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Abstract: Globalization and urbanization have reshaped the way that service ecosystem subjects in-
teract with each other in rural communities, providing conditions and possibilities for realizing value
co-creation in rural communities. Therefore, this study selected rural communities in Guiyang City,
China, as research subjects and explored the value co-creation mechanism in rural communities from
the perspective of service ecosystems. The authors construct a theoretical framework encompassing
“value co-creation conditions, value co-creation processes, and value co-creation results”. The study
found that the core mechanism in the process of value co-creation is “subject embedding, relationship
interaction, and resource integration”. At the macro level, resource sharing is achieved through
complex and heterogeneous interactions among multiple subjects, under the influence of institutions,
policies, and cultures. At the meso level, organizations complement each other’s resources through
the cooperation and empowerment of other actors horizontally, under the influence of structure,
function, and rules. At the micro level, individuals optimize resources through cooperative and
empowering interactions, under the influence of motivations and value preferences. Finally, the
integration of individual, organizational, and overall values constitutes public values, under the joint
cross-level action of institutional and cultural elements. This study provides a new theoretical per-
spective for exploring the value co-creation mechanism in rural communities and provides important
practical insights for promoting the sustainable development of rural communities.

Keywords: service ecosystems; rural communities; value co-creation; sustainable development

1. Introduction

Rural governance is both the basis for rural revitalization and the cornerstone of
national governance [1]. China has been an agriculture-based country since ancient times,
and the countryside is not only the bearer of the rural economy and farmers’ lives but
also the soil for the inheritance and development of Chinese culture. However, under
the influence of globalization, industrialization, and urbanization, the structure of rural
communities has changed, with rural communities showing a trend towards hollowing
out, ageing, and marginalization [2]. As a result, there are still major differences between
rural and urban areas, in terms of grassroots organizational capacity and the development
of community organizations, and it is not yet possible to replicate the urban model of
community organization and development. Currently, China’s rural areas mainly rely on
two paths: exogenous development by the government and enterprises, and endogenous
development by developing rural human resources [3]. On the one hand, government-led
rural construction has achieved remarkable results in improving infrastructure and the
ecological environment. However, government-led rural development may suffer from
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government failure due to factors such as villagers “free-riding” and inefficient policy
implementation, which may result in a loss of equity and efficiency [4]. Therefore, it
is difficult to solve the problem of rural revitalization by relying solely on government
leadership. On the other hand, with the relevant policies tilted towards rural areas, some
enterprise capital is pouring into rural areas on a large scale. Some scholars argue that the
involvement of foreign capital in rural construction can create employment opportunities
for local villagers, optimize the structure of rural industries, revive traditional villages, and
improve rural governance [5,6]. However, enterprises are prone to social conflicts, power
games, and conflicts of interest during their interactions with local villagers, which may
result in a waste of resources and social instability [4]. It can be seen that the government-
and enterprise-led model of rural construction has triggered controversy, and how to give
full play to the villagers’ role as the mainstay of rural revitalization has then aroused
extensive discussion in the academic communities. In rural areas, most villagers have
difficulties in participating in rural construction due to their low level of education and
poor labor skills, which results in a lack of a sense of gain and happiness. Rural construction,
led by rural elites with certain technical and resource advantages, may capture financial and
policy support, resulting in the phenomenon of “elite capture” [7]. Hence, in the practice
of rural governance, there is an urgent need to explore a new path for the integration and
development of key stakeholders to harmonize the relationship between various subjects.

Value co-creation from the perspective of service ecosystems focuses on the dynamic
process of relational interactions between subjects at different levels, and the integration
of heterogeneous resources [8]. In rural construction, value co-creation can play a role
in accurately grasping the service demands so that different subjects can participate in
the planning and management of rural construction, thus forming closer community
networks and cooperative relationships [9]. Through interaction and resource integration,
the subjects can promote the efficient use of resources, reduce rural burdens, and enhance
community cohesion and their capacity for self-development [10]. The conditions and
possibilities for promoting rural revitalization can only be provided if different subjects
work together, deepen the linkage of interests for value co-creation, and realize value
sharing from micro to macro [11]. Thus, based on existing studies, this study selected the
typical rural communities in Guiyang City, China, as a case study from the perspective
of service ecosystems, and tried to explore the following core questions: How does the
value co-creation mechanism of a rural community take shape? What factors influence
it? What kinds of value co-creation results have been realized? Based on the above
questions, the authors first collected data through field research using semi-structured
interviews. The authors then coded the data using Nvivo 12 software and found the logic
between the elements based on the coding. Next, the authors used the proceduralized
grounded theory (PGT) method to construct and test a model of rural communities’ value
co-creation mechanism. Finally, the authors optimized the rural community value co-
creation mechanism model and proposed its realization path. The main contributions of
this study are as follows:

