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Abstract

:

The mental fatigue of rural homestay operators is of great significance to their performance as well as the sustainability of the rural tourism industry. Mental fatigue is a state of mind caused by consistently demanding cognitive activities. The mental health of rural homestay operators has been severely hit during the COVID-19, and they are in urgent need of finding a path to recovery. Based on value co-creation theory, this paper explores how rural homestay operators’ mental fatigue affects their performance under the moderating effects of government support and tourists’ participation. We conducted a questionnaire survey in the 19 rural tourist destinations of Nanjing, China, and collected a total of 201 questionnaires from the homestay operators. The results reveal that the operators’ mental fatigue has a negative effect on the performance of rural homestays. What’s more, tourists’ participation could moderate the relationship between operators’ mental fatigue and their performance. Although the moderating effects of government support are not significant, they can influence operators’ performance directly and indirectly. Through the value co-creation of operators, tourists, and government with the aim of improving the performance value of the rural homestay co-creation process, the operators’ mental fatigue could be alleviated and their performance restored. These findings can help us explore the recovery mechanism of rural homestays and promote the sustainable development of rural tourism in the post-COVID-19 period.
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1. Introduction


Rural revitalization is China’s basic state policy, and rural homestays play a significant role in the revitalization of rural industries [1]. Rural homestays are defined as the transformation of idle rural farmhouses or factories into part of the tourist economy, providing tourists with accommodation, catering, and rural experiences [2]. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has created a serious crisis for rural homestays [3]. In particular, it has inflicted psychological damage on rural homestay operators, causing them to experience irritability, burnout, depression and other mental pressures. Damage to mental health is not conducive to sustainable development in the rural homestay industry. Therefore, it is important to explore the mental health problems of operators and how to recover the industry.



According to relevant research, mental fatigue is becoming a growing problem in our modern society, and it has a substantial impact on people’s performance and behavior [4]. Mental fatigue is defined as a mental state caused by persistently demanding cognitive activities and is characterized by fatigue and a lack of energy [5]. During the pandemic, individuals’ psychological distress deepened because of long-term exposure to negative news about COVID-19 [6]. Compared to urban areas, fatigue is worse in most rural areas [7]. Field research found that rural homestay operators suffered from varying degrees of psychological fatigue and rejected pandemic-related information, which led to negligent behavior due to burnout. Mental fatigue induces homestay operators to negatively perceive and construct events, relationships, and environments in work situations. This can occur through a consumption lens, reducing their motivation and negatively affecting business performance [8]. Therefore, when rural homestay operators face resource loss, they experience a high level of fatigue [9]. To counter the stress caused by mental fatigue, operators conserve resources by adjusting their business strategies, thereby affecting the performance of rural homestays.



Value co-creation theory proposes that enterprises gain a competitive advantage by co-creating value [10]. When value co-creation is extended to the tourism industry, some thoughts emphasized by service-dominant logic are very consistent with the characteristics of the tourism experience [11]. For example, “value is co-created by multiple participants”. Rural tourism is considered an ideal environment for value co-creation [12]. In the case of China’s rural tourism, tourists, and the government are vital subjects of value co-creation, and they play important roles in operators’ psychological state and business behavior. The government is heavily involved in business development [13] and provides an overall regulatory framework for tourism business operations by shaping its economic environment [14]. Government support can influence the resilience and sustainability of small businesses [15]. Moreover, the input of tourists’ willingness, knowledge, and experience allows homestays to provide differentiated products and services based on their individual needs. Through this, they can improve product quality, service efficiency, and customer satisfaction [16,17].



The mental health of rural homestay operators is a critical factor in promoting the recovery of the tourism industry following COVID-19. Moreover, government support and tourist participation are important for the value co-creation of rural homestays. However, several studies on rural tourism have promoted performance recovery using macroeconomic indicators, and few have focused on the combined effects of rural homestay operators, the government, and tourists. Based on the theory of value co-creation, this study analyzes the influencing mechanism of the performance recovery of rural homestays. Moreover, it also explores how tourists and the government adjust the performance level of rural homestays through various participation methods. Nanjing is famous in China’s rural homestay industry. Currently, there are more than 300 rural homestays in Nanjing City, and 227 are supervised by the Nanjing Smart Homestays Service platform. After COVID-19, more than 60% of rural homestays in Nanjing were adversely affected, thus weakening their performance; therefore, there is an urgent need to seek an effective recovery path. As a result, Nanjing of Jiangsu Province was considered as a case site in this study; we analyzed the problem of how the operators, tourists, and the government affect the performance and development of rural homestays. The purpose of this study is to explore the recovery path of the Chinese rural homestay industry. We try to provide practical inspiration for the development of rural homestays during the post-COVID-19 period, narrowing the gap between rural tourism and urban tourism.




