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Diffusion failure of model village programs: Authority responsibility decoupling
and strategic responses — Evidence from a case study of Village Y in Guangxi, China
WU Bingbing
(School of International and Public Affairs, Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Shanghai 200030, China)

Abstract: As state-led resource mobilization increasingly penetrates rural China, model village programs have emerged as
a key instrument of top-down intervention in local development and governance. However, in practice, their
implementation is often marked by a “bonsai effect”, whereby success remains localized, symbolic, and difficult to scale.
Integrating institutional constraints with actor agency, this study develops an analytical framework of authority-
responsibility decoupling and strategic responses and employs a case study of Village Y in Guangxi Autonomous Region
to explain the diffusion dilemma of model village programs. The study finds that the centralized allocation of power leads
to an upward concentration of control, while the erosion of township governance capacity generates responsibility
overload. Simultaneously, the administrative incorporation of villages weakens village-level agency. These dynamics
jointly produce a structural decoupling of authority and responsibility within vertical governance arrangements
surrounding model village initiatives. In response to these institutional constraints, county governments, township
governments, and village communities adopt differentiated strategies, including competition-making, advantage
reinforcement, and symbolic aggregation. These strategies cumulatively exacerbate inter-village disparities and reinforce
the path dependence of resource concentration in selected “model” villages, thereby hindering broader policy diffusion. To
address these challenges, it is necessary to restore administrative rationality, enhance front-line governance flexibility,
reconfigure responsibility allocation in resource distribution, and ultimately improve the effectiveness of model village
policies.

Keywords: rural revitalization; model village construction;
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