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Abstract: The Chinese government encourages villagers to withdraw from rural homesteads and
puts these homesteads into the land market to revitalize rural homestead resources and make up for
the lack of new construction land. Unfortunately, the implementation of the withdrawal from rural
homesteads (WRH) policy remains slow. To realize the effective promotion of WRH policy, exploring
the impact of policy cognition (PC) on villagers’ WRH intentions has become the key to solving
the above problems. Thus, field survey data on 280 villagers in 13 administrative villages in the
Yangling Demonstration district of Shaanxi province were collected through a face-to-face household
survey. In addition, combined with the extended theory of planned behavior (TPB), this study used
the structural equation model (SEM) to empirically analyze the influence of PC on the intentions of
villagers’ WRH. Our empirical results indicated that benefit cognition and difficulty cognition were
the focus of the villagers and had positive and negative effects on the intention of WRH, respectively.
Government behavior also played a positive role in villagers’ WRH intentions. Villagers would
consider compensation standards, pay closer attention to improving the living environment and
employment opportunities, and express individual intentions. We believe policymakers should
systematically consider the various impacts of WRH policy on villagers and build the villagers’
participation system of WRH and cross-regional transaction system for WRH indicators. This paper
further enriches the conceptual framework of PC, which may help us better understand villagers’
responses to relevant policy reforms.

Keywords: withdrawal from rural homesteads; policy cognition; villagers’ intentions; Yangling

1. Introduction

Since reform and opening up, China has experienced rapid industrialization and
urbanization [1,2]. According to statistics, the urbanization rate of China’s permanent
residents has increased from 17.92% to 64.72% over the past 40 years [3]. Certain studies
argue that China has transformed from an agricultural society into an industrial society [4,5].
However, rapid urbanization also has resulted in many social and economic problems,
especially in rural areas [6]. One such problem is homestead use after the massive out-
migration of the rural population [7]. Although the rural population is shrinking, the total
area of homesteads continues to grow [4]. According to statistics, the rural population
decreased from 790 million to 560 million between 1978 and 2018 [8]. In contrast, the total
area of homesteads has increased by 14 million hectares from 1995 to 2014 [9]. Up to 2018,
the vacancy rate of rural homesteads in China was at least 20% [10]. Idle and inefficient use
of homesteads not only is a huge waste of rural land resources [11,12] but also aggravates
the pressure of cultivated land protection [13]. Given such a background, how to effectively
use rural homesteads is an unprecedented challenge for China.

To realize the scientific and rational use of rural homesteads, China’s central govern-
ment launched a pilot reform of the homestead system in 15 counties in 2015, encouraging
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villagers’ withdrawal from rural homesteads (WRH) [8]. However, due to the sensitivity of
the reform of the homestead system, a gap still exists between the expected policy goals and
actual results. In practice, it also encounters a series of difficulties, such as the government’s
high enthusiasm versus the villagers’ low intention, the lack of overall arrangements, and
the existence of market risks in reuse [14]. Thus, in 2019, China’s central government issued
“Opinions of establishing and improving the institutional mechanism and policy system
for urban-rural integrated development”1. This policy allows the village collective to take
back vacant homesteads with compensation based on villagers’ voluntarism and puts these
into the land market as collective profit-making construction land [8]. Even in this case,
there are still many obstacles to villagers’ WRH. Thus, how to effectively promote WRH is
a focus of academic circles.

At present, scholars are mainly focusing on, first, the intention of villagers’ WRH and
its influencing factors. Some studies believe that factors such as post-relocation support [15],
standard of living [2], area of homesteads [16], the village committees [7], and the rural
social security system [17] significantly affect intention of villagers’ WRH. Second is WRH
risk. Scholars have found that after moving into apartments, villagers have to face many
risks, such as insecurity of livelihood and unsuitable lifestyle after transition [15]. Not
only that but some scholars analyzed the impact of villagers’ risk expectations according
to the principle of utility maximization [18]. Although existing studies provide sufficient
evidence for this study, the following shortcomings remain: (1) existing research fails to
systematically understand the underlying influencing factors of villagers’ WRH intentions.
Specifically, the actual WRH executors, the expected economic benefits, and potential risks
and difficulties affect villagers’ intention to participate in WRH [19]. These policy cognitions
(PCs) determine villagers’ preferences and further guide their intentions and behavior [20].
Consequently, it is necessary to systematically explore the intention of villagers’ WRH
from the perspective of PC. (2) Most studies focus on changes in some aspects of villagers
(e.g., economic benefits, livelihood risks) before or after participation in WRH policy [2]. To
a large extent, these studies provide evidence for our understanding of villagers’ reluctance
to participate in WRH. However, few studies have systematically examined the impact of
participating in WRH policy on all aspects of villagers. Undoubtedly, this is not conducive
to providing useful evidence for policy adjustment.

