

Internal drivers refer to actors or forces operating within the governance system. The first is policy
performance, which describes how the effectiveness—whether success or failure—of previously
implemented policies can influence future governance arrangements and decision-making (Weber
etal., 2011). For example, pilot policies are a common tool used by the Chinese government to develop
new approaches through “experimental governance” (Schoon, 2014). When a pilot succeeds, it may
lead to the adoption of similar governance modes in other areas or broader regions. In contrast, failure
often prompts innovation or integration of new policies (M. Wang et al., 2022; Weber & Driessen,
2010).

The second internal driver is adjacent arrangements, which refers to related policies or
governance efforts in nearby sectors. These arrangements can either limit or support governance
outcomes due to the interconnected nature of policy systems (Arnouts et al., 2012). For instance,
a policy banning the demolition of heritage buildings may block regeneration plans for an entire
district. In contrast, a policy promoting real estate development can quickly advance urban
redevelopment projects.

The third internal driver is higher-level government intervention, which plays a major role in
shaping local governance in multi-level political systems (Koffijberg et al., 2012; Lu et al., 2023).
Although China is formally a unitary state, its governance practices combine decentralization with
strong top-down control, resulting in complex power dynamics between multiple levels of government
(Donaldson, 2016). This structure often leads to conflicting priorities: the central government seeks
national consistency and unity, while local governments focus on local economic needs and greater
autonomy (He & Wu, 2009; Wu, 2002). These tensions are particularly evident in heritage protection
and urban regeneration. For example, national policies that emphasize preservation and limit land
development may conflict with local goals of raising tax revenue and achieving political success
through large-scale redevelopment (He, 2019; He & Wu, 2009). In such cases, central government
actions, especially those aimed at maintaining social stability, have been key drivers of change in local
governance (L. Zhang et al.,, 2016; X. Zhang et al., 2024).

External drivers refer to contextual forces outside the governance system. Because there is not
always an internal incentive for innovation, pressures from outside the system can also push
governments to adopt new governance approaches. Protest is a strong form of urban mobilization
through which citizens challenge entrenched systems of exclusion and promote bottom-up alter-
natives for urban governance (Blokland et al., 2015; Gillespie & Nguyen, 2019). In China, common
protest methods include collective petitions and protest banners, which non-governmental actors
use to defend their interests (Lu et al., 2023; Yang & Qian, 2023). To preserve social stability, local
and central governments often adjust governance modes in response to such public pressure (L.
Zhang et al.,, 2016). Media is another external driver. Compared to direct protest, the media,
especially social media, offers a more accessible channel for residents to voice their concerns. It
also helps them mobilize broader support and access more social resources to defend their rights
(Lu et al., 2023).
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Events—both shock events and mega-events—can also drive governance change. Shock events,
such as natural disasters or accidents, can force governments to prioritize risk management and trigger
sudden changes in governance modes (Weber et al., 2011). Mega-events, such as the Olympics or
World Expo, often serve as catalysts for transformation. Governments may use the pretext of hosting
such events to bypass existing regulations and introduce new, high-priority governance approaches
(Shin, 2009a).

Methodology

Qualitative research is well-suited for examining experiences and complex phenomena in a holistic
manner (Hay & Cope, 2021). To explore the governance evolution of regeneration in Beijing’s
historical neighborhoods, this study employed qualitative research methods, including policy analysis,
stakeholder interviews, and non-participatory observation (Lund & Juujérvi, 2018). Fieldwork was
conducted between November 2022 and March 2023.

First, the first author collected government policy documents related to the conservation and
renewal of Beijing’s old city from 1949 to 2023. These materials were gathered from official govern-
ment websites, archives, and public media sources. Additional data, including statistics, policy analysis
reports, and documentation of renewal projects published by government agencies or third-party
organizations, were also reviewed to supplement and triangulate the findings.

Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 52 participants, including four local
government officials, three urban planners, 32 residents living or working in different neighborhoods,
10 shop owners, one researcher, and two individuals working in a non-governmental organization
(NGO). The four government officials were from agencies responsible for the renewal of Beijing’s old
city, and three planners were involved in drafting renovation plans for the area. Interviews with non-
government actors, such as residents, shopkeepers, and researchers, provided additional insight into
the governance implementation process.

