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Abstract: Willingness to pay (WTP) is a foundation of payment for environmental services (PES)
and varies according to different stakeholders. Because of its high-quality environment, numerous
inns have appeared around Erhai Lake, which has become the inn sector leader in China. Declining
water quality of the lake contrasts sharply with the increasing number of inns, thus a policy that
balances economic development and water protection is needed desperately. The Erhai Lake Resource
Protection Fee (ELRPF) is a form of PES, constructed on the basis of the contingent value method
(CVM) involving the relationship between perceived benefits, institutional trust, awareness, and
supportive attitude. Using relevant data obtained from a survey questionnaire, SmartPls 3.0 software
was used to analyze the factors influencing inn operators’ WTP. The results of the analysis of
307 questionnaires showed that institutional trust, PES cognition, and attitudes toward support
significantly affected inn operators’ WTP, while perceived benefit did not. This result differs from
results of research on other tourism stakeholders. The reasons for this difference might be the
specific identity of operators, their cultural and place identity, ability and professional education, and
complexities of the broker of ecosystem services.

Keywords: inn operators; payment for ecosystem services (PES); Erhai Lake Resources Protection
Fees (ELRPF); willingness to pay (WTP); broker of ecosystem services

1. Introduction

Payment for ecosystem services (PES, “E” in PES is environmental, ecological, or ecosystem—but
the idea is the same. This concept is also called ecological compensation.) is a relatively new approach
of sustainability, and there is not yet a settled definition of the term [1–3]. Pagiola et al. [1] think that
PES is “mechanisms under which those who provide positive externalities are compensated for doing
so, usually through payments from the beneficiaries”. The views of scholars such as Wunder [2] define
PES as “voluntary transactions between service users and service providers that are conditional on
agreed rules of natural resource management for generating offsite service”.

There is also a lot of literature [4,5] discussing the relationship between the Markets for Ecological
or Environmental Services (MES) and PES. Markets for Ecological or Environmental Services refers to
the market mechanism of environmental service transactions (e.g., polluting emission rights, water
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rights, fishing rights transactions, etc.), by “forcing” ecosystem services into the market model enabling
individual environmental elements or nature resource types to be capitalized or financed. This market
construction is highly selective and targets only economic efficiency. Payment for ecosystem services
emphasizes the cooperation of market and non-market forces, and uses various payment mechanisms
including taxation and subsidies including the market to achieve multiple objectives including
ecological sustainability, fair distribution, and economic efficiency. Some scholars believe that PES
differs from a narrow MES in that it opposes efficiency as a single goal [6,7].

In fact, both MES and PES are incentive ways to resolve the contradiction between environmental
protection and economic development, but their focus is different. The essence of the PES mechanism
is to transfer fees collected from beneficiaries of ecosystem services to providers who suffer economic
losses when protecting the environment. There are different methods in different fields, such as
forestry, water resource use, and mineral resource development. Tourism is an important area for
the implementation of PES, and PES of tourism aims for a coordinated balance between industry
development and environmental protection by incentives in tourism development [8].

For the flow of an ecological servicer to be sustainable, PES programs generally require secure
sources of financing [1]. A stable balance must be maintained between buyers and providers of
ecosystem services. The attitude and willingness of the buyer will inevitably affect the smooth
operation of this policy mechanism. Willingness to pay (WTP) could be used to characterize their
intentions and behavior in terms of PES [9,10], but WTP results from a complex psychological
process [11]. What influences ecosystem service buyers’ WTP is whether managers have any control
over the factors that influence WTP. Understanding payer WTP is important since stated preferences
can help managers identify acceptable prices for non-market ecological services [12].

Willingness to pay generally is based on contingent valuation method (CVM) to build a
hypothetical market and obtain preferences about environmental products, thus reflecting stakeholders’
willingness to act. In 1963, Davis [13] evaluated the recreational value of the forest by CVM in Maine
of the United States. After 2000, many researchers used CVM to study PES policies or standards for
tourists and residents in some protected area against the background of tourism from the perspective
of “beneficiary pays” [14–16]. Research related to willingness to pay has been a topic of considerable
interest in the field of tourism.

At present, research on WTP for PES in tourism focuses mainly on three aspects: (1) Ways to
realize PES based on WTP. This focuses on the approaches that payers (e.g., visitors and community
residents) are recognized, and which kinds of methods that could gain more social support in different
situations, for example ways to realize tourism PES based on WTP can include tickets [17,18], ecological
taxes [19–21], usage fees [22,23], and protection fees [15]. (2) The amount of money for tourism PES is
based on WTP. Because of the different compensation methods and targets, there are differences in the
amount of money that compensation subjects are willing to pay [17,22,24,25]. (3) Factors influencing
WTP for tourism PES. The WTP for tourism PES is influenced mainly by individual socio-economic
characteristics (e.g., gender, income, education, age, etc.) and psychological factors (such as perceived
benefits, institutional trust, environmental awareness, etc.) [18,24,26,27]. Tourists, operators, and
community residents are the most important tourism non-organizational stakeholders [28]. Previous
research on the factors affecting tourism PES based on WTP focused mainly on tourists and community
residents. There are few studies on the factors influencing tourism operators, especially on the WTP
of the operators from small and micro-enterprise, for example, inn operators. However, small-scale
entrepreneurs are the main operators of tourism enterprises and the accommodation sector has been
particularly emphasized in research related to small tourism firms [29]. As a kind of accommodation
sector involving small-scale entrepreneurs, inns have developed rapidly in recent years in China.
Inn operators include investors, decision makers, and managers of the inn.

Inns around Erhai Lake are excellent representations of the inn sector in China. The large number
of inn operators located around the lake form a relatively unique troop. Rapid development of the
inn sector around the lake has had a negative impact on its water quality. In November 2015, Dali
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municipal government put forth the “Erhai Lake Resource Protection Fee Proposal” (ELRPF) in order
to make up funding gaps. Whether the ELRPF can be implemented smoothly depends largely on the
willingness of the inn operators to pay for it. Thus, research on the factors influencing inn operators’
WTP will have important scientific value and policy implications.

We developed the operators’ hypotheses of WTP based on other tourism stakeholder‘s PES
affecting factors, then from a questionnaire and face-to-face surveys. This paper uses partial least
squares (PLS), an analytical technique for detecting or constructing predictive models, especially for
causal model analysis between potential variables, which is superior to a general structural relationship
model (LISREL). We obtained some valuable conclusions, which have implications for the policy design
of PES for the open space and the operator subject who pursue multidimensional goals. The remainder
of the paper is organized as follows: (1) It begins with a brief introduction to ELRPF and a literature
review. (2) Hypotheses based on ELRPF and characteristics of inn operators are put forward and the
structural model of WTP is constructed. (3) Survey data and methods are presented. (4) Findings on
factors influencing inn operators’ WTP are shown. (5) The paper ends with a discussion of policy
implications and the final conclusions.

