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Abstract

:

Rural tourism in Serbia had its chance to shine with the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic. The aim of this study was to determine to what extent the quality of rural service can contribute to improving rural tourism, and predictions for the continuation of the trend in terms of increasing the number of overnight stays in rural households. The obtained results show a small number of services in the sector could be improved, but that all elements except price value can influence the future development of rural tourism and that the number of overnight stays is expected to continue to grow. The importance and innovativeness of the research is reflected in the specific methodology that was applied, and the results complement those of previous research. It has been shown that villages in Serbia can create a barrier against COVID-19 through tourism.
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1. Introduction


Tourism is the branch of the economy most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, whose effects will be felt for a long time. Many countries have managed to return to normal flows of tourist traffic with the help of state donations, especially countries that recognize tourism as an economic mainstay. Measures that have been relaxed but are unfortunately still in effect in some countries, such as doing business online, keeping a distance, and developing and applying modern technology in all sectors, will definitely help in the recovery. However, the question is whether this will be possible within the framework of the development of tourism activities, and it will be of key importance to observe the measures necessary for the recovery of tourism, but that will not undermine security. Each country will find its own solutions as it re-enters the market and seeks to be ready for other similar unpredictable situations.



In Serbia, all sectors of the economy and all forms of tourism collapsed due to COVID-19, except for rural and mountain tourism. The pandemic threatened the tourism industry all over the world, completely disrupting all types of traffic and border crossings [1]. In the first five months of 2020, the total number of tourist arrivals in Serbia recorded a drop of 52.8% compared to the same period in 2019 [2]. In May 2020, the total number of tourist arrivals decreased by 87.6% compared to May 2019, and for foreign tourists, this decrease was 97.8% [2]. Rural tourism is considered a form of tourism with high potential, due to increased demand for more sustainable travel based on nature, and which can contribute to the resilience of the territory to contingencies such as the pandemic. First of all, there has been an increase in the number of travelers who opt for an active holiday in nature and rural households. Rural tourism in Serbia has had a chance that it did not hope for, because from the beginning of the pandemic, trips outside the country’s borders were banned. Today, the owners of such households point out that the isolation caused by lockdowns was not felt in the villages, and many took the opportunity to develop local tourism, which can now seriously compete with its offering. Many authors believe that the quality of service will be key in attracting tourists, and that over time, all the consequences that countries have suffered, and even the negative image certain destinations developed thanks to the pandemic, will be discussed.



Given that statistical data show that tourist traffic has increased in rural areas in Serbia, and that foreign tourists have influenced the increased tourist traffic, the authors tried to investigate the attitude of foreign tourists to the quality of services they received in rural households. The aim of this study was to determine whether the elements of service quality in rural households, if they are at a satisfactory level, can boost the recovery of rural tourism in Serbia, and what are the predictions of overnight stays in rural households in the coming period. We answered these questions by researching the opinions of foreign tourists about their expectations and evaluation of the services they received at the end of their stay. It was shown that foreign tourists were satisfied with the quality of the offer in rural households, and that each quality factor can boost the recovery of tourism, except for the price expectations of tourists. It is expected that the trend of increased rural tourism will continue to grow.



The innovative and academic contribution of this study is reflected in the fact that, perhaps for the first time in research, it can be said that in Serbia the countryside has contributed more to the recovery of tourism and economy compared to other sectors in the period after the pandemic. Previous research did indicate the future potential of rural tourism, but expectations were low. The pandemic has proven that this type of tourism can play the role of a booster, perhaps not only in tourism, but also in complementary activities. This study creates a more realistic, holistic thinking and a picture of the possibilities that the Serbian countryside can provide in the future. It sheds light on the hidden values of this form of tourism in Serbia. Certainly, the importance of the study is in supplementing the already insufficiently covered existing theory on rural tourism. This study first briefly explores the concept of the overall experience of rural tourism during the pandemic period, then presents similar research in the world and in Serbia, and finally reveals the results of the research study and the implications for the future in the development of marketing management strategies, and possible better market positioning beyond the period of crisis situations.




2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development


2.1. A Theoretical Approach to the Relationship between the Pandemic and the Rural Environment


Tourism is sensitive to all kinds of crises caused by natural disasters: infectious diseases, conflicts, energy losses, economic and political instability, etc. [3,4]. There is a large number of studies that deal with the negative consequences that the pandemic has had on tourism, and destruction of large tourist centers, but few of them have recorded the opposite effect or the importance of the expansion of visits to villages in that period, or saw the rural setting as an advantage to encourage investing in the quality of rural services recovery [5]. The search for solutions to overcome the crisis in the tourism sector is an acute problem and focuses on changing the direction of tourism and its sustainable approach, and also focuses on mutual benefits for non-agricultural activities [6].



In the period of the pandemic, rural and mountainous environments proved to be best suited as an escape from the disease’s catastrophic impact and negative consequences. Apart from travel to those destinations, demand for other types of tourism such as free and independent travel, luxury travel and health or medical tourism were observed [7], including sports tourism and smart tourism [8]. Most studies have shown that destinations in nature, which can be called units of internal tourism, were less affected than urban and coastal ones [9], and that being isolated gave them an advantage over other forms of tourism, because they reduced the risk of infections by offering unpolluted air, low population density, reduced interaction between people, easy social distancing and smaller-scale accommodation [10].