Relevant studies point out that PC is the premise for villagers to respond to policies [21,22].
PC refers to people’s understanding, judgment, and evaluation of policy content, spirit,
process, and result [20]. Specifically, PC is a psychological process whereby factors such
as the perceiver, the perceived, and the situation interact [21]. In the process of policy
implementation, PC may lead to policy target deviation, which adversely affects villagers’
policy response [23]. At present, in the field of WRH, many studies have focused on
villagers’ understanding of policies [24], satisfaction with policies [25], and the evaluation
of policy effects [26]. Unfortunately, these studies have ignored the impact of different
components of PC on WRH. In addition, PC is also widely used to explain the incentives
of villagers’ production and consumption behavior. For example, Wang et al. [20] found
that PC significantly impacted villagers’ investment in manure recycling facilities, of which
membership in agricultural cooperatives and land leases were two important mediating
mechanisms. Wang et al. [27] pointed out that compared with the impact of the steep tariff
on energy conservation, PC has a more significant effect on changing the typical behavior
of electricity consumption that is beneficial to sustainable energy consumption. It can be
seen that exploring the influence of PC on WRH can be conducive to promote the steady
advancement of WRH policy.

The purpose of this paper was to explore the key factors affecting the intention of vil-
lagers’ WRH from the perspective of policy cognition. Based on this, under the framework
of the extended theory of planned behavior (TPB), this paper proposes hypotheses that PC
affects WRH. Taking 280 villagers as the research example in the Yangling Demonstration
district of Shaanxi Province, one of the 12 pilot areas in Shaanxi Province, this paper used
the structural equation model (SEM) to empirically analyze the influence of PC on the inten-
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tion of villagers’ WRH. Our results provide scientific reference and policy suggestions for
promoting the reform of rural construction land and rational use of rural construction land.
In addition, China’s land system reform experience can also have important implications
for other countries, especially developing countries.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 proposes the theoretical
framework and research hypotheses that PC affects WRH. Section 3 introduces data and
methods. Section 4 presents the empirical results and analysis. Section 5 describes the
discussion. Section 6 is the conclusions and implications.

2. Theoretical Framework and Research Hypotheses

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) argues that people are rational individuals whose
behavior is controlled by behavioral intentions [28]. Specifically, behavioral attitude and
subjective norms determine the individual’s behavioral intentions [29]. Ajzen [30] further
proposed the theory of planned behavior (TPB) based on TRA, which includes behavioral
attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavior control. At present, TPB has become a
classic theory in social psychology to explain and predict the intentions and behavior of an
individual [31,32]. Some studies have applied TPB to the fields of the consumption intention
of green hotels [33], agricultural production [34], and villagers’ nutrient management
plan [32]. However, some scholars have pointed out imperfections in TPB that to be adjusted
and optimized according to different scenarios [30,35]. For this reason, many studies
have incorporated other variables that impact behavioral intentions into the TPB [36].
For instance, moral norms [37], environmental concern [38], risk expectation [31], and
citizenization perceptions [24] were introduced into the TPB to improve its explanatory
power. According to transaction cost theory, it is challenging to organize and manage
during the WRH implementation process. In contrast, the government has the advantage
of organizing collective action and can effectively overcome conflicts and frictions when
social and private interests are inconsistent. In short, relying on government behavior (GB)
or action can reduce transaction costs and difficulties. Therefore, this paper constructed an
extended TPB by introducing GB as an exogenous variable into the theoretical framework.

Combined with the above-mentioned extended TPB and the related literature [20,27],
this paper defined villagers’ PC as a subjective psychological tendency based on villagers’
individual cognition of the policy content, the difficulty of implementing the policy, and
the expected benefits of the policy. This paper further divided PC into benefit cognition
(BC), environment cognition (EC), and difficulty cognition (DC). Of these, BC depends on
the expected benefits of villagers participating in WRH and reflect behavioral attitudes
to a certain extent [39]; EC derives from the influence of important referents on villagers’
intention and decision making and is perceived as social pressure or support [30]; DC
represent the perceived ease of performing a behavior [36]. In contrast, as an important
exogenous variable, GB does not belong to PC but is still an important variable that affects
villagers’ intentions. Based on this, the hypotheses that PC and GB affect the intention of
villagers’ WRH were as follows:

BC refers to villagers’ evaluation based on expected benefits if they participate in
WRH policy. Yet, it is notable that the rural homestead is not only the basis for villagers to
meet their housing needs but also an important living material and emotional attachment
for villagers [8]. Generally speaking, the cost of urban living is higher than in rural areas.
Then, suppose the difference in living costs does not affect the villagers’ quality of life.
At the same time, the appreciation of the homestead improves the economic benefits of
the villagers. The villagers would be more willing to participate in WRH policy [7]. At
the same time, if villagers realize that they can effectively reduce employment pressure,
reduce employment costs, and produce positive social effects (e.g., alleviate urban land
shortage) after settling in cities, they may have more optimistic BC and be more willing to
participate in WRH. Not only that, but if WRH makes the village layout more reasonable
and the ecological environment improved, villagers’ intentions to participate in WRH may
be stronger because the village is their homeland. In aggregate, whether it is economic,
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social, or ecological benefits, if villagers positively perceive the BC of WRH, they may have
the intention to participate in WRH. Therefore, this paper proposes hypothesis 1 (H1), as
shown in Figure 1.
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Hypothesis 1 (H1). BC positively impacts the intention of villagers’ WRH.