2. Policy Background

2.1. Description of the Study Area

Erhai Lake is located in Dali City, Yunnan Province, in the southwest of China (see Figure 1).
With an area of 252.1 km2 and a circumference of 129.14 km, it is a typical plateau lake [30]. The water
quality of Erhai Lake, one of China’s highly protected waters and an international tourism destination,
has been a long-term focus for the domestic population. In the 1980s, because of the lake and other
natural scenery, coupled with the unique traditional culture of the Bai indigenous people, Dali City
became one of China’s earliest international tourism destinations. The number of tourist arrivals grew
from 4.29 million in 1998 to 9.60 million in 2015, an increase of 124%. The number of overseas tourist
arrivals increased from 54,000 in 1998 to 660,000 in 2015, an eleven-fold increase. Dali’s proportion of
total tourism revenue to GDP continued to grow, reaching 48% in 2015 [31], and tourism has been the
mainstay industry.
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The first inn at Erhai Lake, “Aisi Garden,” opened in 1985. (In China, “Inn” as used herein
refers to an accommodation resembling a homestay or Bed and Breakfast (B&B), including not only
private homes but also small luxurious hotels that provide overnight accommodations or vacations for
tourists.) “Four Seasons Inn,” the first approved inn by the Bureau of Industry and Commerce of Dali
City, opened in April 1994 [32]. The construction of a scenic drive around the lake in 2008 provided
opportunities for subsequent development of additional inns surrounding the lake. After 2010, people
who came from Beijing and other megacities were fascinated by the natural scenery and environment
in Dali. Many decided to live an idyllic life there free of heavy pressures. Southern Weekly, a famous
newspaper in China, calls this phenomenon the “gold collar going back to the village” [33]. Many such
people worked as homestay inn operators (hereinafter referred to as “operators”).

Since 2010, the number of inns around Erhai Lake has grown rapidly, becoming a unique
tourism attraction, greatly improving the popularity of Dali City and making the city a leader in
the development of China’s inn sector. The inns also promoted the development of Dali’s tourism
economy. The average room rate was 450 CNY (equivalent 70 USD) per room per night, and there
are more than 1500 inns around the lake. The total annual revenue generated is approximately 2
billion CNY. Tourism also stimulated local transportation, catering, shopping, and other consumption,
increasing the total tourism revenue of Dali City significantly. The average annual revenue growth of
tourism from 2010 to 2015 was 28.8% [31].

2.2. Origin of the Erhai Lake Resource Protection Fee

In 2014 Breakup Buddies was released, which is a famous Chinese romantic comedy and road film
where the buddies cross a 3000-kilometre journey from Beijing to Dali City. There are many lake-view
inn scenes in this movie, which attracted more tourists and investors.

According to some estimates, there were more than 1080 inns around the lake in December 2016
(Figure 2). Room rate income is the main source of gross income for the operators. This income is
closely related to occupancy and room rates, which are not only affected by seasonality but also by the
proximity to the lake. Especially in peak seasons, the average daily rate (ADR) is 1500 CNY, equivalent
to the room price of a five-star hotel in a metropolis like Beijing or Shanghai. The price of a lake-view
room is three to five times higher than one without, and the occupancy of these inns with lake-view
rooms is also relatively higher. It has been shown that waterfront scenery has a great influence on
prices and rent [34,35].

Because both natural (plateau lakes have longer water exchange periods) and human-caused
factors (inflowing fresh water is reduced) influenced Erhai Lake’s water quality. The water quality has
been downgraded from Grades II-III in the 1990s to an overall Grade III in recent years. According
to the national surface quality standard (GB/T14848-93), Grade I is pristine water sources (e.g., river
headwaters and protected natural catchment areas), Grade V is limited agricultural water supply,
inferior to Grade V is essentially useless. In 2015, the lake’s water quality was Grade III, and the lake
eutrophication index was 40.6, indicating that the water of Erhai Lake was shifting from Mesotrophic
state to Eutrophic state. This is a comprehensive index, including five parameters such as Chla, divided
into five levels of 0–100 [36].

The pollution in Erhai Lake basin mainly comes from industry, urban and rural life, aquaculture,
agricultural non-point source, service industry, soil erosion, dry and wet deposition, etc. Among them,
livestock and poultry farming, rural life, and non-point source pollution sources are the main sources
of pollution, and the three-kind pollution load discharged accounted for about 70% of the total load in
2014 [30]. Lack of sufficient sewage treatment facilities, the increased amount of sewage generated
by the numerous inns, and the increased number of tourists, contributed to high levels of nutrients
discharged into the lake, and this will threaten to lower water quality.

Recognizing the need to improve water quality, the government has put much effort into
protecting the lake, which invested 2.824 billion CNY from 2011 to 2015, including a sewage treatment
plant and pipe network construction, ecological restoration, and subsidizing farmers [30]. However,
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the outcome of this investment in water protection is not satisfactory and the lake’s water quality is
still declining. In April 2017, the Dali municipal government called for suspension of developing new
inns around the lake until additional sewage treatment facilities are completed. It became clear that
the government needed to propose solutions.
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2.3. Content of the Draft Proposal

In November 2015, the Dali municipal government and the Price Control Administration of
Yunnan Province submitted Proposals I and II, respectively seeking to rectify the environmental
impact. After the different levels of government reached agreement, Proposal I was selected for
trial. This paper focuses on Proposal I (hereinafter referred to as “the proposal”). The main aspect of
Proposal I was to divide rooms into three grades according to the inn’s distance from the lake and
whether the room is situated on the lakeside. The three grades included: rooms within 100 m of the
water with a lake view, rooms within 100 m of the water without a lake view, and rooms farther than
100 m from the lake. Proposal I included the following fees for each grade of room, respectively: 2000,
360, and 90 CNY per month. Proposal II stated that all inns must be charged ELRPF 2% of their income,
regardless of the difference distance between the inn and the lake surface.

The ELRPF primarily monetizes Erhai Lake’s ecosystem services through market mechanisms
and motivates resource users to develop awareness of environmental conservation. According to
the principle proposed by Pagiola and Wunder et al. [1–3], in the design policy system, the local
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residents are the providers of Erhai Lake’s ecological services. For a long time, the local government
has taken measures to protect Erhai Lake. The government has restricted dairy farming and heavily
polluting crops, especially in the upstream and surrounding areas of lake. They asked farmers turn
their farmland into wetlands, trying to reduce non-point source pollution. The operators are the buyers
of Erhai Lake ecosystem services, as they resell the good environment and scenery of Erhai Lake to
tourists, thus gaining more hedonic income. The local government is the manager of the policy system.
They try to compensate the local residents from the operators’ excess profits to make up the funding
gap, then use the funds to reverse the deterioration of water quality.