Many studies also debate the importance of rural areas, claiming that a rural area is not necessarily a tourist destination. However, it certainly becomes one when agricultural companies diversify economic activities by investing in rural tourism, and local actors provide active support and co-participation [11], and that rural tourism is characterized by key aspects: safety location, sustainable development, and community-based characteristics and experiences [12]. The reasons that rural areas are perceived as the opposite of urban ones [13] are precisely why they are suitable for health protection: they offer isolation, relaxation, outdoor activities and proximity to nature [14,15,16]. In the period of COVID-19, people’s recreational behavior also changed: they turned to unexplored natural regions, and had more contact with natural elements [17] because urban areas did not offer the best chance for survival during the crisis. The pandemic, in a certain way, led to an economic, social and cultural rural revitalization [18].



The situation that befell the world, followed by security measures and border closures, encouraged many countries to change their strategies in tourism and to turn to the less visited hidden natural areas [19], and this increased demand led to the strengthening of the market position of rural households [20]. However, the sudden shift to rural areas and staying in them for a long period of time led to the disclosure of numerous deficiencies within rural tourism businesses and their provision of services in terms of quality, thus providing new opportunities for the reorganization and future development of villages with the aim of better strategic planning [21]. In many countries, more than 70% of tourism resources are distributed in the countryside [21], which indicates that the tendency towards tourism in rural areas has increased significantly and that destinations that had the possibility of providing quality rural services experienced stronger and more permanent recovery of domestic demand [22]. The trend of going to rural areas has continued even during the waning of the pandemic [22], but the problems that were observed demand a solution, especially in terms of quality [23], and such a new orientation requires investment in infrastructure, marketing and regional cooperation, in order to draw both domestic and foreign tourists to natural, gastronomic and local attractions [24].




2.2. The Quality of Service in Rural Households as a Booster for the Recovery of Tourism


Although the number of tourists in some rural areas has increased, the rural tourism market has not fully recovered and is struggling to grow significantly after the pandemic [25]. Apart from the key strategic steps of recovery such as enhancing the local area’s self-governance ability, boosting rural social networks and skills, promoting innovation of development mechanisms and persistence in cultivating resilience [26], it is necessary to thoroughly investigate the level of service quality and determine strategic measures for its improvement [27].



The recovery of rural tourism in the era after COVID-19 should not mean only a temporary escape during crisis, but should also consolidate achievements in reducing poverty and promote rural revitalization and the return of youth to live and work in the countryside [28]. Furthermore, the controlled accelerated development of rural areas after the pandemic, with a focus on service quality, can contribute to higher incomes for rural households and rural enterprises in all sectors of Europe’s diverse rural economies, as well as to charities and social organizations, as previous crises have also highlighted the resilience and adaptability of rural economies [29].



Countries that saw a higher degree of economic crisis looked positively at investing in the quality of rural service development and generally in services of all forms of tourism, supporting its development [30]. Rural tourism with high-quality service is considered as a positive for the development of the entire tourism industry, and as offering an additional source of income that fits well with the existing sustainable means of living [31]. Furthermore, earlier research has shown that the pandemic had a positive impact on rural households and mountain tourism [32], and that rural tourism, by developing quality service in accordance with consumer demands, can influence the revitalization of rural areas and the entire local economy, especially in crisis conditions [33,34]. After the pandemic, the quality of services in rural areas becomes more and more important [35], because the strength rural tourism will have in stimulating economic development depends on the level of quality achieved [36].



The specificity of rural services is reflected in traditional and rustic accommodation, which is different from that of standard city hotels. It is increasingly difficult to achieve a high level of quality that satisfies modern consumers [37], but investment in quality is certainly of key importance because of the multiple benefits for local society and tourists [38,39]. A different arrangement of space and services, as well as a multifunctional prior village environment with the use of agricultural land and a tendency towards sustainable development, is a characteristic of areas that are far from urban centers and whose quality is very often difficult to determine [40,41,42]. Many rural areas have numerous natural resources needed to attract tourists, but there are other factors at play that serve to satisfy the needs of visitors, and they must attract them exclusively with quality, which is confirmed by numerous studies [43,44,45,46,47].



The evaluation of the current state of rural service quality depends on the fulfillment of visitors’ expectations [48], and the smallest gap between expected and received service [49,50]. This means that quality must be achieved in each of the stages of providing services to tourists [51]. Furthermore, there are studies that claim that more attention should be paid to the material elements of service quality, but in order to improve the overall tourist experience in the future, everything should be consolidated with the intangible elements of service quality [52].



In researching the quality of rural service, the main components are the examination of the difference in the expected and received responses from the visitor, and the task is to make the gap as small as possible [53]. Most studies use the SERVQUAL model [53], which has been adapted to rural service quality in the form of the RURALQUAL model [54]. When analyzing quality attributes, the IPA grid is most often used, where all attributes are divided into two dimensions: performance and importance [55]. The combination of the IPA grid and the gap between the expected and received rural service contributes to a better understanding of the position of the service and to finding key factors for success in providing quality services [56,57].