EC refers to the social pressure perceived by an individual when deciding whether to per-
form a particular behavior [30]. EC reflects the influence of important referents on individual
behavioral decisions, including imperative and exemplary influences [40]. Imperative influ-
ences are reflected in the village committee’s guidance, supervision, and restraint of villagers’
behavior. As the manager of rural public affairs, the village committees have the functions of
information intermediary and social governance and usually have higher social prestige. To
this end, the participation of village committees improves policy transparency and protects
the interests of those house-losing villagers, thereby increasing the intention of villagers to
participate in WRH [7]. The exemplary norms mainly come from the demonstration effect
of their relatives, friends, and others important to them [39]. Specifically, when these people
actively participate in WRH, whether individual action or self-organization, it forms a strong
demonstration and driving effect. In this case, villagers are also more willing to participate in
WRH. Therefore, this paper proposes hypothesis 2 (H2).

Hypothesis 2 (H2). EC positively impacts the intention of villagers’ WRH.

DC is another important aspect of policy perception that is often neglected. Theo-
retically, for the villagers who participated in WRH, difficult cognition includes not only
a judgment of the difficulty but also unpredictable future risks [20]. If there are minor
difficulties and a stable external environment, the villagers are more willing to participate in
WRH policy [2]. Given this, DC in this study mainly includes perceived difficulty and cost
belief. Perceived difficulty refers to villagers’ judgment on the difficulty of implementing
WRH, while cost belief refers to the acceptable level of time and money spent participating
in WRH. In addition, in terms of WRH, the perceived difficulty includes not only the
difficulty of implementation but also the difficulty of obtaining policy information [15].
Hence, this paper selected three aspects, difficulty in obtaining policy information, cost
belief, and implementation difficulty, to measure DC of villagers’ WRH, and put forward
hypothesis 3 (H3).

Hypothesis 3 (H3). DC has a negative impact on the intention of villagers’ WRH.
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GB belongs to external factors in the theory of interpersonal behavior [28]. GB usually
interacts with social and economic systems to achieve effective social governance [7,41,42].
Theoretically, GB changes the policy formation and operation mode, such as public participa-
tion, thus affecting the expression of villagers’ intention and the realization of interests. For
example, Kanu et al. [43] pointed out that public participation can promote environmental
governance projects to generate more social benefits, less environmental costs, and greater
economic and financial benefits. Policy publicity reduces frictional costs and improves policy
implementation efficiency [44]. To this end, this paper introduced GB into the framework of
villagers’ intentions, including three aspects: compensation standards, policy publicity, and
villagers’ participation in policy formulation. Based on this, hypothesis 4 (H4) is proposed.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). GB positively impacts the intention of villagers’ WRH.

According to the TPB, there is a correlation between BC, EC, DC, and GB [28]. This is
because PC belongs to villagers’ perceptual cognition. At the same time, to achieve policy
effects, the government can also formulate relevant policies based on the expected villagers’
responses. Thus, this paper further proposes hypothesis 5 (H5).

Hypothesis 5 (H5). BC, EC, DC, and GB interact.

3. Material and Methods
3.1. Study Area and Data Collection

Yangling Demonstration district (one of the National Agriculture High-tech Industrial
Demonstration districts in China) covers an area of 135 km2 (latitudes 34◦14′ N~34◦20′ N,
longitudes 107◦59′ E~108◦08′ E), as shown in Figure 2. As of 2019, the urbanization rate
of the Yangling Demonstration district reached 66.07%. Most villagers have become urban
residents, resulting in many abandoned homesteads. In this case, the abandoned homestead
not only causes serious inefficient use of land resources but also intensifies the pressure of
cultivated land protection in the Yangling Demonstration district.

In 2020, the Shaanxi Provincial Department of Agriculture and Rural Affairs took the
Yangling Demonstration district as one of the 12 pilot areas for revitalizing homesteads2.
Yangling Demonstration district selected 13 villages including Cuidonggou Village as pilot
villages. In recent years, these villages have undergone rapid urbanization, with large
numbers of people moving to towns and cities. Homesteads in these villages are often
underutilized or even abandoned. Thus, this study selected these 13 pilot villages as the
field survey area.