2.4. Controversy Around the Erhai Lake Resource Protection Fee

Though these proposals were never officially announced, the papers were leaked to the public
causing an uproar in China over the lack of transparency. The introduction of this proposal
attracted attention from tourists, community residents, operators, news media, and other stakeholders.
Operators, especially, responded negatively. Some media, such as the Beijing Youth Daily, referred
to the ELRPF as an arbitrary charge with no legitimate basis [37]. Although the PES practices were
implemented in 1998, China does not actually have a law regarding it. In addition, ELRPF is a fee that
national tax reform required all pollution charges to be considered taxation. Since operators already
pay garbage and sewage treatment fees, they viewed the ELRPF as an extra charge that goes beyond
existing taxes.

At the same time, the responsibility for water pollution in Erhai Lake is difficult to define, because
the existing sewage-monitoring is limited, it is difficult to measure the extent of lake pollution caused
by inns. It made it difficult for operators to accept the requirements of the proposal.

3. Literature Review and Development of Hypotheses

3.1. Literature Review

Existing literature based on different compensation subjects studied psychological factors of PES
based on WTP, focusing mainly on the following two aspects (Table 1), including (1) research on factors
influencing tourists’ PES based on WTP and (2) research on factors influencing local residents’ PES
based on WTP.

Research concerning influencing factors towards tourists’ PES based on WTP including perceived
interest, subjective norm, and perceived behavior control described in the following findings. Visitors’
attitudes towards environmental protection may positively affect WTP; perhaps this is because visitors
who care about the environment are more understanding of the rationale for a fee-paying policy, or they
are simply willing to pay more for something they regard highly as shown by Reynisdottir et al. [18].
Environmental awareness might significantly influence visitors’ WTP as described by Peters and
Hawkins [38]. Received benefits and affective and functional links determine WTP intentions
with regard to conservation and the loyalty of visitors in two suburban natural areas noted by
López-Mosquera and Sánchez [27].

Factors influencing tourists’ WTP are related to their previous pro-environmental activities
claimed Halkos and Matsiori [39]; whether or not respondents had previously participated in an
environmental protection plan by paying part of the cost was the most important decisive parameter
for WTP. Individuals with positive attitudes and strong moral norms show higher WTP for the
conservation of an urban park indicated López-Mosquera et al. [40]. An individual’s attitude, subject
norm, and perceived behavioral control are significant factors that can influence a visitor’s WTP when
visiting public parks as shown by Huang et al. [41]. About 86% of respondents were willing to pay to
ensure better management noted by Kaffashi et al. [42]. The higher the respondents’ satisfaction from
their visit experience, the higher their WTP.
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Table 1. Psychological factors on willingness to pay for ecosystem services based on towards tourists
and residents representing a literature review.

Subject Psychological Factors Literature

Tourist

Perceived benefit López-Mosquera and Sánchez (2013) [27];
Kaffashi et al. (2015) [42]

Environmental
awareness and

knowledge

Halkos and Matsiori (2014) [39];
Peters and Hawkins (2009) [38]

Environmental
protection Attitude

López-Mosquera, García and Barrena (2014) [27];
Huang, et al. (2014) [41]; Reynisdottir, et al. (2008) [18]

Residents

Perceived benefit Hayes et al. (2015) [44]; Salazar and García Menéndez
(2007) [43]; Lo and Jim (2010) [45]

Social trust and
institutional trust Song, Lv and Li (2015) [46]; Halkos and Jones (2012) [39]

Environmental
protection Attitude Rodríguez-Ortega, et al. (2016) [47]

Second, the factors influencing local residents’ PES based on WTP are mostly the same as the
factors influencing that of tourists, including perceived benefits, and support attitudes. However,
the impact of satisfaction and other factors on local residents’ WTP is not significant. Salazar and
García Menéndez [43] conducted a contingent valuation survey of 900 randomly chosen inhabitants;
results showed that WTP is considerably higher for people who live closer to a planned park because
it is more accessible to them. The study of Hayes et al. [44] showed that the perception of benefits of
tourism, usually in the form of economic benefits, can positively affect attitudes towards conservation.

Lo and Jim [45] suggested that residents’ intention to pay is based more on pragmatic needs than
on moral or altruistic reasons. The dominant motive for improving air quality reflects general anxiety
about chronic health-threatening problems. Song et al. [46] indicated that 81.4% of respondents were
willing to pay for the conservation of urban green spaces, and trust in the government was the most
important factor that led to a high protect willing. Halkos and Jones [39] suggested that social trust
positively affects WTP an entrance fee and a community tax (market-based and community-based
scenario, respectively). Rodríguez-Ortega et al. [47] examined how psychographic profiles affect
WTP for ecosystem services in Mediterranean high-nature value farmland; they found that attitudes
concerning ecosystem services strongly influence their WTP.

In summary, whether involving tourists or local residents, psychological factors affecting WTP for
PES are mainly perceived benefits [44,48,49], social trust and institutional trust [39], environmental
awareness and knowledge [38,50,51], and environmental protection attitude [18].

Characteristics of tourism small operators involve multiple identities, such as those of tourists,
residents, and business owners. Previous studies pay more attention to the first two roles’ WTP on PES.
The inn operators are fusion of diversity between residents and tourists, and they have dual attributes
of production and life in business process [52]. Therefore, we assume that the main psychological
factors that affects both the residents and visitors’ WTP on PES are adapt to the inn operators.

3.2. Development of Hypotheses

Based on extant research on tourists and local residents on their WTP, an influencing factor new
model for inn operators’ WTP for PES has been constructed. The independent variables in the model,
perceived benefits, institutional trust, PES cognition, and support attitude were chosen as the major
factors influencing inn operators’ WTP, verified in previous documents.

3.2.1. Perceived Benefit

Perceived benefits are subjective feelings and evaluations of the subject toward purchasing a
product or service [53], including utilitarian benefits and symbolic benefits [54]. Numerous studies
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showed that consumer’s perceived benefits significantly influenced their WTP compensation [55,56].
López-Mosquera and Sánchez et al. [48] found that the perceived benefit of tourists and residents is
an important factor affecting the WTP for PES. Tourists and community residents received different
perceived benefits from ecosystem services, and tourists obtain tourism experiences at destinations,
and residents enjoy recreational opportunities, although they may not be aware of the importance of
ecosystem services to this public land. But they are willing to pay for PES.