First, the authors constructed a model of rural communities’ value co-creation mecha-
nism from the service ecosystem theory and conducted an exploratory study, which, to a
certain extent, filled the theoretical gap caused by insufficient contextual considerations in
the existing literature. Second, the authors further optimized the mechanism model of value
co-creation in rural communities and purposed the realization path of value co-creation in
rural communities from the perspective of service ecosystems, which was conducive to the
evidence and enrichment of the mechanism model, and to a certain extent, provided new
ideas for promoting rural revitalization.

2. Literature Review

Value co-creation, as a new type of value creation model, is different from the previous
closed and isolated traditional public service model that over-pursues the internal efficiency
of the organization and ignores the external efficiency. Value co-creation has already
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had a wide impact in the fields of enterprise marketing and sharing economy and has
shown strong contextual applicability and theoretical extensibility. Value co-creation,
which first appeared in the business field, refers to the idea that private sector service
recipients will provide feedback to the company when they participate in production
practices, and then the company’s production will be optimized, thus creating a sound
service ecosystem [12,13]. Through market-oriented reforms, private sector management
experience has been introduced into the public sector in large numbers, and the value
co-creation that sprouted in the private sector has been extended to the public service at the
same time, which has become an important mechanism for explaining public value creation
within the public service system [14]. Scholars are continuously developing boundaries of
theoretical research on value co-creation mechanisms. According to the existing literature,
the theoretical perspectives on value co-creation mechanisms can be broadly categorized
into service-dominant logic, practice, social exchange, and stakeholder theories. First,
the service-dominant logic is the foundational theory for the conceptualization of value
co-creation, which was originally proposed by Vargo and Lusch, who argued that the
roles of the business and the customer in the value creation mechanism are intertwined
rather than separate and distinct [15–17]. The service-dominant logic theory emphasizes
that value is always co-created by the business and the customer, and that value is only
realized when the customer uses the service [18]. Businesses as service providers not only
provide a value proposition, but also help customers realize that value by interacting with
them, and this direct interaction is the key to value co-creation [19]. Businesses focus
on using operational resources, such as knowledge and skills, to engage customers in
the value co-creation process [20]. Given the theory’s role in the origin of the concept
of value co-creation, many studies have used service-dominant logic as the theoretical
basis to explain value co-creation mechanisms [21]. However, some scholars have argued
that, for the practice studies of subjects in value co-creation mechanisms, practice theory
explains their views in more detail, and that the practices adopted by the subjects in the
co-creation mechanisms influence the interactions between the subjects, which determines
the intensity of the value co-creation process [22]. Individuals’ practical actions affect the
relationships in which they interact with others [23]. When investigating the interaction
of subjects in value co-creation, social exchange theory suggests that individuals will
interact only if their subjective assessment of perceived benefits exceeds their subjective
assessment of perceived costs [24,25]. In the process of an individual’s interaction with a
service provider, appropriate rewards are expected, which can be material rewards, moral
rewards, or even experiences from the relational interaction itself [26], due to the fact that
the main purpose of the value co-creation mechanism is to maximize the value created
by the participating subjects [27]. Therefore, more scholars have studied the dichotomous
relationship between service providers and customers in the process of value co-creation
from the perspective of stakeholders [28]. The stakeholder theory suggests that the actions
taken by an organization affect the interests of its stakeholders, so the organization needs
to build a strong relationship with its stakeholders to avoid affecting the performance of
the business [29].