2. Literature Review


2.1. The Value Co-Creation Theory


Value co-creation theory, based on service-dominant logic, considers the service ecosystem as a typical example. This theory highlights that value is defined by beneficiaries based on phenomenology, and that value is co-created by multiple stakeholders. Among them, service is the primary exchange content, while product only serves as the distribution mechanism for service exchange [11]. The concept of value co-creation applies to the experience environment, and tourism is considered an ideal environment for value co-creation [12]. Research on value co-creation has been continuously enriched and developed, and the theory has been increasingly applied to multi-subject value co-creation activities. It is believed that value comes from the joint participation of different subjects, such as enterprises, customers, governments, suppliers, and other partners [11]. What’s more, it is the integration of resources post interaction among members of the value network [18]. Value co-creation theory is widely used in the study of enterprise performance. Carlson found that customer participation in value co-creation can be transformed into brand relationship performance results, thus contributing to brand building [19]. Through empirical research, Piotr Zaborek found that co-creation leads to positive operational and financial outcomes for service providers and manufacturers [20].



In the tourism industry, tourism experiences are not only created by tourism enterprises, but also co-created by multiple economic participants. Based on the theory of value co-creation, we believe that rural homestay operators, tourists, and the government are important subjects in rural homestay performance value co-creation. During and after the pandemic, destination managers, practitioners, and residents needed to work together to improve the consumer experience and restore the economies of tourist destinations [21]. Amongst relevant scholars’ research, Jacqueline Doyle believes that co-creation and tourist participation in tourism are inseparable. Furthermore, the process of customer participation requires interaction and participation, which can promote co-creation by increasing attention, participation, and memory [22]. From the business operators’ perspective, value co-creation helps design more personalized, authentic, and memorable purposes and experiences [23]. Government departments understand the general trend of tourism development at the macro level and promote tourism development by formulating policies and implementing management strategies [24].




2.2. Mental Fatigue


Mental fatigue is defined as a state of mind caused by consistently demanding cognitive activities [5]. This state is progressive and cumulative, with subjective and objective manifestations, including increased resistance to further effort, mood changes, and feelings of “tiredness” and “lack of energy”. Mental fatigue is known to negatively impact cognitive performance [25]. Poor mental health reduces organizational effectiveness and has broader social implications owing to decreased physical health [26].



Under the influence of COVID-19, the psychological distress caused by this complex and multifaceted interference rapidly eroded people’s mental health and well-being, owing to long-term overexposure to negative information about the disease [6]. Therefore, based on psychological fatigue, the concept of “pandemic fatigue” was proposed. Pandemic fatigue is a continuous and changing psychological state, and it did not disappear immediately at the end of the pandemic. Yue proposed that the direct or indirect impact of the ongoing pandemic caused great pressure and led to adverse mental health outcomes [27]. Cuadrado presents that negative information about the pandemic can have a negative impact on people’s mental health. He developed and validated a reliable pandemic fatigue instrument to explore the pandemic fatigue experienced by individuals and societies [28]. The economic burden of the pandemic has caused people to become tired of it and ignore its threat [29]. In addition, compared to urban areas, most rural areas have a higher degree of pandemic fatigue [7], which has a profound impact on rural hostel operators in all aspects of the body and mind. While the discussion of mental fatigue was widespread before COVID-19, it has taken on a new dimension since the pandemic [6]. Therefore, based on the actual post-pandemic situation of rural homestay operators, this study proposes that operators’ psychological fatigue is the result of exposure to media and individuals that discuss the pandemic. Operators are tired and display negative attitudes towards COVID-19; hence, they are eager to completely disconnect from the reality of the pandemic to restore the performance of their rural homestays.