Inn operators obtain more perceived benefits than tourists and local residents. They receive
substantial benefits (such as operating income and enjoyment of a good environment) as well as
symbolic benefits from Erhai Lake; these latter benefits include enjoying the social and psychological
benefits brought about by the large number of inn operators gathered around Erhai Lake. Moreover,
ELRPF is supplemental to environmental protection investment and farmers’ subsidies, and high
water quality can be maintained for the long term, then operators can gain more perceived benefits,
including hedonic income and environmental enjoyment. Based on presented research and these
operator’s situation, the following hypothesis was formulated (H1):

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Inn operator’s perceived benefit has a significant positive impact on their WTP.

3.2.2. Institutional Trust

In many cases, PES requires specialized agencies to formulate policies as well as collection and
use of funds. Trust in institutions refers to the level of trust that people have in certain institutions
connected with environmental management issues [57]. Institutional trust was examined in relation
to the good that was being valued [58]. A high level of institutional trust produces a positive impact
on the acceptance of environmental policy and facilitation of pro-environmental behavior [59]. In the
case of environmental public goods, institutional trust is expected to significantly affect WTP [39,60].
The more trust tourists and residents have in environmental management institutions, the more likely
they are to pay PES fees [61].

Because the proposal is enacted by the local government, the main policy makers and fund
management managers of the organization will be members of the Dali municipal government.
The more trust inn operators have in the Dali municipal government, the more likely they are to pay
the ELRPF. In light of the preceding considerations, we posit the following hypothesis (H2):

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Inn operator’s institutional trust has a significant positive impact on their WTP.

3.2.3. Cognition of PES

Cognition of PES (PESC) is the PES awareness and knowledge of the relevant subject. Payment for
ecosystem services cognition not only includes the understanding of the principle of PES [62], but also
the cognition of PES policy. Empirical research shows that consumer’s PES cognition is significantly
positively related to their WTP [19,62,63], among which Kostakis and Sardianou et al. [63] found that
the more PES cognition tourists and residents have, the more willing they are to pay PES fees.

The ELRPF is a form of PES, but few inn operators recognize this. Only the inn operators with
a high understanding of PES understand the principles, roles, and mechanisms of the ELRPF, and
this understanding will, to a certain extent, stimulate the inn operators to pay ELRPF. Thus, based on
extant research, the following hypothesis is formulated (H3):

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Inn operator’s PES cognition has a significant positive impact on their WTP.

3.2.4. Support Attitude

Attitude refers to the establishment of values, beliefs, and summary of personal evaluation of
specific things [64]. In the contingent valuation model for PES, support attitude has always been
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considered to have a significant impact on WTP [47,65,66]. Support attitude towards PES policy from
tourists and local residents significantly influences their WTP.

The attitude of inn operators for ELRPF is undoubtedly an important basis for the smooth
implementation of the policy. If the inn operators object to or are less supportive of the policy, it will
be difficult to collect the ELRPF. Based on previous studies, it was hypothesized that (H4):

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Inn operator’s support attitude has a significant positive impact on their WTP.

Willingness to pay on PES is a measurable variable. Based on previous research, the logical model
assumptions that reflect the causal relationship between potential variables was established (Figure 3).
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4. Data and Methodology

4.1. Data Collection

There were two kinds of data sources. The first, statistical data, mainly including the number
of tourists, tourism income, and environmental data; these data were obtained mainly from the Dali
government official website and newspapers. The other source of data, survey data, was mainly
questionnaires, through on-site investigations conducted with operators, and in-depth interviews with
local government officials, scholars, and leaders of inn associations.

In addition to the latent variable of WTP, the remaining four variables included perceived benefits,
institutional trust, cognition of PES, and support attitudes; all containing multiple observational
variables (shown in Table 2). The latent variable perceived benefits can be transformed further
into observational variables including increased income, dreamed lifestyle, natural environmental
benefits [67,68], and business motivation [69]. The latent variable institutional trust mainly considered
Dali municipal government directly related to ELRPF and the inn operators, and the attitude of inn
operators to the Dali government. The latent variable PES cognition included the understanding of the
principles, characteristics of PES and the cognition of ELRPF policy, and inn operators’ responsibilities.
The support attitude is measured mainly on the degree of support from the inn operators for PES
policies and resource protection fees [70,71].

After the latent variables were determined, the questionnaire for operators was designed.
This questionnaire was divided into three sections: (1) the socio-demographic characteristics and
views on room rates associated with a lake view; (2) factors that may influence the WTP a resource
protection fee; (3) reasons for being unwilling to pay the resource fee. Other than WTP, all other
latent variables include multiple measured variables (Table 2). The main part of the questionnaire
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used a 5-point Likert-type scale for assessment where 1 represents “strongly agree,” and 5 represents
“strongly disagree.”

Table 2. Questionnaire items used in the main survey.

Latent Variables Descriptions

Perceived Benefit (PB)

PB1: I love the lifestyle as an inn operator at Erhai Lake.
PB2: My personal income is increasing at Erhai lake.
PB3: I enjoy the local natural environment and ecosystem service.
PB4: I meet more interesting people at Erhai Lake.

Institutional Trust (IT)
IT1: The local government is trustworthy.
IT2: The government is fair to local and foreign operators.

PES Cognition (PESC)

PESC1: A beneficiary should bear the responsibility of PES.
PESC2: The PES of operators should match their derived benefits.
PESC3: The ELRPF is a kind of PES.
PESC4: The ELRPF is reasonable.

Support Attitude (SA) SA1: I support PES promotion at Erhai Lake.
SA2: I support ELRPF.

Two pre-tests were performed in succession to develop the questionnaire. The first pre-test was
in the form of electronic questionnaires through the “Questionnaire Star” platform by WeChat from
which 57 questionnaires were collected. The second pre-test was carried out face-to-face, from which
70 questionnaires were collected. The survey was checked in terms of comprehensibility, overlapping
content, and completeness of content.

Based on the final questionnaire, operators were surveyed face-to-face using a combination of
questionnaires and interviews. Stratified sampling and random sampling were used to select the
sample, which included areas close to the lake, such as Shuanglang, as well as districts relatively
far from the lake, such as Dali Old City. Sampling continued over 20 days from July to August
2016. A total of 320 questionnaires were collected, 13 of which proved invalid, leaving 307 valid
questionnaires that were used for hypotheses testing. Information collected about the operators
included socio-demographic and operational characteristics (see Tables 3 and 4).

4.2. Analysis Method

Variance-based SEM (structural equation model) was employed using partial least squares (PLS)
to test hypotheses and explain the relationships, where WTP is the dependent variable and latent
variables are perceived benefits, etc. [72]. SmartPLS (version 3.0) was selected as the calculation
software with the path-weighting scheme selected as the weighting scheme, the maximum number of
iterations set at 1000, and the iteration stop threshold set at 10–7 [73].

Partial least squares has advantages over traditional SEM. Partial least squares is commonly used
when hypotheses are not established based on a well-elaborated theoretical framework but are the
result of an exploratory study design. Partial least squares works well for small sample sizes [74], and
can handle non-normal distributions relatively well. Furthermore, PLS is often used in situations to
identify relationships among latent variables [55].