Previous studies have provided some theoretical perspectives on the mechanisms of
value co-creation. However, the existing studies are only applicable to explaining value
co-creation mechanisms in a specific context. For example, the social exchange theory is
the most appropriate theory for assessing the costs and benefits of the subjects involved
in the value co-creation process. The theory of practice is the most relevant theoretical
perspective when more emphasis is placed on the specific actions adopted by subjects in
the process of value co-creation. However, if we want to research the resource integration
between subjects, then none of the existing theories can adequately explain this view.
Thus, we take the service ecosystem, which is a theory derived from the service-dominant
logic, as the main perspective to study the value co-creation mechanism among subjects in
rural areas. Although some scholars have carried out some studies on value co-creation
mechanisms from the perspective of service ecosystems, most of them have focused on
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urban areas, while studies on value co-creation mechanisms in rural areas are not yet in-
depth and systematic. Service ecosystems exceed the scope of interactions between service
systems under other theoretical perspectives and highlight multilevel resource interactions
under complex network systems [8]. Firstly, value co-creation mechanisms in contexts
specific in rural areas need to be analyzed and refined at different levels. Secondly, the
ways in which resource integration is achieved through relationship interactions between
subjects at different levels in rural communities need to be further explained. Finally, the
characteristics of resource integration in rural areas at different levels and the influence of
the core facilitators at different levels on the behaviors of the subjects must be explored in
depth. Overall, the studies on value co-creation in rural areas from the service ecosystem
perspective are fragmented and lack a systematic theoretical analytical framework.

3. Theoretical Foundation and Framework Construction
3.1. Service Ecosystems

The concept of service ecosystems, developed from business ecosystems and innova-
tion ecosystems, refers to the spatial–temporal structure in which socio-economic actors
with different value propositions interact through institutions, technologies, and languages
to provide services and co-create value [8,30]. The service ecosystem theory takes over the
research method of ecosystems and emphasizes the cross-level interaction structures of
macro, meso, and micro levels [31]. As shown in Table 1, firstly, the macro level focuses on
the interaction of all social subjects, which influences the meso and micro services, and the
three levels work together in the whole service ecosystem by coordinating, informing, and
collaborating with each other, thus generating opportunities for service innovations and
improving the sustainability of services [32]. Lusch and Vargo emphasized that institutions
are a key feature of service ecosystems that act at the macro, meso, and micro levels of
service ecosystems. Sharing systems can play a facilitating and constraining role while
affecting resource integration and value creation among subjects [20]. In addition, Vargo
and Akaka pointed out that the subjects are linked to the internal and external service
systems through resource integration and institutions, and that the subjects are centered
on resource integration and co-create value through the interaction of technology and
institutions within the service ecosystem [33]. Secondly, the meso level focuses on the
interaction between different organizations [34]. Institutions play a coordinating role at
the meso level, where digital technologies and institutions work together to facilitate the
effective integration of resources between different organizations and improve the effi-
ciency of resource utilization [11]. Then, the organizations achieve increased organizational
value by aligning mutual interests and sharing resources [35]. Thirdly, at the micro level,
Frow et al. stated that the individual should be the center of the study, focusing on the
dichotomous activities between enterprises and customers [36]. Institutions are critical in
service ecosystems because they provide guidelines for interactions between subjects [37].
Subjects are embedded in the ongoing replication of existing institutional arrangements,
realize feedback loops through interrelated reflexivity and reform, and consciously shape
institutional arrangements to facilitate intentional changes in the service system [38]. Indi-
viduals use their own skills, experience, and knowledge to integrate with new resources to
realize personal value [39].

Previous research on service ecosystems by scholars have provided us with certain
analytical ideas. First, since China’s reform and opening up, the transformation of the
rural social structure has led to an increasing diversification of villagers’ public service
demands [40]. Relying on a single subject alone has insurmountable limitations in terms
of resources and services [41]. Therefore, subjects can improve the effectiveness of service
provision by integrating their existing resources with those possessed by other subjects.
Second, by utilizing digital technologies, subjects can facilitate the sharing and transfer of
information inside and outside of rural communities and improve subjects’ understanding
of and participation in services. Finally, considering the interactions between subjects and
resource integration from the perspective of macro, meso, and micro level interactions in
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the service ecosystem is conducive to a deeper analysis of the value co-creation mechanism
in rural communities.