Participants were recruited in two stages. First, a snowball sampling approach was used, drawing on
the researcher’s social network to identify government officials, planners, researchers, and some
residents. Second, additional residents were sampled from various siheyuan neighborhoods. To
endure diversity, the selection included residents from nine neighborhoods where renewal projects
had been implemented at different points in time (see Figure 2b). The interview questions focused on
the content of policies across different periods, the implementation process (including public parti-
cipation), the challenges and conflicts encountered, and the outcomes of policy implementation.

All interviews and documents were transcribed and coded using ATLAS.ti. To ensure research
ethics and protect participants’ privacy, pseudonyms were used throughout the study. The coding
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Figure 2. (a) Location of Beijing’s old city; (b) location of the study area and selected neighborhoods.
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Figure 3. Governance modes and drivers in Beijing’s historical neighborhoods from 1949 to 2023.

process involved three rounds. In the first round, materials were coded chronologically to identify four
distinct periods marked by major policy transformations. In the second round, new thematic codes
were developed to capture relationships and interactions between governmental and non-
governmental actors, helping to define different governance modes. In cases where multiple non-
governmental roles appeared within the same period, the most influential role was selected as the key
actor in the government alliance, based on comparative analysis (Simonson et al., 2013). In the final
round, descriptions related to the drivers of policy change were extracted from all materials to support
the coding of governance drivers.

Governance shifts: Exploration from demolition to protection

The landscape of Beijing’s old city began to change dramatically after the founding of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC), marking the emergence of modern urban governance. As
a result, this study uses 1949 as the starting point to explore the governance evolution of
historical neighborhoods in Beijing’s old city. Based on document analysis and stakeholder
interviews, this study divides the governance timeline into four chronological periods, each
defined by the government’s alliance objectives. It also analyzes the key drivers behind these
governance shifts (see Figure 3).

1949-1979: Housing as welfare and decline of the old city

After 1949, under China’s socialist system, the city was envisioned as a hardscrabble, productive space
—a site of industrial labor dedicated to building the national economy. Urban housing was treated as
an unproductive investment, and a welfare-based distribution system was implemented (J. Zhang,
1997). The government invested little in new construction or renovation, providing only minimal
living space per person, with rents kept very low (Liang, 2014).

In 1949, many central government agencies and state work units (SWUs) relocated to Beijing,
prompting the construction of schools, hospitals, and factories (Yang & Qian, 2023). In 1956, the
government brought many skilled craft workers from across the country to support industrial
development and urban construction. To meet growing housing demands, many siheyuan residences
were confiscated from former capitalists and bureaucrats and redistributed to workers and residents
based on employment needs and job rankings (Y. Wang et al., 2015). Although ownership of these
public housing units remained with the state or SWUs, residents who were granted tenancy were
typically allowed to remain for life, and tenancy rights were often inheritable. This arrangement differs



1908 (&) D.LIUETAL

significantly from the current stage of public rental housing in China, which enforces a housing return
mechanism and prohibits the inheritance of tenancy.

In late 1970s, under growing housing pressure, the government introduced the “push, connect and
extend” (tui jie kuo) and “make use of every bit of space” (jianfeng chazhen) initiatives. The govern-
ment allocated funding to the Housing Management Bureau (HMB), which began constructing
housing for tenants, including low-quality temporary units in the open spaces of courtyards.
Existing buildings were also modified, with outer walls extended to increase available living space.

The main objective of governance during this period was rapid industrialization and the broad
mobilization of the social workforce for production. Productivity was the key resource the government
aimed to harness. To achieve this, the government formed an alliance with the working class by
nationalizing private housing and granting residents usage rights (see Figure 3). This mode of housing
allocation under the socialist welfare system fostered the strong sense of trust in and dependence on
the government, reinforcing ideological values such as “selflessness” and “collectivism” (Bai & Liu,
2020).