After analyzing the research data using the PLS method through SmartPLS3.0, the validity
and reliability of the measurement model needs to be assessed. Once the validity and reliability of
the measurement model has reached a satisfactory level, the structural model used to explain the
relationships between variables can be persuasive [75].
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Table 3. Demographic profile of respondents.

Items Characteristics Proportion Items Characteristics Proportion

Gender
Male 57.3%

Native place

Dali 39.7%
Female 42.7% Yunnan Province except for Dali 7.8%

Marital
status

Single 40.0% Eastern provinces 14.7%
Married 59.0% Western Provinces 14.7%
Divorced 1.0% Central provinces 16.3%

Age

18–24 20.8% Northeastern provinces 6.8%
25–44 65.2%

Education

Less than high school 14.0%
44–64 11.7% High school 45.6%
>65 2.3% Bachelor 37.8%

Graduate 2.6%

Table 4. Inn Characteristics.

Items Characteristics Proportion Items Characteristics Proportion

Business mode
Individual 63.2%

Average occupancy
(low season)

20–30% 21.8%
Joint 27.7% 30–40% 18.6%
Lease 9.1% 40–50% 12.7%

Age

<1 10.4% 50–60% 16.9%
1–3 38.1% >60% 13.4%
3–5 20.3%

Average price
(Peak season)

<200 18.6%
5–10 10.7% 200–400 40.1%
>10 20.5% 400–600 22.1%

Number of guest
rooms

<5 3.6% 600–800 9.4%
5–10 44.3% 800–1000 4.9%
11–15 28.7% >1000 4.9%
16–20 15.0%

Average price
(Low season)

<100 17.6%
>20 8.4% 100–200 26.4%

Average occupancy
(Peak season)

<40% 5.9% 200–300 24.8%
40–50% 5.2% 300–400 15.0%
50–60% 9.1% 400–500 6.5%
60–70% 13.0% >500 9.7%
70–80% 20.8%

Distance from water
surface

<50 53.5%
80–90% 30.0% 50–100 14.0%
>90% 16.0% 100–150 7.5%
<10% 4.9% 150–200 5.5%
10–20% 11.7% >200 19.5%

5. Results

5.1. Measurement Model

The values of indicator loading, Cronbach Alpha, combined reliability (CR), average variance
extracted (AVE), and discriminant validity were used to examine the reliability and validity of the
measurement model. According to the research results of Hair et al. [74], the PLS algorithm is
used to obtain internal consistency reliability (CR should be higher than 0.70), indicator reliability
(indicator loadings should be higher than 0.70), and convergent validity (AVE should be higher than
0.50). Discriminant validity is assessed according to criteria established by Fornell and Larcker [75],
Chin [76], and Henseler et al. [77].

As shown in Table 5, all values of indicator loadings, except for that of CE1, were above 0.700,
indicating good reliability. Cronbach’s alpha values were greater than or equal to 0.754, and composite
reliability values were greater than or equal to 0.842, indicating that all constructs exhibit high levels
of internal consistency reliability. In addition, the AVE values were well above the minimum required
level of 0.50, and thus demonstrated that all constructs had convergent validity. To assess discriminant
validity, we examined the Fornell–Larcker criterion for cross-loadings and the Heterotrait–Monotrait
ratio of correlations (HTMT). Fornell and Larcker state that a way to indicate discriminant validity is
to take the square root of the AVE value and determine whether it is larger than the correlations [73].
In this study, the square root of each AVE is larger than the correlations, which meets the Larcker and
Fornell criterion (Table 6).
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Table 5. Reliability and validity of variables.

Construct Item Loading Cronbach’s Alpha CR AVE

Perceived benefit (PB) PB1–PB4 0.738–0.796 0.754 0.844 0.575
Institutional trust (IT) IT1–IT2 0.965–0.966 0.928 0.965 0.932
PES cognition (PESC) PESC1–PESC4 0.686–0.811 0.755 0.842 0.572
Support attitude (SA) SA1–SA2 0.926–0.946 0.859 0.934 0.876

Willingness to pay (WTP) WTP1 1 1 1 1

Table 6. Discriminate validity.

Construct PB IT PESC SA WTP

PB 0.758
IT 0.392 0.966

PESC 0.509 0.463 0.756
SA 0.414 0.456 0.669 0.936

WTP 0.475 0.522 0.680 0.657 1.000

Note: The diagonals represent the square root of AVE and the off-diagonals represent the correlation.

Furthermore, another method for using cross-loadings to assess discriminant validity is to
calculate the correlations between latent variables and other indicators beside its own block.
The indicator loading of its respective latent variable should be higher than the indicator loading
crossed with other latent variables [75]. As shown in Table 7, an indicator loading on its own construct is
higher than its cross-loadings with other constructs, which meets Chin’s criteria. Henseler et al. believe
that the new approach, HTMT, shows superior performance over the traditional Fornell–Larcker
criterion, and they suggest that the standard to examine discriminant validity should be less than
0.85 [77,78].

Table 7. Cross loading.

Construct PB IT PESC SA WTP

PB1 0.753 0.255 0.382 0.255 0.384
PB2 0.796 0.313 0.379 0.328 0.363
PB3 0.738 0.367 0.422 0.375 0.382
PB4 0.743 0.236 0.351 0.285 0.303
IT1 0.378 0.965 0.438 0.451 0.492
IT2 0.379 0.966 0.456 0.429 0.517

PESC1 0.459 0.276 0.686 0.399 0.388
PESC2 0.427 0.376 0.752 0.400 0.468
PESC3 0.323 0.274 0.771 0.585 0.507
PESC4 0.373 0.456 0.811 0.593 0.648

SA1 0.393 0.389 0.570 0.926 0.571
SA2 0.384 0.459 0.675 0.946 0.654
WTP 0.475 0.522 0.682 0.657 1.000

The present study also used HTMT criterion, and the results range from 0.448 to 0.805, meeting
the criteria of Henseler et al. [77] (see Table 8). Summarizing the test results above, the measurement
model in this research has sufficient reliability and validity, and can provide enough support for the
structural model to test the hypotheses.
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Table 8. Heterotrait–Monotrait (HTMT) ratio.

Construct PB IT PESC SA WTP

PB 1.000
IT 0.461 1.000

PESC 0.686 0.543 1.000
SA 0.510 0.508 0.803 1.000

WTP 0.544 0.542 0.762 0.706 1.000

5.2. Structural Model

Once the construct measures were confirmed as reliable and valid, we proceeded to assess the
structural model. The primary criterion for assessing a structural model is to determine the coefficients
of endogenous latent variables (R2) [79], which indicate the variance share of the endogenous ultimate
criterion explained by the other model variables. R2 values of at least 0.19, 0.33, and 0.67 were qualified
as weak, moderate, and strong, respectively [76]. In our research, the R2 value for WTP was 0.614,
which shows that the model had strong explanatory ability.