Table 1. Research on service ecosystems at different levels.

Level Nature and Level of
Subjects’ Interactions Role of Institutions Resource Integration Value Creation Exemplar

Studies

Macro

The research focuses on
investigating the wider
social structure and all

subjects associated with
the activity.

Institutions promote
and regulate the

behavior of social
subjects, thus making
social life predictable

and meaningful

The process of orderly
acquisition, allocation,

and integration of
resources of different
levels, sources, and

contents by
various subjects.

The subjects make
the whole ecosystem

better through
resource synergy,

thus realizing
value co-creation.

[20,32,34]

Meso

The research focuses on
the meso structures and

activities of service
ecosystems, such as the

interactions of
organizations, firms, and

other stakeholders.

The institutions act as
rules for integrating

resources and
coordinating the

efforts of subjects to
achieve

value co-creation

Different subjects in the
system use the same

resources in a
collaborative manner to
improve the efficiency of

resource utilization.

The subjects achieve
increased

organizational value
through resource

sharing.

[34,35,40]

Micro

The focus of the research
is individual-centered,

concentrating on specific
individuals or
interconnected

individuals in the
service ecosystem.

Common institutions
arrangements guide
individual actions,
interactions, and

resource integration

Individuals use the
resources that they have

and new resources to
integrate them to
increase resource

density and realize the
best value of the

combined resources.

Individuals realize
individual benefits

through
resource integration.

[34,36,38,39]

3.2. Theoretical Framework Construction

The authors utilized the “Input-Process-Output” IPO theoretical model proposed by
Marks, to construct the value co-creation framework under the service ecosystem [42].
First, as important conditions in service ecosystems, institutions, technologies, and cultures
provide the basis for the construction, operation, and governance of the system, and
influence the realization of individual and systemic value co-creation goals [20,43]. Among
them, the value co-creation process is the key link to revealing the value co-creation
mechanism, involving the three core elements of subject embedding, interaction, and
resource integration, which interact with each other [11]. Specifically, the construction
of service ecosystems requires the embedding of different subjects and clarification of
their interactions, which can create value in organizing and allocating resources based on
specific services [44]. Finally, the authors need to distinguish value outcomes from value
creation processes to accurately assess value outcomes [45]. Thus, the authors constructed
a framework for value co-creation from the perspective of service ecosystems, with a view
to providing a reference for the generation of the mechanism model that follows, as shown
in Figure 1.
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4. Research Method and Data Sources
4.1. Research Methods

The Wenggong and Gumeng villages have been the research bases of the authors for
one and a half years. During these long-term research activities, the authors have built
up a good relationship with the villagers, village cadres, and other subjects. The field
research for this research topic lasted from March 2022 to August 2023 and was divided
into three main phases. In the first phase, from March to April 2022, we collected relevant
fieldwork information by randomly visiting the two villages to obtain a general idea of the
situation. In the second stage, from October to November 2022, based on the relevant data
obtained from the field survey, we selected the interviewees related to the “co-creation”
of the two villages (Table 2) and designed the corresponding interview outline (Table 3).
With the consent of the interviewees, semi-structured interviews of about 80 min each were
conducted according to the outline, and written notes were taken. We learned about the
specifics of village development from the perspectives of multiple subjects and their actual
perceptions of village development. All data acquisition was explained to the interviewees
in advance with their consent and indicated that it was for scientific research needs. In the
third phase, from April to August 2023, we visited the villages again with an interview
outline developed around the proposed responses to village development, so that we
could understand the limitations and challenges of village development in terms of the
recommendations and analyze the issues and responses that affect the process of value
co-creation in rural communities. The purpose of the second and third phases of data
collection was to go deeper into the subject of the study and collect more detailed data to
supplement the theoretical model and further enhance the research credibility.

Table 2. Rural community value co-creation interview outline.

I. Outline of the Interview with Village Committees

a. Could you briefly describe the specifics of the community?
b. Could you please describe the specific process of co-creation in this community?
c. What role do you think the village committee plays in co-creation?
d. Can you tell me how the subsidy policy given by the higher government is applied?
e. What is the relationship between village committees and social organizations?