In this alliance, residents gained meaningful rights and material benefits. Public housing provided
reliable shelter during a time of widespread poverty, and tenancy rights were so secure and enduring
that they were often passed on to future generations. One resident who lived in his mother’s work unit
—owned housing as a child and later moved out explained:

This house was earned through the hard work of my mother. Then my mother passed it on to me, and in the
future, I will pass it on to my daughter. This is a benefit given to us by the state. Although ownership doesn’t
belong to us, it will always be ours as long as we live here. (Lin, resident in the public house)

Moreover, when families faced a shortage of living space due to an increase in household size, the
government took urgent measures to expand available housing. However, these temporary solutions
directly contributed to the physical degradation of siheyuan structures and the decline of the old city
(Liang, 2014; J. Zhang, 1997).

This unified alliance between the state and residents also helps explain the older generation’s
nostalgia for the socialist system and their lasting commitment to collectivist values. Yet, the initially
close relationship between residents and the government eventually gave way to growing tension in
the following phase. While residents remained dependent on the socialist welfare system, the govern-
ment moved swiftly toward market-oriented reforms, creating a sharp conflict between public
expectations and shifting governance priorities.

1980-2000: Housing marketization reform and demolition

Around 1980, following the previous phase of rapid industrialization, Beijing’s urban governance
began to shift toward a modernization agenda centered on economic reform and spatial restructuring.
A key driver of this transformation was a series of adjacent arrangements: the central government’s
market-oriented reforms in economic development, urban planning, and housing policy laid the
groundwork for the large-scale demolition and dislocation of historical neighborhoods. These reforms
provided the policy foundation for local governments to pursue real estate-driven redevelopment
strategies.

With this transition to market-oriented governance, housing was redefined as a commodity and
an investment asset. In the 1980s, China began piloting housing privatization reforms in several
cities and towns, ending the welfare-based system of housing allocation and enabling housing to
be bought and sold on the market (Y. Wang et al., 2015). However, most of siheyuan buildings in
Beijing’s old city were excluded from this privatization policy (Liang, 2014). Even today, siheyuan
neighborhoods in Bejing contain the highest proportion of public housing in urban China (F.
Wang et al,, 2018).

The second key driver was the entrepreneurial transformation of the local state. Motivated by the
potential for increased tax revenues, local governments restructured themselves as entrepreneurial
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actors. They increasingly relied on large-scale redevelopment projects to drive economic growth and
pursue ambitions of becoming a global city (He & Wu, 2009; Wu, 2002). In this context, the
government abandoned its alliance with residents and instead formed a pro-growth alliance with
real estate developers (see Figure 3). Despite this shift, residents remained shaped by the legacy of
state-provided welfare, reflecting a continued path dependence on the pre-reform system (He, 2019).
Rather than investing privately in the upkeep of their homes, many residents continued to view
housing maintenance as the government’s responsibility.

Driven by market-oriented reforms at the central level and entrepreneurial governance
innovations at the local level, historic neighborhoods were swept into an intense wave of
demolition and reconstruction. In 1990, the Beijing municipal government issued the Decision
to Accelerate the Pace of Rehabilitation of Old and Dangerous Buildings in Beijing (wei jiu gai
zao), a typical example of property-led urban renewal. When a historical district was selected for
redevelopment, the developer first mobilized public housing tenants to sign relocation agree-
ments. After this step, residents could temporarily convert the property rights of their public
housing units into individual ownership by signing a Consent to Replacement of Ownership
with the HMB or their respective SWUs. Finally, tenants could exchange their newly privatized
housing for either demolition and relocation compensation or a replacement home (Liang,
2014).

This market-based approach further stimulated the shadow land value of Beijing’s old city (L,
1997), which became a crucial asset the government used to attract and ally with real estate developers.
Through property-led redevelopment projects, the government relied on developers’ capital to
modernize the city’s infrastructure, boost economic growth, and “beautify” dilapidated neighborhoods
for political ends. In return, developers profited from the sale of high-rise buildings in prime central
areas. However, this approach to redevelopment led to the widespread destruction of siheyuan
housing, dramatically altering both the historical landscape and the social fabric of Beijing’s old city.