There are several issues of service quality in the literature. Parasuraman et al. [53] highlight several elements of quality: tangible elements, reliability, response capability, assurance, and empathy, while Babakus and Boller [58] claim that the elements of quality adapt to the type of service and do not have predetermined elements applicable everywhere, adding to that the elements of cost and convenience. Zhou et al. [59] distinguished the following elements of rural service quality: functional elements, satisfaction elements, emotional elements and price value. Additionally, they used the IPA network to investigate the importance-performance relationship between the mentioned quality elements. Functional elements refer to the basic objects and equipment of the household, emotional elements to the relationship of the host to the guests [60]. Elements of satisfaction also play a key role in creating a quality offering in rural households [61]. However, price value is often considered as a special element of quality that greatly influences the attitude and perception of tourists [59].



Agrarian cooperatives can play an active role in the development of quality rural tourism offerings, especially in Serbia [62]. Rural tourism in Serbia has flourished since the pandemic period, and some authors believe that these areas will become the very center of tourism in Serbia [35]. During the pandemic, more than 80% of all tourist movements took place within rural and mountain destinations [3]. In 2019, the authors of this study also conducted a similar survey of the quality of services in rural households on a smaller sample. It was observed that, comparing a repeated survey after the pandemic, the quality of the rural offering did not decline [35]. However, despite these data and the fact that the great importance of rural tourism in Serbia can be seen, there is very little literature and a small number of research studies on the topic and issues of service quality, especially after the pandemic [63]. Based on all of the above, the authors made these initial hypotheses (Figure 1):



H1a: 

Foreign tourists positively evaluated the quality of rural service.





H1b: 

There is a low degree of gap between expected and perceived values of service quality.





H1c: 

All services, considering the increase in attendance, are rated in the quadrant of well-done managerial work and do not require a greater concentration of effort.





H2a: 

The quality factor (functional elements) can play the role of a booster for the future positive prediction of the development of rural tourism in Serbia.





H2b: 

The quality factor (satisfaction elements) can act as a booster for the future positive prediction of the development of rural tourism in Serbia.





H2c: 

The quality factor (emotional elements) can act as a booster for the future positive prediction of the development of rural tourism in Serbia.





H2d: 

The quality factor (price value) can act as a booster for the future positive prediction of the development of rural tourism in Serbia.





H3: 

There is a positive prediction of the continuation of the growing trend of overnight stays in rural households for the next two-year period.







3. Methodology


This study represents field research with the aim of determining the current quality of service in rural households after the pandemic, as assessed by adult foreign visitors. The goal was also to establish whether quality service can be a kind of help and predictor of the future development of rural tourism in Serbia. The research is part of a larger research project related not only to the quality of the complete rural service, but also to the quality of the gastronomic offering in the villages of Serbia, the results of which have not yet been translated into a manuscript. The relevance of research in the field was confirmed by Cohen [64], emphasizing that the analysis of the tourist experience is the best way to obtain a true picture of the destination and the quality of the service, as well as consumer behavior.



3.1. Choice of Methodological Approach and Measurements


For the purposes of achieving the research objective in this study, the authors used a modified RURALQUAL questionnaire model from the authors Choi et al. [37] and Zhou et al. [59], which proved to be the most suitable for researching the quality of services of rural households in Serbia. The RURALQUAL model for measuring the service quality in rural tourism has been developed based on the SERVQUAL model [65], but according to some authors, the SERVQUAL model is suitable for researching large subject areas [37]. Grönroos [66] emphasizes the importance of the technical quality of the service (what the consumer receives) and the functional quality of the service (what the consumer expects). According to Parasuraman et al. [67], service quality is the difference between what the consumer expects and what he or she receives during a stay.



Changes to the questionnaire included adjusting the items due to the specificity of rural tourism in Serbia. In order to investigate the differences between the expected and obtained values of the quality of rural service, a total of 23 questions were used in this study, the reliability of which was shown with a Cronbach alpha value for the entire questionnaire of α =0.818. The values for all questions are given in Table 1. A five-point Likert scale was used to assess the dimensions (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The following measures were evaluated: Q1—the expertise of the owner (α = 0.817), Q2—homestay is close to the scenic spot (α = 0.807), Q3—the homestay room is large (α = 0.809), Q4—the decoration style of the homestay room (α = 0.806), Q5—sanitary conditions of bed and breakfast rooms (α = 0.820), Q6—the bathroom is clean and tidy (α = 0.825), Q7—the comfort of the bed and furniture (α = 0.827), Q8—homestay hot water supply is stable (α = 0.812), Q9—normal use of room air conditioning (α = 0.809), Q10—the Wi-Fi in the room is fast (α = 0.841), Q11—the room has a balcony (α = 0.802), Q12—the room is well-insulated (α = 0.794), Q13—there are experiential activities and spaces for adults and children (various rural village events) (α = 0.797), Q14—the overall decoration style of the homestay (α = 0.798), Q15—normal charges for homestay service (α = 0.798), Q16—the homestay service staff’s attitude, including reservation system (α = 0.795), Q17—the homestay room service is very thoughtful and fast (α = 0.801), Q18—the host provides warm service (α = 0.805), Q19—local food is available (α = 0.805), Q20—the variety of excellent choices (α = 0.797), Q21—the homestay price is economic and practical (α = 0.802), Q22—prices of food are high (α = 0.825), Q23—prices of additional activities and excursions are high (α = 0.830).