2.3. The Performance of Rural Homestays


Corporate performance is generally measured by stock market valuation or objective measurement indicators; however, these evaluation indicators do not apply to small tourism enterprises such as rural homestays [30]. For rural homestays, it is difficult to select performance indicators that explain their overall situation. This approach is also prone to bias [31]. Therefore, scholars have measured the performance of rural homestays by creating a performance system from the perspective of homestay operations and evaluating their environment, service quality, and family facilities [32]. Some studies have measured the abilities of rural homestays from the perspective of individual organizations or social factors [33]. Based on previous studies, this study defines the performance of rural homestay as, under certain resources, conditions and environments, the measurement and feedback of the degree and efficiency of operators to achieve their business objectives. Among these, the most intuitive indicators are operating income, tourist occupancy rate, and their comparison with industry competitors.



In the study of fatigue and performance, scholars generally agree that fatigue negatively impacts employee and firm performance. Stress and the various health problems associated with fatigue caused by physical overwork tend to affect employee performance [34]. Mental fatigue generated in a multitasking environment not only negatively affects primary task performance, but also affects recovery from task interruptions [35]. In their study of the effect of fatigue on nurses’ performance, Kalyan et al. found that as both mental and physical fatigue decreased, performance also decreased [36]. Khan found that social media fatigue negatively affects job performance [37]. In summary, fatigue can affect performance in various industries and occupations. Under the effects of mental fatigue, rural homestay operators and employees are demotivated, and emotional labor leads to burnout and reduced job satisfaction [38], which, in turn, affects the performance of rural homestays.



Therefore, the following hypothesis is formulated:



Hypothesis 1 (H1). 

The operators’ mental fatigue affects the performance of rural homestays.






2.4. Government Support


When facing major public crises, the tourism industry cannot develop without the participation of stakeholders [39]. Among them, government departments, as an important force for the value co-creation of rural homestays, grasp the overall trend in the development of homestays at the macro level and provide policy and economic support for the recovery of tourism. After COVID-19, several small and medium-sized enterprises sought government action to help them recover their business [40]. These enterprises are highly dependent on tourism. Moreover, policies promulgated by the government can affect the duration of economic recovery more than tourists and residents can.



In the study on the relationship between government and enterprise performance, scholars generally believe that government policy subsidies to enterprises are important and can have a positive impact on enterprise production [41]. Chaminade investigated the Thai government’s support for businesses in innovation policies [42]. In the rural homestay industry, government policies are an important determinant of increased rural homestays. Policies provide a good institutional environment for the homestay industry and practical insights into the sustainable development of homestays [43]. Governments also play an important role in the recovery of these sectors. Fiscal policy stimuli can be used to mitigate the adverse impact of a pandemic [44]. Dvorak analyzed the economic support measures taken by local governments in Lithuania to help residents and businesses amid COVID-19 [45]; Brzyska and Szamrej-Baran have studied the impact of COVID-19 on the European Union’s Sustainable Development Goals [46]. The above analysis indicates that government support can provide corresponding policy, financial, and environmental resources for homestays. This can help mobilize business owners, customers, and employees to participate in the value creation system, thus moderating the impact of mental fatigue on the performance of rural homestays.



Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:



Hypothesis (H2). 

Government support moderates the relationship between operators’ mental fatigue and rural homestay performance.






2.5. Tourists’ Participation


Customer value co-creation has received considerable attention in the tourism and hotel accommodation industries [47]. Tourists, as indispensable subjects in the value co-creation system, form a core part of tourism activities. Tourists invest their knowledge, skills, and experience in the system [10] and realize value co-creation with the host through participation in or implementation of civic behavior. Thus, it promotes the high-quality development of rural homestays. Tourists’ value co-creation can bring unique and different tourism experiences benefiting both tourists and service providers [47]. Visitors interact with staff, operators, and corporate guests before, during, and after their homestays. They transfer their own resources, such as knowledge and skills, to the homestays [48]. This enables service providers to further optimize and innovate their services, and to seek and maintain competitive advantages and performance.