II. Outline of the Interview with Social Organizations

a. Could you please describe the exact process of co-creation in this community?
b. Could you briefly describe the process of the establishment of the organization? What is the
structure of the organization?
c. How can ordinary villagers join you? How many people have joined the governance of this
village so far?
d. Can you tell us about your organization’s operational projects? Do you cooperate with other
organizations? How?
e. Can you tell us about the organization’s profits and dividend mechanism?

III. Outline of the Interviews with Villagers/Volunteers/Entrepreneurs

a. Have you been involved in co-creation in that neighborhood? What were the barriers to the
process? How did you address them?
b. As a villager, how do you think the changes in this community have affected your life?
c. As a volunteer, how do you feel about the community?
d. As a partner organization, why did you choose this community?

The survey was conducted in three ways: in-depth interviews, focus group interviews,
and participant observation. First, in-depth interviews were based on face-to-face inter-
views. The interviewees included village committee cadres, social organization managers,
villagers, entrepreneurs, and other subjects, totaling 15 people. Secondly, the focus groups
were organized in two forms: formal and informal focus groups. Formal focus groups
invited village committee members and some village representatives to conduct group
talks, which were held twice in total. Informal focus groups were conducted mainly in
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the context of villagers’ recreational activities. Although it was inevitable that the topic of
conversation would be discrete during the recreational activities, we always focused on
the process of “co-creation” of the village. Finally, participatory observation also included
two forms. The first form involved participation in the process of interaction between
villagers, social organizations, enterprises, and village committees. We acted as observers
to understand the key processes of their interaction. The second form was to accompany a
villager who was dissatisfied with the allocation of resources to the village committee, in
which we witnessed the specific ways in which the village committee acted.

Table 3. Personal information of respondents in primary data. Note: Code W/G stands for Wenggong
Village/Gumeng Village. Code W/M stands for female/male and the code represents the serial
number of the respondent.

Interview Coding Total Number of Interviews Interview Dates Identity Information

WW1 7 March 2022–June 2023
Social OrganizationsWM2 3 April–June 2023

GM3 4 November 2022–June 2023

GM4 3 October 2022–August 2023
Village CommitteesWM5 2 April–August 2023

GW6 3 November 2022–April 2023

WW7 1 April 2023 Entrepreneurs
GM8 1 April 2023

WW9 2 March 2023

VillagersWM10 2 April 2023
GW11 2 November 2022
GM12 2 April 2023

WW13 2 April 2023
VolunteersWW14 2 June 2022

GM15 2 April 2023

Owing to the authors’ long-term research experience in Wenggong and Gumeng
villages, the information used in this study is not limited to the field research in the two
villages, and some relevant information from previous years is also utilized to form a
be-fore-and-after analysis with the current information.

4.2. Data Selection

The authors selected the cases following the principle of theoretical sampling, and
compared and analyzed the cases to identify similarities and heterogeneities in the units
being analyzed, thus providing a good basis for theory construction [46]. The authors have
the following main bases for selecting Wenggong and Gumeng villages in Guiyang City,
China, as the research object: first, based on the dimensions of division and integration
and natural–social–historical conditions, both cases belong to villages with low social
differentiation and strong self-integration in China [47]. The existence of these villages is
characterized by “living by the mountains”. Unlike other plains, these villages are located
in marginal areas amidst high mountains, with less interaction with the core area, and
are relatively closed. Moreover, these areas are far from political centers, with poorer
natural conditions and slower civilization development, and have unique natural, social,
cultural, and political patterns. Second, characteristic matching; the cooperation and
collectivity of villages with low social differentiation and strong self-integration stems
mainly from the intrinsic dynamic mechanism. In these villages, it is easier to agree on
the collectivity of villagers’ self-identification; thus, the villages can carry out effective
self-governance [47]. Despite the differences in the specific practices of the two selected
cases, there is a wide range of collaborative exchanges among multiple subjects and cross-
organizational, cross-sectoral, and cross-industry characteristics in both of them. Third,
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representativeness; Wenggong Village is a national model base for ethnic co-creation
(a platform set up by a specific community to promote exchanges, integration, and shared
development among different ethnic groups), while Gumeng Village is the first rural
community to implement the “village stewardship” governance model successfully. Finally,
both cases are in Guiyang City and share the same policy context at the municipal level,
which suggests that the common parts embodied in these two selected cases are typical
under similar institutional environments.