To test the research hypotheses of this paper, data were collected from a face-to-face
household survey that was carried out by a combination of stratified sampling and random
sampling in July 2021. The interviewees were mainly household heads or family members
engaged in agricultural production. The specific distribution of the questionnaire survey is
shown in Table 1. A total of 319 questionnaires were distributed in this farmer survey, of
which 280 were valid, with a valid questionnaire rate of 87.77%.
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Table 1. Questionnaire distribution and quantity.

Questionnaire Distribution and Quantity Number of Questionnaires

Rougu town

Cuidonggou Village 9
Cuixigou Village 13
Lingwan Village 19

Jiangyuan Village 48
Tianxi Village 5

Dazhai town

Duzhai Village 24
xiaozhai Village 35

Zhaidong Village 4
Zhaixi Village 18

Wuquan town

Guan Village 35
Jiangjiazhai Village 40

MajiadiVillage 7
Wangshang Village 23

3.2. Variable Selection and Measurement

According to the previous theoretical analysis (mentioned in Section 2), PC affects the
intention of villagers’ WRH through BC, EC, and DC. To verify the theoretical hypothe-
ses, we needed observation variables to measure these latent variables. According to the
relevant literature [7,8], we chose “Acceptable differences of living cost” (BC1), “Living
environment improvement” (BC2), “Employment convenience” (BC3), and “Homestead ap-
preciation” (BC4) to measure the BC as shown in Table 2. For EC, “The village committee’s
encouragement” (EC1), “The local government’s encouragement” (EC2), and “Demonstra-
tion by friends and relatives” (EC3) were selected as the observation variables [7,39]. To
accurately measure villagers’ DC, we selected “Difficulty of information acquisition” (DC1),
“Cost of time and money” (DC2), and “Difficulty of policy implementation” (DC3) as the
observation variables of DC. Additionally, GB, as an exogenous latent variable, also affects
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the intention of villagers’ WRH. Thus, this paper used “Compensation standard” (GB1),
“Villagers’ participation in policy formulation” (GB2), and “The degree of policy publicity”
(GB3) to represent the observation variables of GB. Specifically, the 5-dimensional Likert
scale was used to assess the observation variable [39] (e.g., “Would you agree to participate
in WRH policy if the compensation standard was high?”, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree
to 5 = strongly agree). The results of variable selection and their descriptive statistics are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Variable meaning and reliability and validity statistics.

Latent Variable Observation Variable Mean
Value

Standard
Deviation

BC Acceptable differences of living cost (BC1) 2.818 1.060
Living environment improvement (BC2) 2.668 1.245
Employment convenience (BC3) 2.725 1.164
Homestead appreciation (BC4) 2.711 1.241

EC The village committee’s encouragement (EC1) 2.589 1.287
The local government’s encouragement (EC2) 2.646 1.191
Demonstration by friends and relatives (EC3) 2.711 1.200

DC Difficulty of information acquisition (DC1) 2.496 1.002
Cost of time and money (DC2) 2.911 1.069
Difficulty of policy implementation (DC3) 2.918 1.093

GB Compensation standard (GB1) 2.764 1.201
Villagers’ participation in policy formulation (GB2) 2.671 1.215
The degree of policy publicity (GB3) 2.771 1.116

Intentions of WRH If there are relevant policies, you will withdraw from the rural homestead? 2.496 0.950

3.3. The Structural Equation Model

The structural equation model (SEM) is an extended model of the multiple linear
regression model, which belongs to the category of advanced multivariate statistics [45].
Because the SEM integrates the two statistical methods of factor analysis and path analysis,
the model’s relationship between latent variables, observed variables, and error variables
can be tested simultaneously [46]. Not only that, one advantage of SEM is that a latent
variable can be not only a dependent variable in one set of relationships but also an
independent variable in another set of relationships [47]. To this end, SEM has become
the dominant method for solving complex relationships. Specifically, the SEM contains a
measurement model and structural model. The measurement model reflects the relationship
between latent and observation variables, while the structural model reflects the structural
relationship between latent variables.

The structural model is:
η = βη + Γξ + ζ (1)

The measurement model is:
X = ΛXξ + σ (2)

Y = ΛYη + ε (3)

Equation (1) is the structural model. η is the endogenous latent variable; ξ do-
nates the exogenous latent variable; β and Γ are the coefficient matrices between the
endogenous latent variable and the exogenous latent variable. ζ is the measurement error.
Equations (2) and (3) are measurement models. X is the measurable variable of the exoge-
nous latent variable. Y is the measurable variable of the endogenous latent variable. ΛX is
the correlation coefficient matrix between the exogenous latent variable and its measurable
variable. ΛY is the correlation coefficient matrix between the endogenous latent variable
and its measurable variable. σ and ε are the residual matrices of the measurement model.
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4. Results and Analysis
4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 3 provides descriptive statistics on the basic characteristics of villagers. Among
the respondents, the proportion of men and women was relatively balanced, accounting
for 52.1% and 47.9%, respectively. The villagers were relatively older, of which 46.1% were
over 60. Conversely, the education level of the villagers was generally low, with 85.6% of
the villagers only having junior high school and below junior high school education. In
addition, the agricultural income of 66.8% of the villagers accounted for less than 13% of
the total household income.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the sampled villagers (n = 280).