The alliance between the state and real estate developers was not as stable as the previous alliance
with residents. It was primarily driven by economic interests, and its strength depended on the benefits
each party could gain. Due to the historical significance of Beijing’s old city, developer activities were
subject to governance restrictions. For example, the government limited the height of new buildings
and required that a certain percentage of original residents return to live in the redeveloped neighbor-
hoods. These restrictions reduced potential profits for developers. When the expected benefits
dropped below a certain threshold, the alliance often fell apart.

2001-2014: Transition from demolition to conservation

The earlier phase of the growth-oriented alliance led to widespread demolition and clearance of
historic districts, which sparked public protests and mounting criticism of the governance model.
Between 2001 and 2014, governance in Beijing’s historic neighborhoods began to shift from demoli-
tion to preservation, shaped by ongoing conflict between pro-demolition and pro-preservation forces.
This period marked a critical juncture in regeneration governance (Capoccia, 2015), influenced by two
competing dynamics: the local government’s continued reliance on real estate-led development, and
the central government’s increasing push for conservation-oriented reform.

The tension between these opposing forces created a prolonged transitional phase characterized by
institutional instability and limited structural transformation. Although this instability slowed
immediate reform, it also laid the groundwork for the eventual rise of a conservation-led governance
model. The weakening of the local government and developer alliance—driven by a range of pressures
—further signaled this turning point. However, during this period, a stable conservation-oriented
alliance had not yet fully formed. Instead, demolition and preservation practices continued to coexist
as competing spatial strategies.

The first major turning point occurred when policy entrepreneurs protested to the central govern-
ment through a series of joint letters. In 2002, 25 experts and scholars in archeology, architecture, and
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urban planning wrote a joint letter to the national leaders, calling for an immediate halt to all
demolition and relocation projects within Beijing’s Second Ring Road—the historic core of the city.
In response, the central government pressured local authorities to pause demolition activities. Facing
mounting opposition, the local government was forced to make concessions, and many demolition
and relocation projects in historic preservation areas were temporarily shelved.

Xie, a participant in the protests, reflected on the experience and the government’s response in
a Chinese-language publication:

I have written several letters to the Beijing Municipality, in which the problems have been clearly stated, and the
leaders have approved of them several times, but the result is that the demolition still can’t be held down. In 2003,
I wrote a letter to the President and the Premier and received their instructions, and then the Beijing Municipal
Committee held a meeting overnight, and the massive demolition was suppressed. (Xie, as quoted in Xie & Yao,
2018, p. 297, translated by the first author)

In 2005, the Regulations on the Protection of Famous Historic and Cultural Cities in Beijing and the
revised Beijing City Master Plan (2004-2020) were issued. These policies canceled renovation plans for
40 historic neighborhoods and introduced small-scale, gradual renovation methods aimed at promot-
ing the organic renewal and cultural revitalization of the old city. However, once the initial wave of
public resistance faded, real estate-driven interests resurfaced, and demolition activities resumed. This
resurgence was largely the result of conflicting governance priorities between local and central
governments. Local authorities continued to prioritize economic development over cultural preserva-
tion, while the central government, increasingly concerned with its image and long-term development
goals, began emphasizing cultural soft power and heritage protection.

Second, the 2008 Summer Olympics triggered a second wave of demolitions, as the central and local
governments once again aligned their goals. The Chinese government saw the Games as an opportu-
nity to “secure both domestic and global endorsement of China’s economic success and obtain
legitimacy of the state and the Communist Party that guide this achievement” (Shin, 2009a, p. 128).
Within this framework, officials viewed the historic neighborhoods of the old city as symbols of
“backwardness” and “eyesores.” Under pressure to meet fixed deadlines, heritage conservation was set
aside “to fast-track Olympic decision-making” (Lenskyj, 2002, p. 228).

In this context, governments at all levels accelerated urban beautification efforts focused on
demolishing dilapidated structures. In 2005, Beijing launched one of its largest housing renovation
efforts which aimed to protect and improve selected siheyuan and streets in the old city. These actions
included the demolition of so-called “illegal buildings,” facade renovations, and infrastructure
upgrades. While these efforts did improve some aspects of the living environment, they also led to
the widespread destruction of many siheyuan and hutongs in the name of modernization (Ley & Teo,
2014; Shin, 2009a).