Next, the authors give a brief description of the two cases. Wenggong Village has a
deep history of intangible ethnic culture; firstly, it is led by the village committees and
supported by enterprises, through social organizations that finance the craftsmen who
stay in the villages and empower the ethnic minority women’s groups who are based in
traditional culture. Secondly, social organizations set up public numbers through Internet
technology and publish relevant information on their official websites to disseminate the
traditional culture of village ethnic minorities to society. Thirdly, social organizations
have carried out basic research in cooperation with major colleges in order to complete
projects with village committees or enterprises on the transmission and preservation of
their intangible cultural heritage, organized training activities in cooperation with other
organizations, and established a folk museum platform that can be linked to multiple
subjects. Nowadays, Wenggong village has driven the surrounding villagers to establish
a sense of cultural identity. At the same time, with the cultural workshop as the center,
it has radiated the surrounding villages, has used cultural tourism to alleviate poverty
as a means to drive the development of a family economy based on non-heritage ethnic
minority cultures, and has led to the revitalization of the surrounding villages and the
renaissance of traditional handicrafts.

In Gumeng village, first of all, to change the appearance of the village, the village
committees have introduced relevant governance policies and set up a “village steward”
social organization. So far, the village stewards have organized and carried out more
than 10 times of centralized environmental improvement, and the village’s garbage and
construction materials, etc., have been comprehensively cleaned up. The village committee
director (GM6) said: “We have realized the market-oriented operation of domestic garbage collec-
tion and transportation through bidding, and established a small micro-power sewage treatment
system, which has effectively solved the problem of villagers’ domestic garbage and sewage treat-
ment”. Secondly, as a traditional agricultural village, Gumeng village has in recent years
established a 600-acre orchard planting base on the unused land of the villagers through
the model of “village committees + village stewards + villagers”. To ensure the smooth
development of the industry, the village committees have gone out to visit and consult
with agricultural experts many times to reduce the market risk. Thirdly, to publicize local
industrial characteristics, Gumeng village has held exhibitions and sales activities to give
enterprises and institution workers a more intuitive understanding of local agricultural
and sideline products, and to help revitalize the countryside through practical actions. In
addition, Gumeng village has set up a “platform to help farmers sell”, realizing online
and offline “double line” to help sell agricultural products, helping farmers broaden sales
channels, attracting many consumers and visitors. Today, the village receives more than
20,000 visitors annually, which directly or indirectly drives the employment of more than
4000 people.

4.3. Data Collection

The authors mainly used the semi-structured interview method and the participatory
observation method to collect primary data. First, the authors observed interactions
between different subjects, forming an observation record of about 5100 words and an
interview record of about 98,000 words. Secondly, the collection of secondary data was
mainly undertaken by searching relevant public numbers, policy documents released on
the website of the organization’s page, various types of news reports, and other publicly
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available information; this process only selected secondary data related to the research
topic. The details are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Collection of secondary information.

Secondary Information Source Channel Number

Wenggong and
Gumeng Villages

Public articles 60 articles (6000 words)
Press releases 24 articles (2500 words)

Government documents 8 articles (1500 words)

Through the organization and analysis of primary and secondary data, about
110,000 words of textual materials were obtained. Among them, about 2/3 of the ma-
terials were randomly selected for third-level coding and model construction, while the
remaining data were used to test model saturation. Then, the authors used Nvivo12 soft-
ware to process the data through coding, which is the process of defining the content of the
data, including three steps: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding [48].