Variable Classification Rule Frequency Frequency %

Villagers’ personal
characteristics

Sex Men 146 52.1
Women 134 47.9

Age <45 43 15.4
46~50 29 10.4
51~55 29 10.4
56~60 50 17.9
61~65 35 12.5

>65 94 33.6
Education degree Elementary school and below 131 46.7

Junior high school 109 38.9
High school 38 13.6

University and above 2 0.7

Villagers’ household
characters

Proportion of household
agricultural income

0~0.13 187 66.8
0.13~0.26 10 3.6
0.26~0.39 12 4.3

>0.39 71 25.4

Table 4 provides descriptive statistics of the homesteads. It can be seen that 82.5% of
the villagers owned only one homestead, which shows that “one-household-one-house”
is still the common situation for homestead use in the Yangling Demonstration district.
Nonetheless, the homestead area was generally large, and the proportion of homesteads
over 200 square meters was more than 41.4%, which seriously exceeds the standards for the
use of homesteads in Shaanxi Province3. From the ways of homestead acquisition, 76.4%
of the homestead came from the village collective, and the phenomenon of villagers’ free
circulation of homestead was still limited. Additionally, although 19.3% of the villagers
owned urban commercial housing outside the village, only 7.9% of villagers had withdrawn
from part of their homesteads. To this end, orderly guiding villagers’ WRH has become an
important part of land resource management.

4.2. Results of Reliability and Validity Testing
4.2.1. Reliability Test

Reliability refers to the consistency and stability of measurement values. Generally,
internal consistency is used to test the reliability of the variables. The reliability test
was measured by Cronbach’s α coefficient and composite reliability (CR). If the value of
Cronbach’s α and CR are both greater than 0.7, it indicates high reliability [48]. This paper
used SPSS 23.0 software to test the reliability of the four latent variables. Table 2 shows that
the Cronbach’s α and CR of the four latent variables were all greater than 0.7, indicating that
the corresponding measurement indicators of each latent variable had good consistency
and high internal reliability, i.e., the related variables in this study had good stability and
consistency for villagers’ PC.
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics of homesteads (n = 280).

Variable Classification Rule Frequency Frequency %

Number of homesteads owned by
household 1 231 82.5

2 39 13.9
3 8 2.9
≥4 2 0.7

Total area of homesteads <50 m2 4 1.4
50–100 m2 50 17.9

100–150 m2 37 13.2
150–200 m2 73 26.1

>200 m2 116 41.4

Number of vacant homestead 0 263 93.9
1 15 5.4
2 1 0.4
≥3 1 0.4

The source of homesteads Apply to the village collective 214 76.4
Inherit from relatives 56 20.0

Buy from villagers in the same village 1 0.4
Exchange with fellow villagers 2 0.7

Other channels 7 2.5

Does your household have the
situation of the WRH?

Yes 22 7.9
No 258 92.1

Did you buy a house outside the
village?

Yes 54 19.3
No 226 80.7

4.2.2. Validity Test

Validity refers to whether an indicator system can accurately measure investigation
content, usually including construct, convergent, and discriminant validity. This study
used the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) method and Bartlett’s test of sphericity in SPSS 23.0
software to test the construct validity. Table 5 shows that the KMO value was 0.953, and
the significance level was 0.000, indicating that the construct validity test was passed.
Convergent validity was tested by average variance extracted (AVE). The AVE value
represents the percentage that the variance of the latent variable explains the variance of
the corresponding observed variable. It is generally believed that the AVE value should be
at least greater than 0.5 [49].

Moreover, the discriminant validity compares the square root of the AVE value with
the absolute value of the correlation coefficient of other latent variables to judge whether
the two latent variables can be distinguished independently. Table 6 indicates that the
AVE value of each latent variable was greater than the critical value of 0.5. The values on
the diagonal in Table 7 are the square root of AVE for each latent variable, which were
all greater than the correlation coefficients with other latent variables, indicating that the
measurement model had relatively good discriminant validity. In aggregate, the household
survey data in this paper had good reliability and validity.

Table 5. The result of validity testing.

KMO
Bartlett’s Sphericity Test

Chi-Square Last Read Degrees of Freedom Significance

0.953 3714.823 91 0.000
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Table 6. Results of reliability test.

Latent Variable Observation Variable Factor Loading Cronbach’s α CR AVE

BC BC1 0.64 0.896 0.905 0.709
BC2 0.92
BC3 0.88
BC4 0.91

EC EC1 0.86 0.890 0.889 0.728
EC1 0.87
EC3 0.83

DC DC1 0.79 0.828 0.825 0.612
DC2 0.81
DC3 0.75

GB GB1 0.88 0.895 0.897 0.745
GB2 0.88
GB3 0.79

Table 7. The result of discriminative validity testing.