We then performed bootstrapping (5000 resample) to assess the significance of path coefficients
in the structural model [80]. By evaluating the path coefficient, we can know the strength of the
relationship between the latent variables, and at least 0.1 should be achieved to qualify as a meaningful
path [81]. Perceived benefit had a positive impact on WTP, with a path coefficient of 0.081. However,
the impact was not significant, as it does not reach the lower limit of 0.1, which makes H1 invalid.
The path coefficient for institutional trust was 0.194, exceeding 0.1, which reveals that it has a positive
and significant impact on WTP, and thus, H2 is supported. The effect of PES cognition on WTP was
the greatest, as the path coefficient is 0.398, well above the significance level of 0.1, which supports
H3. Support attitude also had a positive impact on WTP, with a path coefficient of 0.287, which also
surpassed the significance level of 0.1, and thus supports H4 (Figure 4).Sustainability 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  14 of 24 
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In the structural model, the R2 value was not the only important factor. The f2 value, should
also be examined. An f2 value of at least 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 represent small, medium, and large
effects, respectively [75]. Perceived benefit had the least effect on WTP (f2 = 0.013), and PES has a
moderate effect on WTP (f2 = 0.198) (Figure 3). Using the blindfolding method to obtain the predictive
relevance (Q2), combined with a resulting Q2 value larger than zero, indicated that the path model
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had predictive relevance. In this research, the Q2 value for WTP was 0.558, providing support for the
model’s predictive relevance.

5.3. Demographic Characteristics

A difference test was conducted using the independent sample t-test and the one-way ANOVA to
analyze whether the five demographic variables, gender, marital status, age, birth, and education, were
significantly different in WTP. Since there were only two independent groups in the internal groups
of “gender” and “household registration” variables, independent sample t-test was used to conduct
the difference test (Table 9); for the remaining three variables, “marriage,” “age” and “education,”
one-way ANOVA was used for differential testing (Table 10).

Table 9. Independent-Samples t-test towards different groups of people.

Demographic Factors
Levene Test Equivalence of the Average t-Test

F Significance T Df Sig

Gender 0.108 0.742 0.173 305 0.863
Household registration 0.596 0.441 −3.669 306 0.000

Table 10. ANOVA analysis of willingness to pay for different groups of variances.

Demographic
Factors

Sum of Squares
between Groups

Degree of Freedom
between Groups

Sum of Squares
within Groups

Degree of Freedom
within Groups

Mean
Square F Sig

Marriage status 6.581 2 279.868 304 3.291 3.574 0.029
Age 6.133 3 280.316 303 2.044 2.210 0.087

Education 14.652 3 271.797 303 4.884 5.445 0.001

From Table 10, for the “gender” variable, we know that under the condition of the established
homogeneity of variance test, the value of t is 0.173 and the value of p is 0.863 which is much higher
than 0.05, indicating that there is no significant difference in the “willingness to pay” between different
“gender” groups. And for the “Household registration” variable, the value of t is −3.669 and the value
of p is 0.000 which is much lower than 0.05, indicating that there is significant difference in the “WTP”
for people from different places. For the “age” variable, the significance value of the “age” factor is
greater than 0.05, indicating that the dependent variable, WTP, does not have a significant difference in
the “age” factor. And for the “marital status” and “education” variable, the value of both p is lower
than 0.05, indicating that WTP has significant difference in the “marital status” and “education” factor.
In order to understand more completely the specific differences between the two internal groups of the
“marital status” and “education” factors that exhibited significant differences, multiple comparisons of
LSD were performed.

By comparison, the result showed that the “WTP” dependent variable only differs significantly
between divorced and non-divorced groups, but the sample size of divorcees is too small (three people),
which cannot objectively reflect the divorce group’s actual WTP; thus the “marital status” factor’s
differential performance should not be considered. The WTP dependent variable is significantly
different between undergraduate, graduate and below undergraduate (between junior college and
grade school).

Combining the results from the data analysis in Table 11, we ultimately obtained the differences
between the two factors of “province” and “education” in the dependent variable “WTP.” People who
are from Dali, Yunnan province were more reluctant to pay while the people with higher education
levels tended to be more willing to pay.
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Table 11. Descriptive statistics of willingness to pay for different groups.

Demographic Factors Groups Numbers Average Standard Deviation

Household registration People from Dali City 122 2.7131 0.85744
People from Dali City outside 185 3.1189 1.00375

Education

Less than high school 43 2.8372 0.89789
High school 140 2.7643 0.84488

Bachelor 116 3.2328 1.08233
Graduate 8 3.0000 0.75593

Sum 307 2.9577 0.96753

6. Discussion and Implications

6.1. Discussion

The research results showed that institutional trust, PES cognition and support attitude
significantly affect WTP, a finding in agreement with previous results. However, the inn operators’
perceived benefit showed no significant impact on their WTP, in contrast to previous studies. Thus, we
discuss this significant finding in the following three points: (1) cultural and place identity, (2) operators’
ability, and (3) professional education.

(1) The operators have not strong cultural identity with Bai indigenous people. The PES fees
paid by tourists are mainly intended to limit the impact of environment damage on hedonic interests,
but the inn operators are no longer tourists. During the early years, many tourists travelled to
Dali before they become inn operators. Most of them rented a local farmhouse and decorated their
inn, resulting in an intimate, quaint, and attractive house with a relaxing home-away-from-home
atmosphere [81]. Cultural identity influences their lifestyle and action, because they like the lifestyle of
the Bai indigenous people residents and agree with the Bai culture around Erhai Lake. Their inns tend
to be lifestyle-oriented toward those who prefer to enjoy an idyllic life for long time.

After 2014 more and more people begin to invest in inns to make a profit, who are no longer
the gold collars from Beijing and Shanghai, but small investors from many below average cities.
The regional distribution of the operators could explain this, the main proportion of operators
from outside eastern of Yunnan, including western, central, northeastern provinces (the numbers of
provinces in each region is 11, 6, 13, and 4) is 14.7%, 14.7%, 16.3% and 6.8%. But Beijing, Shanghai,
Guangzhou and Shenzhen all megacities are located in the eastern province. For the inn operator,
from the lifestyle of a few people had become a way of livelihood. Many people were moving in
Erhai Lake area not in order to live pastorally, but to speculate on rising room rates in the short term.
Profit-oriented operators tend to be a significant proportion of operators and they are reluctant to pay
for ecosystem services.