3.2. Sample and Data Collection


The research was conducted on a total sample of 644 respondents who visited rural households in the period from June to December 2022. The respondents were foreign tourists and the condition was that they were of legal age. Tourists were given survey questionnaires, which they answered before using the service and after using it. Additional explanatory questions were provided by the researchers. The planned number of the sample was 900; however, the authors estimated that due to the use of volunteers in research, this collected sample was quite sufficient, and the representativeness was confirmed by the G*power test. Taking into account that there was a total of 4 predictors and 1 criterion, the required effect size was set to η2 = 0.15, with a statistical power of 0.95, and it was calculated that a sample size of 111 respondents may be appropriate for this research. Surveys were collected in rural households in Serbia: Vojvodina (162), Belgrade region (98), Southern and Eastern Serbia (58) and Šumadija and Western Serbia (326). The position of Serbia within Europe and the area of research in rural parts of Serbia are given in Figure 2 and Figure 3.



Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the respondents. Out of the total number of respondents, the largest percentage was women over 61 years of age, and in the educational category with a university degree. When looking at the salary structure, most respondents had an average salary of more than EUR 700 per month, and were from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro and Bulgaria.




3.3. Data Analysis


The obtained data were processed in the program software IBM SPSS version 23.00. After determining the arithmetic values and standard deviation, the authors proceeded to determine the ranks for each of the questions, based on the expected and obtained values of the RURALQUAL questionnaire model. Descriptive statistical analysis was used to obtain average scores for each of the questions, which determined their ranks, and exploratory factor analysis (EFA) (justified by KMO and Bartlett’s test: KMO = 0.856, X2 = 4167.07, df = 136, p = 0.00); 23 questions were extracted with a total of 4 factors.



Given the normal distribution of the data, parametric statistical analysis, more precisely the t-test, was used in order to test statistically significant and accurate differences between expected and obtained values with paired samples. For a simple presentation of the quality of rural services, the authors used an IPA grid with four quadrants, where importance is placed on the vertical axis, and performance on the horizontal axis [68]. The IPA grid is a suitable model for managers and tourism development planners, because it gives them an accurate insight into good and bad items and a roadmap of where to direct their efforts [69,70,71,72]. The description of the meaning of the quadrant is as follows: The elements belonging to the first quadrant (Q1) require great concentration. They are important for tourists, but have lower performance ratings than the grand mean [70]. Quality elements that fall into quadrant two (Q2) are on the right path of organized work and are very important for tourists. They have both higher importance and performance scores than the grand mean, suggesting that these aspects are firm strengths. The recommendation is to continue the work [71]. The third quadrant (Q3) includes quality elements that are not highly prioritized, but their ratings are lower than average [70]. The fourth quadrant (Q4) includes elements that are less important, but very good work was done on their quality, and they do not require high efforts in the future [68,73,74]. In order to determine the possibility of a positive prediction of the future development of rural tourism in Serbia, the authors approached the receiver operating characteristic curve (ROC curve) analysis. It is a graphical plot used to show the diagnostic ability of binary classifiers, and is constructed by plotting the true positive rate-sensitivity (TPR) against the false positive rate-specificity (FPR). The farther the curve is from the diagonal (TPR = FPR), the better the performance [75]. Furthermore, by analyzing time series using the ARIMA model (Figure 4), with the help of statistical data, the future trend of rural tourism in the period for the next two years was established. The ARIMA (autoregressive integrated moving average) model is a mathematical and primarily statistical model of time series, the purpose of which is to better understand data and predict it [76]. The Box–Jenkins model is also generally best suited for short-term forecasting of 18 months or less. In this model, the assumption is that the current value of the series depends on the value of the previous members of the series. In the case of time series in which the influence of trends, cyclical or seasonal components is observed, the application of these models implies the previous removal of their influence. To remove the influence of systematic components from the time series, the differentiation operator is used.



The results indicate that all established model fitting parameters were suitable for further drawing graphs and forecasting the overnight trend for the next two years: E = 6442.125, S.E = 1830.390. t = 3.520, p = 0.01.





4. Results and Discussion


4.1. Results of IPA Analysis


The first analysis that was needed to reach the goal of the research was importance–performance analysis. According to the data from Table 2, it can be seen that the value of the gap in all elements was minimal, but in the element Price of performance it was greater than importance. The value of the t-test is given in the same table where significant differences between pairs of performance and importance can be seen. Statistical significance (p-value) was observed for all dimensions except dimensions Q11 (the room has a balcony) and Q21 (the homestay price is economical and practical).



The first hypothesis was confirmed, that the quality was rated quite positively by the tourists, while the second hypothesis was only partially confirmed, considering that the last two questions, in factor F4, received a lower performance than importance. Tourists were much more satisfied with the price values of the service after their stay in rural households than they initially expected.



The results of exploratory factor analysis with promax rotation show that a total of four factors were extracted. The first factor, functional elements, gathered a total of 14 items and explains 29% of the variance of the questionnaire (α = 0.769). The second factor, satisfaction elements, had around three items and explains a total of 8.7% of the variance (α = 0.788), while the third factor, emotional values, also had three items and explains a total of 5.9% of the variance (α = 0.765), and the last factor, price value, contained exactly three questions and explains 5.5% of the variance of the questionnaire (α = 0.840).



Table 3 provides insight into the results of factor gap analysis. A statistically significant difference is observed in all pairs, and the correlation is strongest with the factor F3 in a direction that it is low and positive. For other couples, the correlation is low or insignificant, but positive, in the sense that the more emotional values were expressed, the better respondents perceived the quality of rural service. Factor F4 is negative and insignificant. This would mean that the lower the prices, the more positively respondents evaluated the quality of the rural offer.