Nevertheless, the central government’s strategy of cultural empowerment, along with governance
goals tied to Beijing’s Central Axis World Heritage bid, became a key driving force that ultimately
pushed local authorities to dissolve their alliances with real estate developers and shift toward
conservation-oriented governance. In 2010, the Beijing Municipal Government established the
Committee for the Protection of Famous Historic and Cultural Cities, and in 2011, it formally
launched the Central Axis World Heritage nomination process. The following year, President Xi
Jinping introduced the National Strategy for Cultural Empowerment (NSCCE), a turning point that
brought the cultural value and conservation of historic districts into the national governance agenda.

By 2013, the municipal government had begun exploring more comprehensive conservation
efforts, focusing on preserving the architectural character of entire districts, as well as upgrading
and renewing traditional siheyuan courtyard houses. Under growing pressure from higher-level
authorities, the pro-growth coalition between local governments and property developers gradually
unraveled, prompting the search for new governance models for historical neighborhood regenera-
tion. At this transitional stage, however, no clearly defined governance objectives or stable institutional
alliances had yet emerged (see Figure 3).
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2015-2023: Rigorous conservation and heritage-led regeneration

During this phase, the legal status of historic districts was formalized as strictly protected areas,
although effective regeneration strategies for preservation were still being developed. Following the
collapse of the government—developer alliance in the previous stage, the local government officially
launched a conservation-centered governance process for neighborhood renewal. This period is
characterized by a fully state-led approach, with SOEs emerging as the primary actors responsible
for implementing regeneration projects. In this governance arrangement, private capital has played
a limited role, primarily mobilized to provide funding or to facilitate the commercialization of
regenerated neighborhoods as a means of sustaining ongoing regeneration (He, 2019).

Two key forces drove this governance shift: the experimental validation of new policies through
pilot projects and the strategic push for the World Heritage inscription of Beijing’s Central Axis. First,
pilot projects emerged as critical tools for policy experimentation and legitimacy-building. In the
previous stage, the wide-spread demolition of the old city faced strong resistance from policy
entrepreneurs. Yet, there was still no effective method for regenerating historic districts while preser-
ving their cultural fabric. In response, the local government acting as the initiator brought together
experts, scholars, and SOEs to launch pilot projects. These small-scale experiments were designed to
test the feasibility and effectiveness of new preservation-oriented policies (L. Zhang et al., 2016). As
early as 2011, the Yangmeizhu Xiejie neighborhood was selected as a pilot site for preservation and
restoration. Planning and architecture experts were invited to redesign the neighborhood landscape
and renovate public spaces, based on a principle of “voluntary relocation.” Vacated heritage buildings
were restored, and some were repurposed by cultural and artistic professionals.

In 2015, the Nanluoguxiang Renewal Pilot Project introduced a new approach called the
“Application for Termination of Tenancy” (ATT, shenging shi tengtui). The ATT scheme allows
residents of public housing to “voluntarily” relinquish their tenancy rights and return the unit to
the local states and then relocate from the historical neighborhoods. In return, the government offers
two forms of compensation: a monetary subsidy or access to alternative subsidized housing. It also
launched a related policy, the “Application for Improvement of Living Conditions” (shenqging shi
gaishan), for residents who chose to remain. Under this program, residents could access optional
renovation services provided by an authorized management entity, with costs covered jointly by
residents and the government through a subsidy-based co-payment scheme. Unlike previous forced
relocation strategies, these pilot programs respected divergent resident preferences regarding reloca-
tion. They improved overall living conditions, as the departure of some residents freed up space,
enabling the remaining residents to enjoy more spacious housing. As a result, these pilots avoided
public backlash and were viewed by the state as successful policy innovations. However, the pilots’
success cannot be taken as evidence of the programs’ overall effectiveness, as the measures adopted in
these pilot projects were not fully replicated during the broader rollout of the ATT scheme. This
discrepancy highlights the symbolic function of pilot projects in legitimizing broader policy agendas.

Furthermore, the release of the Beijing City Master Plan (2016-2035) elevated the protection of
historic neighborhoods as part of the capital’s core functional areas, particularly its cultural and
political roles. Under stricter preservation policies, the renewal of the old city gradually became
a less profitable endeavor (He, 2019). As a result, district governments struggled to attract external
partners and to establish benefit-sharing alliances. In response to these limitations, the government
began to restructure its internal administrative apparatus, forging new alliances from within by
separating and reorganizing existing institutions (see Figure 3).