Grounded theory is a qualitative research approach that aims to continuously distill
and summarize the core concepts from empirical materials from the bottom up, and
then establish the links between each concept to expose the complex relationships and
operations behind the practice [49]. Through continuous evolution and development,
different divisions of grounded theory have emerged. Among these, constructive grounded
theory (CGT) and PGT have been often used. The PGT approach was selected in this
study for the following reasons: first, it is exploratory for the study of value co-creation
mechanisms in rural communities from the perspective of the service ecosystem. As a
realistic path to promoting sustainable rural development, there is no mature theory to
explain and illustrate its logic; therefore, this study is not suitable for top-down research
thinking. Second, the practice of value co-creation in rural communities involves multiple
subjects and complex behaviors, which makes it more suitable for scientific and easy-to-use
analytical methods such as PGT. Thirdly, analyzing the data through three-level coding is
more likely to reveal the deeper logical patterns of the research phenomenon. The specific
research steps are shown in Figure 2.
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5. Coding Analysis and Model Construction
5.1. Open Coding

Open coding is the process of analyzing the collected information in detail, extracting
the keywords and connotations, and conceptualizing them [50]. During the coding process,
the authors tried to use canonical words related to this study, words summarized through
internal logic, and proper nouns mentioned in the references. Then, the authors kept
digging deeper and deeper into the conceptual connotations in the sources and analyzed
them repeatedly to come up with more substantial subcategories. The authors removed the
concepts that appeared less than three times in the coding and did not fit the study. Finally,
a total of 28 subcategories were analyzed and refined. Due to the large space occupied and
the fact that the categorization can come from multiple reference statements, the authors
have only listed some of the open coding contents and initial statements, as shown in
Table 5.

Table 5. Open coding content.

Subcategory Original Data

Target embedding In response to the policy, our goal is to make the village better
and better in terms of environment and hygiene. (GM4)

Value promotion We use the village folks to promote it, and through the
promotion, it has now also been greatly improved. (GM6)

Technical support

We publish articles on the Internet about the preservation of
intangible cultural heritage and attract people who are

interested in it. Internet technology breaks geographical
limitations and enables cross-border cooperation. (WW13)

Internal and external incentives We’ll give awards to villagers who do well. (GM4)

Information sharing Village stewards can get the most realistic information about
the outside world and provide feedback. (GM3)

Resource integration
The basic research results conducted by our joint university
provide material for the dissemination of intangible cultural

heritage. (WM2)

Trust construction
The public welfare activities carried out in the village have

inspired passion and confidence within me, therefore I believe
our village will be better developed. (WM10)

Multi-layer interaction
We unite social organizations, enterprises, media and

villagers, and other subjects to achieve the matching of
resource supply and demand (GM8)

Platform construction Our traditional culture museum platform promotes local
sustainable development. (WM5)

Subject embedding I want to preserve intangible cultural heritage while driving
local development (WW1)

. . . . . .

5.2. Axial Coding

The process of axial coding is to analyze, refine, sample, and merge the subcategories
obtained from the open coding to obtain the main categories [51]. The authors analyzed the
intrinsic relationship between the categories through the typical logic of “causal condition–
phenomenon–vein–mediating condition–action strategy–result” in the grounded theory
and then extracted the main categories. It should be noted that subcategories, such as
“multilevel interaction”, which is an outcome, may also be a condition for the occurrence
of other main categories. Finally, the authors have summarized the 28 subcategories into
five main categories, “value proposition, value communication, value recognition and
reconstruction, value link, and value creation”, as shown in Table 6.
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Table 6. Axial coding content.

Main Category Logic Subcategory

Value proposition

Causal condition Governance goals
Phenomenon Subject embedding

Vein Institutional safeguards
Mediating condition Technical support, incentives

Action strategy Value promotion
Result Cognitive fit

Value Communication

Causal condition Rural community development
Phenomenon Value expression

Vein Activity exchange

Mediating condition Value promotion, technical support,
value consensus

Action strategy Information interaction, resource
integration

Result Multi-layer interaction

Value recognition and
reconstruction

Causal condition Difference in perception
Phenomenon Herd mentality

Vein Value expression

Mediating condition Technical support, information
interaction, incentives

Action strategy Value promotion, trust construct
Result Value consensus

Value link

Causal condition Economic growth, environmental
enhancement, value consensus

Phenomenon Goal convergence
Vein Public value

Mediating condition Technical support, platform construction

Action strategy Information sharing, technical support,
and multi-member participation

Result Resource integration

Value creation

Causal condition Governance goals
Phenomenon Resource integration, information sharing

Vein Supply and demand matches

Mediating condition Technical support, institutional
safeguards

Action strategy Multi-layer interaction
Result Public value

5.3. Selective Coding

Selective coding is the process of further coding the main categories to extract a
core category that covers all the main categories and uses storylines to form a complete
explanatory framework [52]. The authors chose the IPO theoretical framework for selective
coding because of the clear storyline of this study. The authors compared and verified
the main categories, carefully analyzed other categories, and extracted “rural community
service ecosystem” as the core category. The main category relationships are shown in
Table 7.