The IPA network was used to show the exact quality of all elements according to the modified RURALQUAL questionnaire (Figure 5). The importance scale and the performance scale used for this study have been shown to have high internal consistency and show good reliability as scales. Grand means of the importance and performance scales were used as the cutoff points on the IPA grid. All mean values are compared to the grand mean or central diagonals of the IPA grid. The questions related to the F1 factor—q11f1 (rank 1) the room has a balcony, q12f1 the room is well-insulated (rank 5) and question q2f4 from the group of Factor F4, prices of food are high (rank 6)—belong to the first quadrant Q1. These dimensions were important for visitors, but they had lower performance ratings than the high mean value, and all concentration and focus should be directed to improving these dimensions in the future.



Quadrant Q2 includes the following questions: q1f2 (F2) normal charges for homestay service (rank 2), q6f1 (F1) the bathroom is clean and tidy (rank 3), q10f1 (F1) the Wi-Fi in the room is fast (rank 4), q3f3 (F3) the variety of excellent choices (rank 7), q1f3 (F3) the host provides warm service (rank 8), q3f2 (F2) the homestay room service is very thoughtful and fast (rank 9). These elements were quite well rated and it is recommended to continue in that direction. Quadrant Q3 includes the following questions: q2f3 (F3) local food is available (rank10), q13f1 (F1) there are experiential activities and spaces for adults and children (rank 14), q3f4 (F4) prices of additional activities and excursions are high (rank 17), q1f4 (F4) the homestay price is economical and practical (rank 19). Quadrant Q3 dimensions are low priority, and their scores were lower than average. A lot of investment is needed in these dimensions of quality. The last quadrant Q4 includes: q7f1 (F1) the comfort of the bed and furniture (rank 11), q4f1 (F1) the decoration style of the homestay room (rank12), q14f1 (F1) the overall decoration style of the homestay (rank 13), q2f2 (F2) the homestay service staff’s attitude, including reservation system (rank 15), q2f1 (F1) homestay is close to the scenic spot (rank 16), q5f1 (F1) sanitary conditions of bed and breakfast rooms (rank 18), q3f1 (F1) the homestay room is large (rank 20), q8f1 (F1) homestay hot water supply is stable (rank 21), q9f1 (F1) normal use of room air conditioning (rank 22), q1f1 (F1) the expertise of the owner (rank 23). The elements of this quadrant related to arrangement, comfort, staff and sanitary conditions, which were highly rated, and regardless of their importance, they do not require any large investments.




4.2. Results of Classification of Dimensions and Positive Prediction Based on Cutoff Scores


A statistical technique whose goal is to determine the threshold value of a test that gives the best ratio of specificity and sensitivity is called ROC curve analysis. The ROC curve is a graphic display of sensitivity and specificity for each possible cutoff score (test result) in a coordinate system where the ordinate (y) shows the sensitivity values (true positive rate TPR), and the abscissa (x) shows the specificity values subtracted from 1 (true false rate TFR). This diagonal is usually called the chance diagonal (Figure 6).



Based on the calculation of sensitivity and specificity for each possible threshold score, a series of parallel values is obtained where the values of sensitivity and sphericity can be seen. By comparing these with the diagonal of the random walk (central diagonal) and the curve that coincides with the axes of sensitivity and specificity, we could establish where the sensitivity was high enough, while the specificity was the lowest. The closer a curve is to the diagonal of a random walk, the less discriminative the test becomes, and the classified possibilities differ less from random guessing, while the larger the area covered by the ROC curve, the closer we are to prediction. The areas under each ROC curve are statistically significantly different from that under the reference line, which can be seen on Figure 7.



Based on the results of the area under the curve (AUC) in Table 4, it is observed based on the size of the AUC that the first three factors can positively predict rural development, and that the first factor will have a 59% chance of positively predicting future rural development (CIN = 95%, p = 0.00), while the smallest chance is factor 4, which is also observed from the value of statistical significance that moves outside the limits (p = 0.3).



The hypotheses were confirmed that functional, satisfaction and emotional elements of quality can predict the future development of rural tourism, except for the price value factor, which in this case is a weak predictor. In the obtained set of cutoff scores for all factors, cutoff values were taken into account so that the sensitivity would be as high as possible, and the sphericity would be disturbed as little as possible, but not be equated with the sensitivity in order to achieve as few correct negative rates as possible [76]. When looking at the first factor, the threshold score is at the value of the average score of 3.1 given by the respondents. In this limit score, there are the most accurate positive cases or answers that predict future rural development. For factor 2, there is a similar example; the cutoff is at the value of 3.5, while for factor F3, the value of the average grade is 3.3. In the case of factor F4, the statistical significance of the prediction and relationship with future rural development was not shown. For all factors, the AUC value proved to be good because it exceeded 0.5, which is considered valid for random selection classifiers, and all below are values that have no chance in predicting the score.




4.3. ARIMA Model Results


In this study, the authors used the autoregressive integrated moving average to predict the trend of overnight stays of foreign tourists n the next two years. The first step of the ARIMA model is determining the stationarity of the model and finding the ideal model with the values of p, d, q. The ARIMA model is a good basis that can give us reliable limits (80% and 95% intervals) beyond which the actual value is very likely not to go out. Data on the number of overnight stays and the number of foreign tourists are given in Figure 7.