The SOEs tasked with implementing regeneration projects were partly established through the
restructuring of the HMB under the district government. Although publicly funded, these SOEs can
also operate as enterprises in practice. Historically, the HMB functioned as a government agency
responsible for managing public housing. It not only held nominal ownership over many public
housing units but also maintained long-term interactions with residents. In addition to these restruc-
tured SOEs, others originally established for real estate development, infrastructure construction, or
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public service delivery, have recently taken on roles in urban regeneration. A limited number of
projects have also adopted a mixed-ownership model through joint ventures between the government,
SOEs, and private or social capital. This strategic approach aims to diversify investment sources and
improve the long-term sustainability of regeneration efforts.

In this alliance, SOEs have taken on the role of local financing platforms (LFPs) in the ATT
regeneration projects (He, 2019). SOEs fund these projects primarily through two channels: direct
government financial allocations and mortgage loans from local financial institutions. Additionally,
rental income from renewed housing and revenue from commercial operations have become impor-
tant sources of external funding.

In terms of power dynamics, the strong alliance between SOEs and local governments—operating
under a build-operate-transfer model*—grants the government full control over historical district
regeneration. This dominance stems from the nature of SOEs as what Huang (2011) calls the
government’s “third hand,” as they appear to be independent third-party entities, separate from
both government and residents, yet remain under government authority (Huang, 2011). As such,
they are used by the state to replace the role of private developers in achieving governance objectives.

To date, local policy experimentation has begun to show tangible results. SOEs have become key
alliance partners, and the ATT model has been institutionalized as the core governance framework for
regenerating historical districts. In 2019, the ATT model was formally institutionalized in policy
documents and applied as a solution to the long-standing renewal challenges in the Cai Shi Kou
neighborhood. This policy differs significantly from earlier approaches centered on expropriation,
demolition, and relocation. Under the ATT model, the demolition of old houses is no longer
permitted. Public housing tenants may “voluntarily” choose whether to move out or to remain, and
those who stay are resettled in the renewed siheyuan. Unlike in previous phases, implementation is no
longer led by the government or real estate companies, but by SOEs capitalized with public funds.
After these SOEs allocate funding for relocation and refurbishment, the investment is gradually
recovered through rental income generated by the adaptive reuse of renovated housing.

Second, the Central Axis World Heritage Site (WHS) application played a dual role in the
governance transformation of historic neighborhoods—functioning both as a set of adjacent arrange-
ments and as a mega event. It encompassed a series of preservation and restoration efforts led by the
cultural and heritage sector, which directly aligned with the spatial and institutional requirements of
the WHS bid. These efforts contributed to the regeneration of surrounding historical areas. At the
same time, the application carried substantial symbolic and political weight, operating as a mega event
that reshaped governance objectives and institutional alliances during this phase.

The Central Axis application effectively reconciled the divergent governance objectives of the
central and local states observed in earlier phases, realigning them around a shared goal of enhancing
the international influence of the Chinese government through heritagization (Shin, 2009a). For the
central government, the World Heritage bid is a means of fostering national pride and strengthening
China’s discursive power in global cultural politics. The application document describes the Central
Axis as “a building ensemble exhibiting the ideal order of the Chinese capital” and as one that
“contributes significantly to the global history of urban planning” (UNESCO, 2024). For the local
government, heritage-making serves as a strategic tool for city branding, urban regeneration, and
investment attraction. This multi-pronged governance agenda is further institutionalized in the
Beijing Central Axis Protection Plan (2022-2035), which frames heritage conservation as a vehicle
for achieving multiple objectives—including the holistic preservation of the old city, improvements to
living conditions, and the socio-economic revitalization of surrounding neighborhoods. As a result,
this period witnessed the accelerated rollout of regeneration projects, politically propelled by the
symbolic urgency of the heritage nomination.