Researchers have studied the influence of customer participation on firm performance. Previous studies have revealed that customer participation can help enterprises obtain relevant information such as customer demand [49], and customer value co-creation can improve enterprise brand performance [50]. However, Thomas believes that the influence of customer participation ability on the performance of small and medium-sized enterprises is different in financial and non-financial aspects. A higher level of customer participation can optimize the financial performance of enterprises [51]. Through questionnaire analysis, Jiao found that customer participation would have a positive impact on employees’ performance, thereby improving enterprise performance [52]. For tourism enterprises, resilience is crucial for facilitating accurate forecasting after the COVID-19 pandemic [53]. Moreover, studies have indicated that social interactions can alleviate travel fatigue caused by COVID-19 [54]. Therefore, tourists participating in the value co-creation of rural homestays can optimize the performance of homestay operators. Furthermore, it alleviates the psychological fatigue of hosts to adjust the influence of psychological fatigue on the performance of homestays.



As a result, the following hypothesis is proposed:



Hypothesis (H3). 

Tourist participation moderates the relationship between operators’ mental fatigue and performance in rural homestays.





We then developed a conceptual model to explain how mental fatigue affects the performance of rural homestays (see Figure 1).





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Research Design


This study employed the partial least squares structural equation model of SmartPLS 3.0 software (PLS-SEM) as a multivariate analysis technique to explore the moderating effects of government support and tourist participation on homestay performance. SPSS 26.0 was used for data entry and the frequency distribution of demographic profiles.




3.2. Sample


Influenced by China’s unique social culture and geographical environment, Chinese villages exhibit distinctive features and charm tourists from around the world. For instance, during the 2023 Mid-Autumn Festival, 24.3% of the tourists in Nanjing’s rural homestays were from outside the province and abroad. Unlike some Western countries, the development of rural homestays in China is readily affected by policies. Therefore, taking China as a case can enable better exploration of the roles of the three main bodies of government, tourists and operators, which aligns with the focus of this study. The development of rural homestays in China builds on the successful examples of foreign countries. In the post-COVID-19 period, China is the largest developing country, and the recovery of rural homestays in China holds important reference value for other developing nations.



According to data from the Nanjing Culture and Tourism Bureau, the number of tourists visiting Nanjing in the first quarter of 2023 ranked first in the province, and the annual tourism key performance indicator was completed in three months. During the May Day holiday of 2023, Nanjing became a popular tourist city in China. Nanjing is a tourist resort with rich and independent cultural resources. Homestay construction reflects the distribution characteristics of tourist attractions and natural resources. Simultaneously, the main body of Nanjing homestays is also very distinct, including humanistic feelings, ecological nature, and retro literature. After the end of the pandemic, Nanjing witnessed a strong recovery of rural homestays, with the number of rural homestays available during the May Day holiday increasing by more than 9.2 times year-on-year. Therefore, we selected rural homestays in Nanjing as the research subject to explore this industry’s performance recovery after the pandemic.



According to statistics, by May 2022, there were more than 300 rural homestays in Nanjing, 227 of which were supervised by the Nanjing Smart Homestay Service Platform. According to this information, we conducted research from 1 March to 27 March 2023, with the help of a team of four graduate students from the School of Economics and Management. The survey focused on 19 rural homestay villages located in the mid-south area of Nanjing, as shown in Figure 2 and Table 1. We used convenience sampling to interview rural homestay operators face to face, and finally collected 205 questionnaires. The process was not smooth. During the survey, the epidemic in China had not completely ended, and many rural homestays were temporarily closed for investigation. At the same time, some rural hostel operators had serious psychological anxiety, which made the process of investigation and interview difficult. Nonetheless, we managed to complete the survey successfully.



After removing invalid questionnaires, 201 valid questionnaires were obtained, with an effective response rate of 98.05%. We conducted an analysis to determine the representativeness of the 201 questionnaires. Firstly, during the sampling process, the case locations we selected were representative of the operational conditions of typical rural homestays in Nanjing in the post-COVID-19 period. Secondly, the characteristics of the farmers we surveyed were consistent with the basic characteristics of homestay operators reported by the statistics bureau. For example, these rural homestays are the use of local idle tourism resources, and the villagers participate in the reception of tourists. Therefore, despite having only 201 samples, they are highly representative. Thirdly, we employed SmartPLS, a data analysis software with a minimum sample requirement of 60. The 201 samples in this study meet the minimum requirements for software operation. Furthermore, the data analysis results demonstrate that the samples passed reliability and validity tests.