Growth has been observed since the beginning of recording data on tourist traffic in rural households, especially during the pandemic period when rural destinations became a trend. The model is quite non-stationary, and the goal is to work on a higher degree of stationarity and remove the influence of systematic components from the time series, and therefore the differentiation operator is used. Figure 8 shows autocorrelation and partial autocorrelation of the value of information on the number of overnight stays in rural households, which is very important for further analysis and creation of the ARIMA model.



The values of p, q and d were obtained based on the calculated values of ACF and PACF. It is observed that not all correlations at lag were statistically significant, except for correlation at lag 1, and then they dropped sharply. The model is non-stationary, so we set out to indicate whether the tourist overnight stay was a random phenomenon, and this was proven if the first differentiation gave a stationary series. Figure 9 indicates the first differentiation in order to create a stationary series.



Figure 10 shows autocorrelation function (ACF) and partial autocorrelation function (PACF) plots. ACF and PACF assume stationarity of the first differenced time series. ACF explains how the present value of a given time series is correlated with past values. The PACF is a partial autocorrelation function that accounts for the partial correlation between the series and the lag itself.



The results indicate the absence of partial correlation coefficients above the threshold of statistical significance and the absence of non-stationarity. In this case, the adequate model is AR (1), MA (0), ARIMA (1,1,1), where the parameters are p = 1, d = 1, q = 1. The ACF declines exponentially, while the PACF plot cuts off the lags sharply. The ARIMA model was accessed with the obtained suitability parameters and the verification of the random distribution of the residuals (Table 5). The adequacy and significant fit of the model is confirmed by the data in the table on best-fitting models, considering R-squared, MAPE and normalized BIC (larger R2, smaller MAPE and smaller normalized BIC indicates better fit).



The model explains 93.2% of the variance, while the Ljung–Box value is insignificant, which shows the feasibility of the prediction model. The adequacy of the first difference model is shown in Figure 11, and it can be seen that the diagrams of residuals ACF and PACF show random variations, so that all points below and above the zero value are uneven, so it is concluded that the model is adequate or reliable.



The dynamics of growth in the number of overnight stays in rural households in the future for the period of the next two years is given in Figure 12 and Table 6.



Hypothesis H3 was confirmed, which predicts a positive growth in the overnight stay trend of foreign tourists in the next two years (2023 and 2024).



Based on the presented results, it can be seen that the pandemic had the opposite effect when it comes to rural households. Namely, in the period from 2020 until 2022, there was a noticeable increase in overnight stays, and predictions are that the growth will continue in the next two years.





5. Conclusion with Limitations and Future Implications


The pandemic, which disrupted economic, business and social life, determined new directions of tourist movement and encouraged the development of weaker tourist products, such as those based on nature. Some studies indicate that the increase in tourism in the summer season, by air and sea travel (especially in the form of mega-ship cruises) has been highlighted as one of the main causes of the rapid and global spread of the pandemic [77]. The results showed that environmental risk and awareness of physical and mental health are not significantly related to the intention to travel to ecological and rural destinations [78]. Bad conditions for the tourism sector resulted in the contraction of the tourism economy and created negative economic growth [79]. The epidemic certainly brought enormous consequences for the entire tourism industry, but on the other hand, it made the participants aware of new tourist routes, and changes in the requirements in this way presented tourism opportunities in future unforeseen situations [80]. Farmaki [81] indicates that tourism crises are quickly forgotten due to the improvement of the strategy of management of tourism development after such situations. The pandemic has created an opportunity to direct movements towards ecological areas, with the principle of sustainable development, which also implies a shift to rural tourism [82]. In such situations, movements are directed towards rural tourism, which has an innovative and sustainable approach that preserves local identity and rural development [19,83]. The period of the pandemic has created a preference for inland domestic destinations located away from large urban areas [84]. Rural tourism is becoming a new market after the pandemic and the opposite of mass urban tourism [8]. Yang and Zhu [21] claim in their study that the pandemic highlighted all the shortcomings of villages and households, but also gave opportunities for their improvement, and that the implementation of relief measures in cooperation with the government and industrial associations is of key importance for the revitalization of villages, as well as a much stronger form of promotion. The impact of natural and unnatural crises on all sectors of tourism is very visible [85,86]. During 2020, 78% of people carried out rural or mountain tourism, knowing that these are destinations where they will be protected [87].



In Serbia, tourism by itself as an economic sector has never had priority, even though more than 85% of Serbia’s territory is rural, especially if we are talking about the rural tourism product, which is at the lowest level of development. However, during the pandemic, when movements were only allowed within the state, rural tourism flourished. Statistical data confirm the fact that more than 80% of all movements took place towards mountain and natural tourist resources, including rural tourism. In this case, it can be said that this period has been about the revitalization of tourist destinations that certainly have great potential, but did not have priority importance. The trend continued even after the pandemic. The state encouraged internal movements by awarding vouchers for certain groups of tourists. The increased interest in these destinations influenced rural households to adapt their business to a certain extent to the new conditions, when security must be at a high level and when the demands of a wider range of tourists must be met. Now it is not only the older and poorer category but also younger, more educated visitors who are coming, and there is even an increase in foreign visitors. New business conditions dictate work on the quality of service in rural households, and the modernization of facilities, where some studies point to the danger of commercialization and departure from traditional rustic interiors and services.