Alongside block-level regeneration projects carried out under the ATT framework, a range of
smaller-scale initiatives have also been launched to upgrade public infrastructure and improve
streetscapes. Aligned with Xi Jinping’s directive of “No More Demolition in the Old City” and in
support of the WHS application, the renewal of historic neighborhoods has followed two primary
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approaches. First, the ATT model has been progressively implemented in neighborhoods with high
historical significance. Second, in areas not yet designated by formal renewal, local authorities have
implemented street-level governance measures aimed at environmental improvements. Between 2017
and 2020, several rectification campaigns were launched, including the Rehabilitation for
Improvement (shujie zhengzhi cu tisheng) and the ban on “wall-opening for business operations”
(kaigiang dadong). These initiatives included micro-renovation activities such as neighborhood
beautification, repairs to dilapidated housing, removal of informal structures, and crackdowns on
unregulated small businesses. While officially framed as environmental enhancement, these actions
led to the second major wave of displacement of migrant workers and small business owners in
Beijing’s old city—echoing the clearance efforts seen during preparations for the 2008 Summer
Olympics (Shin, 2009a).

This highlights the central tension within the current governance model: the fundamental contra-
diction between heritagization as a state-led governance strategy and the welfare of long-term
residents. The government leverages heritage-making to frame regeneration efforts under the ATT
policy as public-interest projects that both serve residents and enhance national prestige. However, in
practice, residents often face displacement from familiar homes. Even for those who remain, com-
mercialization associated with regeneration disrupts their everyday lives. As one long-term resident
reflected on the ATT policy:

Because of these regeneration projects, the hotel where I used to work closed and I had to leave Beijing. This place
will almost become a political center, and there is no longer the lively atmosphere it had before. (Zhao, former
tenant and migrant worker in a siheyuan neighborhood)

Beginning in 2020, the implementation of renewal projects in Beijing’s historic districts was temporarily
halted due to the impact of COVID-19. However, policy exploration continued during this period,
advancing along two main directions: heritage conservation and urban renewal. Heritage conservation
efforts focused on the comprehensive preservation strategy for the old city and the preparatory work for
the successful 2024 WHS application for Beijing’s Central Axis. On the urban renewal side, the legal
status of the ATT policy was formalized through urban planning documents and local regulations as the
core framework for historical neighborhood regeneration. From 2019 through August 2023, a total of 23
renewal projects were launched in the old city including six in 2023 alone signaling renewed momentum
following the pandemic. Although COVID-19 caused a temporary pause in regeneration activities, it did
not alter the underlying governance model, which resumed once the public health crisis subsided.

Conclusion

This study examined the governance shifts in the regeneration of Beijing’s historical neighborhoods
over the past 70 years, focusing on evolving governance modes and driving forces. As policy objectives
transitioned from urban development to heritage conservation, governing alliances were reconfigured
moving away from external actors, such as residents and private developers, toward internal state
entities, particularly SOEs. Acting as the “third hand” of the state, SOEs exhibit greater capacity to
implement government mandates than external partners. At the same time, their ability to mobilize
market resources allows them to offset the fiscal constraints commonly associated with heritage-led
regeneration (He, 2019). Consequently, Beijing’s governance has shifted from welfare-based approach
to development-driven urbanism, and ultimately to a state-enterprise model legitimized by heritage
discourse. This finding echoes with recent work by Wu et al. (2025), which identified a broader
transformation from entrepreneurial to managerial statecraft in post-pandemic China, suggesting that
the dynamics observed in Beijing may reflect wider national trends.

It is evident that both internal and external factors have been instrumental in shaping governance
shifts. As illustrated in Figure 3, the key drivers, including adjacent arrangements, interventions from
higher-level states, and mega events, represent necessary forces behind changes in Beijing’s regeneration
process. At the same time, secondary forces, including entrepreneurial local governments and the
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outcomes of pilot projects, demonstrate the institutional capacity and agency of local governments to
initiate governance shifts from within. As such, the most sustained and transformative changes have
primarily stemmed from internal dynamics. Nevertheless, external pressures, particularly public protests,
have served as crucial catalysts for internal reform. These dissenting voices have compelled the central
government to prioritize social stability and intervene in the opportunistic practices of local authorities
(L. Zhang et al., 2016, 2019). Notably, the dual role of the Central Axis WHS bid—as both an adjacent
arrangement and a mega event—offers a critical lens for understanding how heritage-making operates at
the intersection of spatial restructuring and symbolic statecraft (Wu et al., 2025). It illustrates how
cultural projects can simultaneously serve as localized governance tools and broader political strategies
for central—local realignment, thereby deepening our understanding of the multi-scalar politics
embedded in heritage-led urban regeneration (X. Zhang et al., 2024; Zhu & Gonzéalez Martinez, 2022).