The operators were short of place attachment in Erhai Lake and Dali city. In other studies, local
community members are willing to pay for ecosystem services because of their local identity and
attachment [82]. More than 60% of the inn operators are from outside Yunnan province, and the
proportion of investors outside Yunnan province is even higher, exceeding 90%. Few of them consider
themselves to be part of the local community.

With a low sense of local identity and place attachment, they were described as the residential
guest—“New Dali people”—an intermediary between the host and the guest [52]. The gap between
the “New Dali people” and “Old Dali people” is too wide, two kinds people are too hard to weld
into a community. For example, schools that these New Dali people’s children go to are not local
traditional public schools with local people, but are western-style, micro private schools with few
local people. For instance, Mao Mao Guo Er, are led by western popular psychology theory and they
provide project-based learning [83]. Operators and their children live in their own social communities
with low local attachment, these operators are not so keen on protecting Erhai Lake.

(2) The operators perceived less direct benefits that they had gained, and a lack of ability to
connect to PES. The inn operators’ capabilities are limited, including their strategic, financial, and



Sustainability 2018, 10, 4049 16 of 23

management. Large and medium-sized enterprises can form expert teams, and are significantly
more sophisticated than individual inn operators in terms of policy background and professional
knowledge. They can understand PES relative to the overall strategy of the company and corporate
social responsibility, and clearly know that PES is important for the development of their enterprises.
As a result, there is a stronger WTP for intrinsic compensation and the overall willingness to participate
is stronger. Enterprises with a large scale and strong capital are more willing to participate in PES [83].
However, inn operators are different from large and medium-sized enterprise managers. The inn is
a small micro-enterprise, and the whole team for an inn generally does not exceed five (investors
tend to be 1–2 persons, management team tend to be 2–3 individuals). Such a management team
consists mostly of young adults without professional training; only about 40% of them have received
undergraduate education. These operators are limited by their own intrinsic cognitive levels, and
consequently the PES payment willingness expression does not reflect rational business behavior and
team decision-making behavior; instead it is personal emotional expression.

Excessively high commercial risks exceeding their abilities and the high cost of protection fees for
inn construction may disrupt the intrinsic link between the perceived interests and the WTP. Many
inns are funded and built with personal loans and other methods, and the amount of investment is
relatively large. Some inns need to invest up to tens of millions of CNY and owners are eager to recover
costs in the short term. Given the special land ownership system in China, the leases of the farmhouse
tended to be mostly 20 years. Therefore, investors bear a great deal of risk. During operation, inns
are faced with the cost of wages, rent, etc., as well as the intensified market competition and other
uncertainties. Rents of farm houses have risen ten times in five years in some places.

According to ELRPF, an inn with 10 lake-view rooms will pay an annual protection fee of
240,000 CNY, accounting for about 10% of operating income. Moreover, ELRPF policy designers did
not consider other factors such as the room occupancy rates and price fluctuations, consequently
increased economic risks fell completely on inn operators. The majority of the operators surveyed
stated that the proposed standards imposed by the government had exceeded their financial ability
to pay. Of the operators surveyed, 33% said that they could not afford it. Most operators are willing
to pay 1–3% of their operating income, which is far lower than the existing proposed standards of
about 10%.

In the survey, about 40% of respondents were undergraduate degree holders; thus it is difficult
for many to recognize the intrinsic nature of ELRPF. Most operators have very limited knowledge
of the relationship among the received benefit, ecosystem services and PES. Only 5% expressed full
understanding of the relationship, while 28% of the respondents said that they had never heard of it.
The different level of understanding and different views of perceived benefits inevitably will make it
difficult for the inn operators to accept resource protection fees, thus affecting their WTP.

Local operators are less willing to pay PES payments; this situation is in contrast to findings in
other studies where local residents make larger payments [84]. That local operators tend to have low
capacities low competition with foreign operators (outside Dali), may be a main factor in this study.
From previous analysis (Table 12), the level of education is an important factor affecting the WTP for
PES. Most of the local operators are peasants with a relatively low level of education. 20% of them
have completed undergraduate studies, while the rate of foreign operators is 53%. Non-local operators
tend to have large capital investment, while most local operators only operated the inn using only
their own available funds, limiting their capacity for capital investment. In terms of management
performance, foreign operators already exhibit some characteristics of corporate organization, while
the local operators still use the family as the business unit. The profitability of local operators may be
less than foreign operators which might affect the willingness of local operators to pay.
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Table 12. Analysis of the willingness to pay (WTP) of different groups.

Household
Registration Education Numbers WTP

Ratio of Agree (%)

Strongly
Agree Agree Agree When

Reasonable Disagree Strongly
Disagree Sum

Local people

Less than high
school 35 2.9143 0.0 40.0 31.4 25.7 2.9 100.0

High school 62 2.4677 3.2 53.2 37.1 6.5 0.0 100.0
Bachelor 25 3.0400 4.0 32.0 28.0 28.0 8.0 100.0

Non-local
people

Less than high
school 8 2.5000 12.5 37.5 37.5 12.5 0.0 100.0

High school 78 3.0000 3.8 23.1 47.4 20.5 5.1 100.0
Bachelor 91 3.2857 2.2 24.2 34.1 22.0 17.6 100.0
Graduate 8 3.0000 0.0 25.0 50.0 25.0 0.0 100.0

During the investigation, many local operators stated that they had lived around Erhai Lake for
generations and made a living from it (fishing or farming around the lake). Foreign operators at Erhai
Lake have taken local people’s resources and land. In addition, the larger inns operated by foreign
inn operators result in greater lake pollution. With their higher prices, the foreign operators can enjoy
greater profits; thus, in the local inn operators’ eyes they should take more responsibility for Erhai
Lake. These illustrate the ability of local people to influence their mentality.

(3) The operator is the broker of ecosystem services without professional education, and PES
can link the tourist’s enjoyment and loss of local residents, that is understandable and a common
way. However, in order to reduce the difficulty of the local government, the ELRPF system had been
increased for operators as the broker of ecosystem services (Figure 5). Due to the addition of new
stakeholders to the PES system, the complex eco-economic relationship of ELRPF is more difficult to
be acknowledged and be accepted by public widely.
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The ELRPF has transformed the causal relationship between the operators’ economic benefits,
the local residents’ loss, the tourists’ experience, and the government’s responsibility into simple
economic relationships, while obscuring the direct correspondence between ecosystem services and
economic compensation of PES system. This result may affect inn operators’ perceptions of perceived
benefits, seriously affecting the willingness of inn operators to pay for PES.