Considering the continuation of the current trend towards rural destinations, the authors investigated the existing quality of service in rural households, and tried to establish to what extent quality factors can predict the future growth of tourism in rural settlements in Serbia. The goal was also to predict in some way the future movement of tourist traffic, more precisely, overnight stays. The results presented through the IPA grid indicate that the majority of services in rural households have a satisfactory level of quality, except for some special requests from tourists that need a lot of work in the direction of improvement. The IPA illustrated each hotel attribute in four different quadrants that allowed us to understand strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, the receiver operating characteristic curve analysis established that all quality factors, except price value, can be predictors of future visits to rural households.



One of the limiting circumstances was the general lack of literature and research on rural tourism in Serbia even before the pandemic. Additionally, there is a lack of statistical data on the number of overnight stays in rural households before 2014. Until that year, rural households were not categorized. The lack of such data was a problem due to the difficulty in analyzing predictions based on a small amount of data.. Foreign tourists often refused to cooperate due to their poor knowledge of the English language, so the researchers had to always be in the field to explain the essence of the issue.



5.1. Theoretical Implications


The innovativeness of the study is reflected in the addition of research that is very weak on the territory of Serbia, and in the fact that the research is only part of a large project research related to traditional gastronomy and the traditions of rural settlements in Serbia. The data obtained from this research can be of importance in a theoretical sense, as an informative basis for future research. Innovation is also reflected in the application of a methodology that is not used often for research regarding the quality of rural services in Serbia, and in the future, higher order constructions on the same issue can be added.




5.2. Practical Implications


The importance of this study is also reflected in the application aspect. Considering the growing trend of rural tourism, the data can indicate to managers in which direction to develop strategic plans and plans for the future development of not only rural tourism, but also the entire rural infrastructure and complementary activities. Following the demands of both traditional and modern views, they suggest the best strategy of non-commercialization of villages and sustainable development, but again an increase in the number of visits. Work is needed on the quality of services, especially those that have been shown by the IPA model to be the ones on which all attention should be focused and a lot of work should be done on improvement, which will further promote and improve tourist traffic. Quality of services is an important predictor for this construct in the fight against the pandemic and supporting the development of rural and sustainable tourism [88,89]. For practitioners, we show that an approach adapted only to certain categories of tourists who visited villages before the pandemic will no longer be sufficient for the future. Instead, tourism providers should address broad categories situationally and specifically. In terms of rural travel management in organizations, we see a need for new travel policies that move beyond management. The word ’boosting’ in the development of tourism is rarely applied, but it can refer to the development of the ecological and rural environment in order to protect against pandemics, reducing the gap between the quality of the expected and received service, using the established strategic measures to face all kinds of risks, and work on the identified shortcomings.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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Figure 2. Position of Serbia in Europe. 
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Figure 3. Research area in rural Serbia. 
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Figure 4. ARIMA model: ARIMA (p, d, q) represents an autoregressive moving average model for integrated time series where [68] p is the order of the autoregressive component, d is the level of integration of the time series, q is the order of the component of the moving averages [68]. 
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Figure 5. IPA results. 
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Figure 6. Results of ROC curve analysis. 
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Figure 7. Trend of overnight stays and number of foreign tourists 2014–2022. 
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Figure 8. Correlogram of international overnights ACF I PACF. 
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Figure 9. First difference model. 
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Figure 10. Correlogram of international overnights (first differences) ACF I PACF. 
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Figure 11. Residual ACF and PACF. 
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Figure 12. Estimated values of overnight stays for the period 2023 and 2024. 
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Table 1. Sociodemographic description of the respondents.
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Gender

	
Frequency of Traveling






	
Female

	
40.80%

	
I travel abroad several times a year

	
37.11%




	
I travel abroad once a year

	
21.03%




	
Male

	
59.92%

	
I have traveled abroad several times in my life

	
41.86%




	
Education

	
Earning




	
High school

	
39%

	
Low (≤400 *)

	
1.22%




	
Faculty

	
40.80%

	
Average (400–700 *)

	
34.04%




	
MSc, PhD

	
19.30%

	
High (>700 *)

	
64.74%




	
Age

	
Country of Residence




	
18–35

	
28.09%

	
North Macedonia

	
2.11%

	
Austria

	
7.30%




	
Germany

	
2.01%

	
Romania

	
4.80%




	
36–60

	
33.20%

	
Bosnia and Herzegovina

	
31.20%

	
Montenegro

	
12%




	
Hungary

	
3.90%




	
>61

	
38.71%

	
Croatia

	
11.70%

	
Bulgaria

	
15.18%




	
Slovenia

	
6.70%

	
Australia

	
3.10%








* Euro.
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Table 2. Importance–performance analysis of the primary indicators.
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Indicators

	
Performance (mp*)

	
* Rp

	
Importance (mi*)