A new driver, not widely emphasized in established frameworks of governance shifts—the entrepre-
neurial transformation of local governments—emerged as a significant factor in our case study. This shift
has been a key force behind governance transformation in urban redevelopment, especially in the post-
reform era (He, 2019). While existing literature highlights the central government’s capacity to initiate
paradigm shifts in local governance (L. Zhang et al., 2016), our findings underscore the strong agency of
local governments, motivated by tax revenue incentives and political performance, in advancing reforms
and policy innovation. The relationship between central and local governments is thus not solely defined
by top-down intervention and passive adaptation. Instead, it reflects a dynamic process of mutual
dependence and negotiation. This aligns with Donaldson’s (2016) observation that “China’s power has
continuously vacillated between levels of government” (p. 2). When the priorities of central and local
authorities converge, the central government often delegates more autonomy to local governments. This
reflects its reliance on local entrepreneurial initiatives to drive broader policy innovations and implement
central mandates. Conversely, when local governance strategies conflict with the central government’s
long-term objectives, especially those concerning social stability, interventions from above become more
likely. Even so, these interventions rarely eliminate local agencies. Rather, local governments continue to
navigate power relations through pilot programs, selective implementation, and strategic reframing of
agendas to align with, or subtly reshape, central objectives.

Furthermore, our periodization analysis reveals the multi-layered contestations embedded in the
evolution of regeneration governance. First, a persistent tension exists between residents’ deep-rooted
reliance on the socialist welfare system and the state’s rapid shift toward market-oriented reforms. Many
long-term residents continue to view housing maintenance as a state responsibility, yet recent renewal
policies have increasingly undermined their housing rights and overall well-being amid accelerated
redevelopments. Second, the enduring challenge of balancing preservation and development remains
central to the sustainable regeneration of Beijing’s historic neighborhoods (Chan & Lee, 2017).
Although policy rhetoric often highlights goals such as retaining original residents and promoting
organic renewal, the implementation of the ATT policy continues to facilitate large-scale relocations.
Vacated properties are frequently repurposed for profit-driven commercial uses, thereby exacerbating
processes of gentrification and over-commercialization (Li et al., 2024). These findings also raise
broader concerns about the socio-spatial consequences of heritage-led regeneration, particularly the
marginalization of original residents. While this paper focuses primarily on shifts in governance, the
implications for residents’ well-being warrant further research and critical policy debate.

In sum, this study develops a context-sensitive and nuanced framework for analyzing governance
modes and the drivers behind shifts in urban heritage regeneration. By tracing the historical evolution
from redevelopment to protection-driven governance, it reveals the mechanisms and the persistent
tensions that shape current practices. As Chinese cities grapple with cultural identity preservation
amid rapid urban change, understanding how and why governance evolves grow increasingly urgent.
Moving beyond static governance typologies, this study offers a dynamic, historically grounded
account of authoritarian urban governance. Future research will build on these insights to examine
how such governance transformations reshape residents’ everyday lives and socio-spatial dynamics of
historic neighborhoods.
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Notes

1. Some earlier renovation projects—such as Ju'er Hutong in 1987, NanchiZi in 2002, and Caochang in 2005—
involved demolition and the construction of new buildings designed to look antique. Rather than exploring
restorative construction, these projects resulted in the destruction of original historic structures.

2. BOT: Under the build-operate-transfer (BOT) model, the government is responsible for population replacement
through the ATT process. Once residents have vacated, property rights remain with the government, but
operational rights are transferred to SOEs. These SOEs are tasked with renovating, constructing, and managing
the properties during the operation period. Upon completion, operational rights are returned to the government.
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