BC EC DC GB

BC 0.842
EC 0.961 0.853
DC 0.780 0.842 0.782
GB 0.752 0.716 0.749 0.863

4.3. Result of Goodness-of-Fit Testing

According to the research hypotheses in Section 2, we constructed the initial hypothesis
model and used Amos 26.0 to test its fit degree. Table 8 shows the goodness-of-fit results
and the suggested value for each fit index. It can be seen that both the absolute fit indices
and the relative fit indices met the recommended criteria [15]. This indicates that the survey
data set verified the theoretical hypotheses proposed in this paper, and the results of our
study were robust.

Table 8. Test result of overall fit of structural equation model.

Fit Index Evaluation
Number

Evaluation
Criterion Evaluation Index Statistics Adaptation

Judgement

Absolute fit indices
d/f <3.00 2.792 Yes
GFI >0.90 0.910 Yes

RMSEA <0.10 0.080 Yes

Relative fit indices

CFI >0.90 0.967 Yes
TLI >0.90 0.956 Yes
NFI >0.90 0.950 Yes
RFI >0.90 0.933 Yes

Note: d/f means chi-square freedom ratio; GFI is goodness-of-fit index; RMSEA represents root mean square
error of approximation; CIF means comparative fit index; TLI denotes Tucker—Lewis index; NFI is normed fit
index; RFI means relative fit index.

4.4. Results of Structural Equation Model Regression

Figure 3 shows the standardized road map and model estimation results that the PC
affected the intentions of villagers’ WRH.
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First, the standardized path coefficient of BC was 0.46, which passed the 1% level test.
This indicates that BC had a significant positive effect on the intention of villagers’ WRH,
supporting H1. In terms of factor loading, BC2 had the greatest contribution to BC, followed
by BC4, BC3, and BC1. This result is consistent with the study of Yan et al. [50], which also
suggested that improving the living environment of BC has become the dominant factor for
villagers to participate in WRH policy. The reason for this is the great improvement of urban
infrastructure in education, medical care, and transportation with the rapid development
of China’s economy. For villagers, employment opportunities and living costs is no longer
the major focus to decide to give up their homesteads.

Second, the standardized path coefficient of EC was 0.25. However, it was not signifi-
cant at the 1% significance level. This implies that EC did not affect intention of villagers’
WRH, thereby rejecting H2. This is inconsistent with many studies [7] that reported that
important referents (e.g., the demonstration effect from people who are important to the
villagers) played an important role in the formation of the villagers’ behavioral attitude.
The possible reason is that WRH means that more villagers may permanently abandon
their rural identity or even leave the countryside permanently, which is not conducive to
the revitalization and development of the countryside. Thus, some studies pointed out that
the village committee has no enthusiasm for promoting WRH [15]. Nonetheless, among
the observed variables of the EC, the factor loadings of EC2, EC1, and EC3 decreased in
turn. This indicated that compared with demonstration influence, imperative influence had
more influence on villagers’ behavioral attitudes. Ironically, we found that most villagers
remained skeptical about the village committee in the field survey. The reason may be that
the villagers still prefer institutional trust due to individual rational choices and traditional
values [51].

Third, DC had a negative impact on the intention of villagers’ WRH at the 1% sig-
nificance level, supporting H3. For villagers, participating in WRH involves not only
expected benefits but also various unknown problems or difficulties. What is more, diffi-
culties usually increase potential risks, resulting in a stronger psychological aversion of
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the villagers [8]. Specifically, DC2 was the most important factor for villagers to judge the
difficulty of the policy, and its factor loading reached 0.81, followed by DC1 and DC3. It
could be seen that the cost of time and money seriously affected the behavior intention of
villagers’ WRH.

Fourth, the standardized path coefficient of GB was 0.12, which passed the 1% signifi-
cance level test, and this result supported H4. It could be seen that in addition to villagers’
PC, GB was also a key factor affecting the behavior intention of villagers’ WRH. Among the
observed variables of GB, the factor loading of GB1 and GB2 was the largest, reaching 0.88.
Generally speaking, the compensation standard was the focus of the villagers, which was
confirmed in relevant studies [52]. Unexpectedly, GB2 could even achieve the same effect
as raising compensation standards. This confirms Tang et al.’s [7] finding that improving
the degree of democracy can increase villagers’ intention to participate in WRH policy. To
this end, the government should not only focus on the economic interests of the villagers
but also carry out institutional innovation to improve the degree of villagers’ participation
in policy formulation. After all, the system is the premise of safeguarding the interests
of the villagers. In contrast, the factor loading of GB3 was only 0.79. This indicated that
although policy publicity can increase the intentions of villagers’ WRH, its effect cannot be
exaggerated, especially in the social stage where network information is very developed.