3.3. Variable Selection and Measurement


The questionnaire comprised two main parts. The first section examined the respondents’ demographic characteristics. The second section contained the measurement scale consisting of four modules: mental fatigue, government support, tourist participation, and the performance of homestays (see Appendix A for the questionnaire).



The measurement items were based on previous studies. Based on a specific theoretical background, items were selected according to their specific performance. “Mental fatigue” incorporates the influence of “pandemic fatigue”; therefore, the scale developed by Cuadrado et al. was used as the basis for this assessment [28]. In this study, the concept of epidemic fatigue was incorporated into mental fatigue for research. Therefore, based on Cuadrado’s research results, the scale of “mental fatigue” was developed in this study, including 4 questions. “Government support” was primarily based on the research scale developed by Chaminade et al. Chaminade measures the Thai government’s innovation policies [42]. This study draws on some of his questions to compile the scale of “government support”, including 3 questions. “Tourist participation” was measured using Jiao’s scale [52]. As it is challenging to obtain the objective performance of homestays, it becomes difficult to select performance indicators to illustrate their overall situation; thus, discriminant bias is prone to occur [31]. Therefore, this study used Niehm and Frazier’s scale as a reference [55,56]. The scale of “Performance of rural homestay” was compiled using subjective indicators to measure performance, including 3 questions. As for the scale of the above researchers, this study modified the characteristics of rural homestays in China in the post-COVID-19 period and finally obtained a scale consisting of 13 items. The questionnaire was designed using a 5-point Likert scale, in which respondents were asked to rate items on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Further details are presented in Table 2.




3.4. Sample Summary


According to the SPSS description and statistical analysis results, there were slightly more female rural homestay operators than male operators in Nanjing, most of whom were between 25 and 44 years old. This group is generally considered to face greater psychological pressure [26], and suffered significantly from mental fatigue during the pandemic. While operators with junior college education accounted for the majority (40.3%) of the sample, most rural homestays were established within 10 years, accounting for 93.6%. These rural homestays are dominated by small and micro enterprises, which solve the problem of an idle rural labor force. However, small and micro enterprises are highly vulnerable to external shocks; therefore, several rural homestays struggled during the pandemic and urgently needed to be revived. Owing to the impact of COVID-19, the occupancy rate of rural homestays in 2022 was generally low (Table 3).





4. Results


4.1. Reliability and Validity Test


SmartPLS 3.0 was used in a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to check the variables’ validity, reliability, and discriminant validity. Reliability indicates whether the scale results are credible, and validity includes aggregation and discriminant validity. Aggregation validity indicates the degree of correlation between a variable and its corresponding variables. Discriminant validity was used to test whether the degree of correlation between a variable and its corresponding variable was greater than that between the variable and the other variables. Table 3 presents the results of the relevant indicators used to measure the model’s reliability and aggregate validity. Scale reliability was measured using the variable’s Cronbach’s alpha value (α value) and composite reliability (CR). Table 3 indicates that all the α values are greater than 0.6, and CR values greater than 0.7, proving that the model has good reliability. Polymerization validity was tested using each variable’s mean Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The AVE values for all variables were greater than 0.5, indicating the model’s good aggregation validity (Table 4).




4.2. Verification of Structural Models


The verification of the structural model tested the validity of the model’s assumptions through the path coefficient and significance level. SmartPLS was used to solve for the path coefficient and test the model’s path significance level. The verification results of the structural model are presented in Figure 3 and Table 5.



We assume that the standardized path coefficient of H1—that is, the operators’ mental fatigue, which affects the performance of rural homestays—is −0.231, and its significance level p-value is 0.016 (less than 0.05). This indicates that the mental fatigue of rural homestay operators has a highly significant relationship with the homestay performance. This further indicates that managers’ mental fatigue affects the rural homestay performance. Suppose the path coefficient of H2, that is, the government support adjusted for the influence of mental fatigue on the performance of rural homestays, is 0.034, and the p-value is 0.623 (greater than 0.05). This indicates government support’s inability to alleviate the influence of mental fatigue on performance, and there is no moderating effect. However, the p-value of the significance level of government support’s direct effect on rural homestays is 0.005, which is significant at the 5% level. This value indicates that government support can directly and powerfully affect rural homestay performance without indirect means. Suppose that the path coefficient of the moderating effect of tourist participation in relation to H3 is −0.181, and the p-value is 0.030, which is significant at the 5% level. This indicates that tourist participation’s moderating effect weakens mental fatigue’s negative influence on the performance of rural homestays. The p-value of the direct effect of tourist participation on rural homestay performance is 0.630 (greater than 0.05), indicating the indirect tourist influence on rural homestay performance.