	
* Ri

	
Gap

(mi-mp)

	
t-Value

	
* p-Value






	
F1-q1f1

	
3.97

	
17

	
2.00

	
23

	
−1.97

	
25.843

	
0.000




	
F1-q2f1

	
4.33

	
6

	
3.01

	
16

	
−1.32

	
18.018

	
0.000




	
F1-q3f1

	
5.49

	
1

	
2.25

	
20

	
−3.24

	
42.523

	
0.000




	
F1-q4f1

	
4.65

	
4

	
3.22

	
12

	
−1.43

	
15.577

	
0.000




	
F1-q5f1

	
4.99

	
3

	
2.92

	
18

	
−2.07

	
21.010

	
0.000




	
F1-q6f1

	
5.42

	
2

	
3.91

	
3

	
−1.51

	
20.268

	
0.000




	
F1-q7f1

	
4.22

	
10

	
3.32

	
11

	
−0.9

	
8.208

	
0.000




	
F1-q8f1

	
4.14

	
12

	
2.55

	
21

	
−1.59

	
17.411

	
0.000




	
F1-q9f1

	
4.03

	
15

	
2.15

	
22

	
−1.88

	
19.420

	
0.000




	
F1-q10f1

	
4.26

	
8

	
3.75

	
4

	
−0.51

	
4.678

	
0.000




	
F1-q11f1

	
3.96

	
18

	
3.94

	
1

	
−0.02

	
1.206

	
0.837




	
F1-q12f1

	
3.93

	
19

	
3.66

	
5

	
−0.3

	
2.523

	
0.012




	
F1-q13f1

	
3.82

	
20

	
3.13

	
14

	
−0.69

	
6.901

	
0.000




	
F1-q14f1

	
4.19

	
11

	
3.25

	
13

	
−0.94

	
9.059

	
0.000




	
F2-q1f2

	
4.51

	
5

	
3.93

	
2

	
−0.58

	
5.653

	
0.000




	
F2-q2f2

	
4.12

	
13

	
3.09

	
15

	
−1.03

	
9.615

	
0.000




	
F2-q3f2

	
4.03

	
14

	
3.50

	
9

	
−0.53

	
5.154

	
0.000




	
F3-q1f3

	
4.31

	
7

	
3.56

	
8

	
−0.75

	
6.854

	
0.000




	
F3-q2f3

	
3.99

	
16

	
3.40

	
10

	
−0.59

	
6.252

	
0.000




	
F3-q3f3

	
4.23

	
9

	
3.58

	
7

	
−0.65

	
5.951

	
0.000




	
F4-q1f4

	
2.82

	
21

	
2.77

	
19

	
−0.05

	
4.484

	
0.628




	
F4-q2f4

	
2.68

	
23

	
3.62

	
6

	
0.94

	
−9.483

	
0.000




	
F4-q3f4

	
2.75

	
22

	
2.98

	
17

	
0.23

	
−2.049

	
0.041




	
H1a: Foreign tourists positively assessed the quality of rural services ✔




	
H1b: There was a low degree of gap between expected and perceived values of service quality ½ ✔








* f-factor; q-question; mi—arithmetic mean of importance; mp—arithmetic mean of performance; Rp—ranking performance, Ri—ranking importance; p < 0.05.
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Table 3. Comparative factor importance–performance analysis of factors.
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	Factors
	AVE *
	COMP *
	Performance (mp*)
	Importance (mi*)
	Gap

(mi-mp)
	t-Value *
	p-Value *
	r *





	F1-Functional elements
	0.659
	0.964
	4.39
	3.05
	−1.34
	33.227
	0.000
	0.146



	F2-Satisfaction elements
	0.640
	0.842
	4.22
	3.50
	−0.72
	8.871
	0.000
	0.184



	F3-Emotional elements
	0.642
	0.843
	4.18
	3.51
	−0.67
	8.729
	0.000
	0.219



	F4-Price value
	0.685
	0.867
	2.75
	3.12
	0.37
	−5.992
	0.000
	−0.009







* AVE—average variance extracted; COMP—composite reliability; mi—arithmetic mean of importance; mp—arithmetic mean of performance; p < 0.05; t—t test value; r—correlation.
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Table 4. AUC results.
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Area Under the Curve

	




	
Test Result Variable(s)

	
Area

	
Std. Error

	
Asymptotic Sig.

	
Asymptotic 95% Confidence Interval

	




	
Lower Bound

	
Upper Bound

	






	
F1-Functional elements

	
0.590

	
0.022

	
0.000

	
0.546

	
0.634

	
H2a ✔




	
F2-Satisfaction elements

	
0.570

	
0.022

	
0.002

	
0.526

	
0.614

	
H2b ✔




	
F3-Emotional value

	
0.574

	
0.023

	
0.001

	
0.530

	
0.618

	
H2c ✔




	
F4-Price value

	
0.480

	
0.023

	
0.384

	
0.435

	
0.525

	
H2d ✖











[image: Table] 





Table 5. Results of basic model-fitting parameters ARIMA (1,1,1).
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Model Fit Statistics

	
Ljung–Box Q (18)




	
R2

	
RMSE

	
MAPE

	
BIC

	
Statistics

	
df

	
Sig.

	
Number of Outliers






	
0.932

	
5925.398

	
16.303

	
18.414

	
26.633

	
17

	
0.10

	
0
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Table 6. Forecasting the number of overnight stays.
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Model

	
2023

	
2024

	
Confirmation






	
Overnights-Model_1

	
Forecast

	
53,525

	
61,626

	
H3 ✔




	
UCL

	
69,144

	
92,940




	
LCL

	
37,907

	
30,311
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