Additionally, we further analyzed the interaction between PC and GB. The results
showed that the six interaction relationships passed the 1% level of significance test, and
the standardized path coefficients were all at least 0.75. This result supported H5, implying
a relatively strong interaction between the four latent variables. This is in line with the
TPB [30]. Notably, GB was significantly correlated with EC, BC, and DC, which indicates
that GB does play an important role in changing villagers’ PC.

5. Discussion

As members of collective economic organizations, villagers enjoy the right to use rural
land free to build houses. For this reason, owning homestead has become the basic right of
villagers as members of collective economic organizations. For villagers, the homestead
has the attributes of social welfare [53]. However, many rural people have migrated
to cities and become urban residents. Since villagers are not engaged in agricultural
production activities in the village and no longer need the homestead to meet their housing
needs, the homestead has lost its original welfare function [54]. This is also proved by
the growing number of “hollow” villages [2]. Thus, implementing WRH policy has a
realistic basis and is an important way to achieve the optimal allocation of land resources.
Unfortunately, institutional factors hinder the possibility of villagers withdrawing from
their homesteads. For example, the Land Administration Law, issued and revised in 2019,
stipulates that buyers must be members of the same collective [19]. Furthermore, the
withdrawn homestead should also be used for a homestead use first, which has impeded
the development of the homestead market. Thus, the promulgation of the “Opinions of
establishing and improving the institutional mechanism and policy system for urban-rural
integrated development” provides an institutional basis for the market-oriented use of
withdrawn homesteads [55].

However, the government and villagers are the two main stakeholders. The govern-
ment pays more attention to the public interests of the society and hopes to achieve multiple
goals such as promoting rural development and protecting cultivated land through the im-
plementation of WRH policy. Specifically, developing secondary and tertiary industries is
an important method for rural revitalization, but it often requires construction land. At the
same time, the central government requires that sufficient farmland should be guaranteed
for food production to ensure food security. In this case, the government has a stronger
incentive to promote WRH policy.

In contrast, the homestead has rich meanings for villagers, including identity, food
rations, lifestyle, and social security. To this end, we analyzed the intention of the villagers
to participate in the WRH policy from the cognition perspective. Our results showed that
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compared with EC and DC, BC was still a key factor in determining villagers’ intention to
participate in WRH. This is consistent with the conclusions of the most relevant studies.
Regardless of the purpose, such as resisting risks [56] or maximizing returns [53], the lower
expected benefit did not incentivize villagers to abandon their homesteads, especially
when the homestead may have the potential to appreciate in value. This also explains the
phenomenon that the villagers have low intention to withdraw from rural homesteads
since China implemented the pilot in 2015.

Notably, EC did not significantly affect villagers’ intention to quit homesteads. This
is inconsistent with most studies [7]. Although our results found that villagers simply
do not trust local cadres, theoretically, environmental factors, especially social networks
such as relatives and friends, often affect villagers’ intentions. During our field visit
to sample villages, most villagers realized that WRH policy might benefit villagers and
village development more. However, WRH also means a loss of bonds between relatives,
neighbors, and friends [8]. Thus, most villagers showed lost emotions when relatives and
friends participated in WRH and they were unwilling to accept this reality.

Due to the complexity of WRH, the influence of EC on villagers’ behavioral intention
is multi-faceted and does not just play a demonstration role. Additionally, although the
higher-level governments usually require the village committee to promote WRH policy
actively, the village committee’s encouragement may not positively affect WRH. This is
because WRH may not necessarily promote local development and increase the income of
the village collective when the market demand for construction land is insufficient. For this
reason, promoting WRH policy nationwide may be inappropriate. On the contrary, it may
create a huge financial burden.

Interestingly, in the past, we paid more attention to compensation standards and
ignored villagers’ participation in policy formulation in GB. However, compensation
standards and villagers’ participation in policy formulation had the same contribution
to GB. This means that institutional innovation may achieve the same incentive effect as
economic compensation, which is promising for improving system reform.

Additionally, there was a significant correlation between the latent variables of PC.
The possible reason is that these variables belong to the perceptual cognition of individual
villagers and are affected by various factors such as sex, age, and education level. Not
only that but there was a strong correlation between GB and PC. This is because when
the government enhances its publicity efforts, it may also require village collectives to
participate in WRH policy actively; when formulating compensation standards, it may also
consider whether villagers easily obtain employment opportunities. Policymakers should
consider the mutual influence between villagers’ PC and GB. Only when the different
measures of the policy are effectively coordinated and connected can the policy effect be
effectively brought into play, and the goal can be achieved.