5. Discussion


5.1. Theoretical Implications


First, this study found that the performance of rural homestays was significantly and negatively influenced by operators’ mental fatigue. This finding validates the core idea of resource conservation theory, which states that when individuals face external resource threats, mental fatigue can affect project success [8]. Our results are consistent with previous academic research proving fatigue’s negative impacts on performance [57]. By incorporating the concept of pandemic fatigue into mental fatigue, we found that mental fatigue has a significant impact on the rural homestay industry. It is an important variable for the performance recovery of rural homestays in the post-COVID-19 period. This investigation found that after COVID-19, rural homestay operators’ psychological fatigue was no longer just the fatigue of pursuing high performance and high recognition of their homestays. It also increased the negative emotions brought about by the long-term epidemic, resulting in pain, and negatively impacted emotions, cognition, and behavior. Operators were reluctant to talk to people about the outbreak or accept the frenzied media coverage of the crisis. Therefore, when the rural homestay operators’ mental health is significantly compromised, it inevitably negatively impacts their business performance. Adjusting the operators’ mental fatigue is conducive to the sustainable development of the rural homestay industry and rural tourism culture [58].



Second, we found that government support has no significant moderating effect on the relationship between operators’ mental fatigue and the performance of rural homestays; however, it can directly and effectively affect the performance of rural homestays. This conclusion reveals that the government is an important participant in the rural tourism industry according to the value co-creation theory [24]. This is consistent with the conclusions of previous studies that government support has a direct impact on firm performance [59]. However, based on the situation in China, the government often guides macroeconomic policies and creates a fair market environment for rural homestays by promulgating and implementing relevant support and talent introduction policies. Therefore, the role of government support may not be directly reflected at the micro level in operators’ mental health.



Furthermore, this study found that in the co-creation of tourist value, tourist participation can significantly moderate the negative impact of mental fatigue on the performance of rural homestay operators. This finding supports the conclusions of previous studies, and further validates the importance of tourist participation in rural operators’ mental health and business performance [50]. Tourism is characterized by high-contact services, and tourists play an important role in the co-creation of tourism services. Tourists can improve the performance of rural homestay operators by sharing information about their needs and providing them with ideas for new operations and services. When tourists experience the characteristics and customs of rural homestays, they spend a lot of time communicating with the operators. This interaction not only alleviates the tourism fatigue of tourists, but also effectively reduces the anxiety of operators, thereby decreasing the mental fatigue of operators.




5.2. Practical Implications


First, the mental fatigue of rural homestay operators negatively impacts the performance of rural homestay operations. During the field investigation, we found that most rural homestay operators were majorly troubled by the pandemic and experienced varying degrees of fatigue. They were eager for rural homestays to recover; however, the lingering effects of COVID-19 have made recovery difficult. The conflict between demand and reality leads to mental pain and burnout among rural homestay operators and deepens their mental fatigue. It is not conducive to the sustainable development of rural homestays. Therefore, operators should pay attention not only to the adjustment of their own mental fatigue, but also to the sustainable development of individual mental health. For example, operators can adjust their own emotional state and improve the service level and professional skills of rural homestays, digital innovation, and other perspectives to alleviate mental fatigue for a long time.



Second, our research found that in the context of China, government support has no significant effect on operators’ mental fatigue. However, the government, as a powerful body, can directly and effectively affect rural homestay performance. This finding reveals the role of government support in performance recovery during the post-COVID-19 period. Therefore, from the perspective of the government, on the premise of continuing to use macroeconomic policies to promote performance recovery, more attention can be paid to the mental health of operators. More humanized care measures rather than forced administrative means can be taken to achieve psychological and economic recovery.