The operators’ perceived benefits provided by Erhai Lake ecosystem services are far less
understandable and measurable than that from water utilities [1]. Most of operators agreed that
the lake does bring them material and immaterial benefits; 65% of the respondents thought that the
lake’s landscape has increased their room rates by more than 50%, and 70% of the respondents said
that they enjoy the local natural environment. However, the generation of perceived benefits has
certain preconditions, ecosystem components, and scientific principles, and most operators do not
recognize the characteristics of ecosystem services and Hedonic price.
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The ELRPF did not explain clearly how to use the funds obtained, further aggravating operator’s
comprehension of the ELRPF. The operators worried that may be used by local government for
other purposes instead of conserving Erhai Lake, which may also affect their WTP, and 37% of the
respondents said that the main reason of unwilling to pay the fee was that they did not believe
that the government could reasonably use it. Some operators believed that operating income is
the result of their own investments and operations, and they had fulfilled their responsibilities by
paying various taxes and fees, and protection of Erhai Lake should be the government’s responsibility.
In addition, these inn operators encountered various irregularities from the local government during
the management process during the construction and operation of inns, which also exacerbated the
operator’s aversion to the introduction of the policy and further affected WTP.

Most operators believed that inn operation is either an individual lifestyle choice or involves
speculation with rising room rates. Erhai Lake’s ecosystem services tend to be ignored because the
conditions that generate them are complex, indirect, non-consumptive and difficult to measure or
characterize. In the survey, about 40% of respondents were undergraduate students or above; thus,
it is difficult for many to recognize the intrinsic nature of ELRPF. Most operators have very limited
knowledge of the relationship among the received benefit, ecosystem services and PES. Only 5%
expressed full understanding of the relationship, while 28% of the respondents said that they had
never heard of it. The different level of understanding, and different views of perceived benefits,
inevitably will make it difficult for the inn operators to accept resource protection fees, thus affecting
their WTP.

6.2. Policy Implications

The results of this study have shown that perceived benefit is not a core factor in the formulation
of PES systems for inn operators. To make a PES policy widely supported and effective, it is necessary
to make use of the characteristics and beneficiaries of ecosystem services and to take targeted measures.
Two major results of these findings need to be considered:

(1) The components of the PES system should be simple, and the policy design should reflect the
direct relationship of PES. In the ELRPF, fees shall be levied on the economic benefits obtained by the
operators, but not collected from tourists who gained ecosystem services, making the operators the
direct payer of ecosystem services. This approach may stem from the policy designers’ concern that
charging fees directly to tourists for water protection may have a negative financial impact on tourists
and reduce the number of tourists coming to Dali. Such a thing happened when Lijiang in Yunnan and
Fenghuang in Hunan, which are two famous ancient towns, tried to levy protection fees from tourists,
causing great controversy among tourists. Moreover, the large number of tourists might lead to a high
cost of the collection of ELRPF from them.

Collecting PES from tourists may reduce conflicts. In fact, if ELRPF is directly charged to tourists
instead of operators, then the supply and demand relationship between users and providers of
ecosystem services will be clarified. For example, if the resource protection fee (ecosystem service) is
superimposed on the room rate price (accommodation service), the levy scheme may be relatively easy
to implement. With this approach, the perceived benefits, hedonic price, value of ecosystem services
to tourists are more direct and logical. The causal relationship between ecoservice acquisition and
economic expenditure would be clear, and fee levy would be relatively easy to achieve. Moreover, the
payment of PES by tourists is a subjective response based on experience and aesthetics, and there is no
problem of operating costs and risks.

(2) Payment for ecosystem services is difficult for the broker of ecosystem services voluntarily.
Other types of PES, related to the use of water resources is directly utilized and tourism in national
parks, the relation of between ecosystem services and economic income are clear. The utilization of
water resources of a basin, protection is in the upper, uses is in the lower, the relationship is clear and
direct [1,85]. In some national parks, the numbers of franchise tourism bunnies operations, there are
management measures such as access control systems. Under such conditions, there are only a few
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buyers and providers of ecosystem services, and PES can be resolved through negotiations and other
market methods.

Compared with other PES systems, there are not two kinds of stakeholders in the ELRPF, but
three stakeholders. Famers are the provider, and tourists are the buyers, and operators are the brokers
of ecosystem services at Erhai Lake. For brokers their goal is to maximize profits, they will try their
best to achieve the lowest cost and the most spread. It is very difficult for them to voluntarily pay PES,
and the PES policy is also achieved hardly through a market approach.

At Erhai Lake the number of small-scale inns is numerous, the amount of providers, buyers,
and brokers of ecosystem services is also huge, and they are intertwined there. There is a possibility
that some operators might take “free rides.” During construction and operation periods, some inns’
construction waste and sewage has been discharged secretly into the lake. For the use of landscape
resources in open land, and with a huge number of stakeholders, a PES system is not simple, and PES
must be enforced by the government.

7. Conclusions

In this study, we seized the opportunity that the government was designing the ELRPF. We carried
out research on operators aimed at obtaining information for improving WTP of small tourism
operators for a PES. Clearing characteristics of the brokers of ecosystem services is a new role of
PES systems.

The operators are dependent on natural resources resulting in certain economic and lifestyle
benefits so they should be responsible for PES and Erhai Lake sustainability. However, perceived
benefits of operators do not have a significant influence on their WTP for ELRPF. When tourists and
local residents get more perceived benefits, they have strong willingness toward PES. Their willingness
is affected by their personal emotion, and this is a rational self-interested action. However, operators
are small and micro-business owners and face the pressures of survival and development, hence they
have few emotional factors toward PES. Their WTP on PES is by perceived benefits received, and this
is a rational self-interested action [86]. They are the broker of ecosystem services, whereas PES with no
broker between the buyers and the sellers tend to be more successful [87]. Compared with large and
medium-sized enterprises, operators do not benefit from advantages afforded by multi-person teams
and the range of capabilities they would offer. It is an individual decision that they are unwilling
toward PES.

The characteristics of operators’ WTP based on PES can also reflect the complexity of the tourism
micro-enterprises. A large number of studies have shown that interest and lifestyle are important
motives for inn operators to start businesses [88–90]. Through the process of operating inns, the
unwillingness to make PES expenditures reflects the fact that operators gradually give up the primacy
of maintaining their life-enhancing interests and return to the state of more rational, economics-based
decision making [91–93]. During the operation process, operators treated the PES expenditures
cautiously, reflecting that they gradually left the state of maintaining the vitality of life and gradually
returned to the state of the rational economic person. Moreover, operators lack relevant knowledge
and skills of national environmental policies, industry characteristics, business operations, etc., and
become the main obstacles that further affect the understanding of PES.

This study is a specific case of PES based on WTP, and we hope that other brokers of ecosystem
services can be studied further with respect to influencing factors that might be similar or different,
thus forming a new research paradigm. Different SEM could be conducted on operators as part of a
comparative study to explore further the relationships between perceived benefit, institutional trust,
compensation cognition, and attitudes. With this, more scientific and reasonable conclusions could
be obtained.
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