6. Conclusions and Policy Implications

With the rapid advancement of urbanization and industrialization in China, a large
number of rural homesteads in China have been idled and abandoned. Promoting the
villagers’ WRH has become a key way to crack the inefficient use of homesteads. However,
the key factors restricting villagers’ WRH are still unclear, resulting in slow implementation
of the WRH policy. According to the extended TPB, we advanced theoretical hypothe-
ses that PC affects intention of villagers’ WRH. Then, based on the field survey data in
13 administrative villages in the Yangling Demonstration district of Shaanxi province, we
used the SEM to verify those hypotheses. The relevant conclusions are as follows:

1. This paper paid attention to the complexity of WRH and defined PC as BC, EC, and
DC according to the extended TPB. Although the effect of EC on villagers’ WRH
was not significant, our model was also strongly supported. In aggregate, the logical
relationship of “cognition-intention” was validated in our study. This not only proves
the explanatory power of the extended TPB but also enriches the theoretical and
empirical research on PC.



Land 2022, 11, 1356 14 of 17

2. BC, DC, and GB were the key factors affecting the intention of villagers’ WRH. Among
them, BC was mainly reflected in the appreciation of homestead and the improvement
of the living environment; DC was mainly reflected in the time and money cost of
WRH; GB was mainly determined by compensation standards and participation in
the formulation of WRH policy.

Other meaningful findings included the following. Firstly, since the social welfare
attributes of homesteads are gradually weakening, the system design that only members of
the collective economy can use homesteads is outdated and unnecessary and even hinders
the effective use of homesteads. Secondly, although the villagers do not pay any cost
for obtaining the homestead, the villagers are full of expectations for the appreciation
of the homestead. The core problem is that the boundaries of villagers’ interests are not
accurately defined. Finally, villagers’ participation in policy formulation occupied the
same important position as compensation standard, which indicates the awakening of
individual consciousness. This is significant for promoting system reform and improving
public management performance in China.

From a policy perspective, we believe institutional reform is still needed to facilitate
WRH. Firstly, the institutional barriers to urban–rural transfer should be removed to
reduce the cost of integrating into the city for villagers and solve worries about the future of
villagers participating in WRH. Particularly, the social security system needs to be improved.
Secondly, the system construction of the villagers’ participation in the formulation of WRH
policy also should be further improved. This is conducive to increase the intention of
villagers’ WRH and reduce the risk of policy deviation. Thirdly, WRH policies should
clarify the income rights of different subjects so as to prevent villagers from withdrawing
their homestead to obtain greater appreciation benefits. Last but not least, although WRH
policy can save a lot of land resources, relying solely on the government to promote this
policy is bound to create a huge financial burden. To this end, exploring cross-regional
transactions of WRH indicators, such as between developed and less developed regions,
may enable multiple stakeholders to achieve different goals. For example, developed areas
can solve the problem of insufficient supply of construction land indicators, while less
developed areas can supplement fiscal revenue and improve the level of public services.

This study still has two main limitations: (1) it only confirmed the effects of BC,
EC, and DC on the intention of villagers’ WRH. However, the three latent variables of
PC were all affected by factors such as individual characteristics of villagers and family
characteristics. Therefore, the mechanism that PC affects behavioral intention still needs
further research. (2) Although behavior is largely determined by intention, behavioral
intention cannot fully represent villagers’ WRH behavior. To this end, it is necessary to
gain a deeper understanding of the impact of PC on villagers’ WRH behavior.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, R.S., L.H. and X.H.; methodology, R.S., L.H. and X.H.;
software, R.S. and L.H.; validation, R.S. and X.H.; formal analysis, R.S., L.H. and B.J.; resources, R.S.;
data curation, Y.J. and W.Z.; writing—original draft preparation, R.S. and L.H.; writing—review and
editing, R.S., L.H. and X.H.; visualization, R.S., X.W.; supervision, X.W. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This work was funded by National Natural Science Foundation of China (grant no.
72104202), Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China Humanities and Social Sci-
ences Youth Foundation (grant no. 18YJCZH049), China Postdoctoral Science Foundation (grant no.
2018M633596), Natural Science Basic Research Program of Shaanxi Province (grant no. 2018JQ7005),
Chinese Universities Scientific Fund (grant no. 2452020093), the Innovation Capacity Support Pro-
gram of Shaanxi (grant no. 2022KRM158), and the Shaanxi Province College Students Innovation and
Entrepreneurship Training Program (grant no. S202110712722).

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.



Land 2022, 11, 1356 15 of 17

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the
study. Written informed consent was obtained from the participant(s) to publish this paper.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Abbreviations

PC Policy Cognition
WRH Withdrawal from Rural Homesteads
SEM Structural Equation Model
BC Benefit Cognition
EC Environment Cognition
DC Difficulty Cognition
GB Government Behavior

Notes
1 http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-05/05/content_5388880.htm (accessed on 20 May 2020).
2 http://www.moa.gov.cn/xw/qg/202005/t20200506_6342972.htm (accessed on 20 May 2020).
3 The total homestead area for households with 1-2 persons shall not exceed 95 square meters; the total homestead area for

households with 3 or more persons shall not exceed 125 square meters.
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