Third, tourist participation in the value co-creation of rural homestays can moderate the negative effects of operators’ mental fatigue and play an important role in the recovery of rural homestays. Therefore, from the perspective of tourists, they can exert their subjective initiative through interactions with operators and governments. Based on their own experiences with rural homestays, tourists can propose innovative suggestions for improving rural homestay services and facilities for operators. Tourist participation in the value co-creation of rural homestays is sufficient to care for the mental health of operators. This is conducive to jointly promote the recovery of rural homestay performance in the post-COVID-19 period.





6. Conclusions


Based on the theory of value co-creation, this study conducted interviews and questionnaires with 201 operators of rural homestays in Nanjing of Jiangsu Province, employed a structural equation model to explore the recovery path of rural homestay performance, and analyzed how the government and tourists participate in this performance recovery. Our research results indicate that the mental fatigue of operators has a significant negative impact and hinders the performance recovery of rural homestays in the post-COVID-19 period. This conclusion verifies the validity of hypothesis 1, that is, the operators’ mental fatigue can affect the performance of rural homestays, and we find that the impact is negative. In this process, government support has a direct and effective impact on rural homestay performance recovery. This conclusion verifies that hypothesis 2 is not valid, that is, government support cannot regulate the relationship between operators’ mental fatigue and the performance of rural homestays. Moreover, tourist participation can influence the mental fatigue and performance of rural homestay operators, thereby significantly moderating the relationship between operators’ mental fatigue and rural homestay performance. This conclusion verifies hypothesis 3 and finds that the moderating effect of tourist participation is positive. Therefore, through value co-creation among rural homestay operators, the government, and tourists, the mental fatigue of operators can be effectively alleviated and the business performance of rural homestays be restored. Before this study, there were also foreign scholars who carried out relevant research on rural tourism and rural homestays in China [60,61]. We learned from their research experience and combined it with the actual situation, hoping that the research results can provide a theoretical basis for the recovery of the rural homestay industry and promote the sustainable development of the industry and tourism.



Our study has some limitations that need to be addressed. First, although the samples we collected were representative, as the survey was conducted within a limited time and location, not all rural homestays in Nanjing were included within its scope. Therefore, the next step is to compare different types of rural homestay operators. We will expand the scope of the sample, while tracking the existing sample. Second, the research method is relatively simple. In future, we can consider collecting long-term panel data through interviews, ethnography, and follow-up surveys, for a comparative analysis.
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Appendix A. The Questionnaire of This Article


Part 1



This information is completely confidential.



1. What is your gender? (Please √ check one)



○ Male



○ Female



○ Other



2. How old are you? (Please √ check one)



○ 18–24



○ 25–44



○ 45–64



○ 65 and above



3. What’s your level of education? (Please √ check one)



○ Primary school and below



○ Junior high school



○ Senior high school



○ Junior college



○ Bachelor and above



4. The age of the rural homestay you operate. (Please √ check one)



○ Less than 3 years



○ 3–5 years



○ 6–10 years



○ 11–15 years



○ 16 years and above



5. The total assets of the rural homestay you operate. (Please √ check one)



○ Less than 500,000 ¥



○ 500,000–1,000,000 ¥



○ 1,000,000–2,000,000 ¥



○ Over 2,000,000 ¥



6. The number of staff at the rural homestay you operate. (Please √ check one)



○ Less than 10 people



○ 10–20 people



○ 21–50 people



○ Over 50 people



7. The annual occupancy rate of the rural homestay you operate. (Please √ check one)



○ Less than 50%



○ 50%–60%



○ 61%–70%



○ 71%–80%



○ Over 80%



Part 2



For each of the statements, please indicate the degree to which you think it is true for you by choosing ONE option per statement.



	
1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutrality 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree




	
1. I’m fed up with all the media talking about the pandemic.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
2. I’m not interested when someone discusses the pandemic.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
3. I don’t want to hear more about the outbreak.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
4. I’m too tired of the pandemic and to be as cautious as I was at the beginning.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
5. The government has introduced relevant policies to support homestays.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
6. The government provides corresponding advisory services on rural homestay operations.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
7. The government has created a fair market environment and broken down unnecessary barriers to entry.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
8. Visitors take the time to share information about their needs with us.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
9. Visitors give us comments and suggestions.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
10. Visitors often give us new ideas for businesses or services.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
11. Compared with the previous year, the overall performance of rural homestays was good.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
12. Homestays’ overall performance profile is better compared to its main competitors.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	
13. The overall performance of the rural homestay you operate is better compared to other rural homestays in the industry.

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework of the study. Note: The diagrammatic figure is drawn by the author according to the research content. The yellow ovals represent the independent variable, the green ovals represent the independent variables, and the blue ovals represent the independent variable. 
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Figure 2. Survey map of rural homestay villages. Note: The map is based on the standard map GS (2021) 5447, downloaded from the standard map service website belonging to the National Bureau of Surveying. Mapping and Geoinformation; the base map was not modified. Green indicates the sampling points, the other colors show the terrain of Nanjing. 
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Figure 3. Results of model test. 
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Table 1. Number of homestays in each rural homestay village.
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	Rural Homestay Villages
	The Number of Rural Homestays





	Tangjiajia Hot Spring Village
	20+



	Huashu Village
	4



	Longshang Village
	6



	She village
	7



	Sanguo Village
	24



	Bulao Village
	21



	Huang Long Dan Tea Culture Village
	20+



	Qixian Dafu Village
	2



	Shitang Village
	10+



	Gongtangtou Village
	1



	Longxiang Shuangfan
	10+



	Mountain Dew Village
	10+



	Shishanxia Village
	23



	Stonewall Village
	20



	Dashanxia Village
	20+



	Lu Family Gourmet Village
	10+



	Country Companion Sujia Ideal Village
	10+



	Lijiaying Village
	2



	Gongtangtou Village
	1










 





Table 2. Latent variables and observed variables scale.
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Latent Variables

	
Measurement Questions

	
Source






	
Mental fatigue

	
I’m fed up with all the media talking about the pandemic.

	
Cuadrado (2021) [28]




	
I’m not interested when someone discusses the pandemic.




	
I don’t want to hear more about the outbreak.




	
I’m too tired of the pandemic and to be as cautious as I was at the beginning.




	
Government support

	
The government has introduced relevant policies to support homestays.

	
Chaminade (2012) [42]




	
The government provides corresponding advisory services on rural homestay operations.




	
The government has created a fair market environment and broken down unnecessary barriers to entry.




	
Visitors’ participation

	
Visitors take the time to share information about their needs with us.

	
Jiao, Y.B. (2020) [52]




	
Visitors give us comments and suggestions.




	
Visitors often give us new ideas for businesses or services.




	
Performance of homestays

	
Compared with the previous year, the overall performance of rural homestays was good.

	
Niehm (2002) [55], Frazier (2000) [56]




	
Homestays’ overall performance profile is better compared to its main competitors.




	
The overall performance of the rural homestay you operate is better compared to other rural homestays in the industry.











 





Table 3. Sample characteristics.
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Variable Names

	
Category

	
Ratio






	
Gender

	
Male

	
44.3%




	
Female

	
55.7%




	
Age

	
18–24 years old

	
16.9%




	
25–44 years old

	
53.7%




	
45–64 years old

	
27.9%




	
65+

	
1.5%




	
Literacy

	
Elementary school and below

	
4%




	
Junior high

	
8%




	
High school

	
23.9%




	
Junior college

	
40.3%




	
Undergraduate

	
19.9%




	
Graduate students and above

	
4%




	
Establishment period

	
Under 3 years

	
40.8%




	
3–5 years

	
28.9%




	
6–10 years

	
23.9%




	
11–15 years

	
5.5%




	
15+ years

	
1%




	
Total assets

	
Less than 500,000

	
17.9%




	
500,000 to 1 million

	
24.4%




	
One to two million

	
24.4%




	
More than 2 million

	
33.3%




	
Number of employees

	
Less than 10 people

	
72.6%




	
10–20 people

	
15.4%




	
20–50 people

	
11.9%




	
Annual occupancy

	
Under 50%

	
37.3%




	
51–60%.

	
27.9%




	
61–70%.

	
25.9%




	
71–80%

	
9%











 





Table 4. The relative indices of the model reliability and aggregation validity.