In summary, the storyline of the case can be summarized as follows: first, to promote
rural construction, village committees formulate a variety of relevant rules, regulations,
and welfare policies, and give legitimacy to the participation of social organizations in the
governance of rural communities to achieve the administrative absorption of the community
using administrative contracting and other means. Secondly, after receiving the mission
signals, social organizations cooperate horizontally with other organizations, enterprises,
colleges and universities, and other subjects to accomplish the mission and strengthen
their construction. In the process of cooperation, social organizations constantly interact
and communicate their values with other subjects. Third, with the support of Internet
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technology, social organizations gradually obtain the trust of the public and other subjects
by publicizing their governance objectives and disclosing information. Subsequently, in
community activities, the subjects realize value recognition and reconstruction through
information sharing and service exchange. Timely communication, fair monitoring, and
distribution mechanisms avoid the phenomenon of value co-destruction due to conflicts of
interest among subjects, thus enabling them to reach value consensus. Fourth, the value
consensus promotes the value link between subjects and realizes the effective integration
and matching of resources. Ultimately, in the process of multi-layer interaction, integrating
different values constitutes public value. Public value plays a supervisory and regulatory
role in the behavior of the subject, which in turn promotes the rural community ecosystem to
generate new public values, thus forming a sustainable rural community service ecosystem.

Table 7. Main category relationships.

Relationship Structure Relationship Nature Relationship Structure Connotation

Value proposition Conditions
The value proposition is a prerequisite

for value co-creation, and it shapes
values and influences social relations.

Value Communication

Process

Continuous communication facilitates the
building of value consensus

among subjects

Value recognition and
reconstruction

Through information interaction and
other interactive methods, different
subjects continuously recognize and
reconstruct their values and reach a

value consensus.

Value link

The realization of value identity among
subjects will promote multi-party value

linking so that resources can be
integrated and matched.

Value creation Results

After the formation of the rural
community ecological network, different

subjects in the rural community
ecosystem for value co-creation, and the

realization of public value.

5.4. Model Construction

The authors continuously analyze the subcategories and main categories of the phe-
nomenon of value co-creation in rural communities through the PGT method, and clearly
explain its storyline, identify the relationship between the categories, and construct a model
of the mechanism of value co-creation in rural communities under the IPO framework, as
shown in Figure 3.
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5.5. Coding Results Test

For the reliability and validity test of coding, first, the authors fully integrated the
group members’ opinions in the generalization and organization of the primary and
secondary categories during coding, to form a correct and true response dimension to the
real situation in the case. Second, the authors explored uncertain textual content during the
coding process to ensure the reliability and consistency of the coding results.

The theory saturation test means that the theory is saturated when no new categories
and ideas can be derived from the data collected [49]. Before starting the coding exercise,
the authors reserved a portion of the collected data for determining the emergence of new
attributes after the coding was completed. Based on this, the authors coded and analyzed
the remaining primary and secondary data, and the resulting categories could still be
included in the five main categories. Therefore, our model of value co-creation mechanisms
in rural communities reached theoretical saturation.

6. Model Analysis

The authors derived a model of value co-creation mechanism in rural communities
after three-level coding using the PGT method. Next, as recommended by Chandler
and Vargo, the authors discuss the value co-creation in rural communities in this study
at the macro, meso, and micro levels [43], and explore the mechanisms at each level
under the framework of “value co-creation conditions–value co-creation process–value
co-creation results” to construct a path for realizing the mechanism of value co-creation in
rural communities.

6.1. Macro Level

Service ecosystem theory focuses on institutions, policies, and culture at the macro
level [53]. Macro level-value co-creation refers to the process of acquiring, configuring, and
integrating resources at different levels, from different sources, and with different contents
in an orderly manner, guided by policies and systems, and realized through complex
heterogeneous interactions among different subjects, as shown in Figure 4. Firstly, the
rapid flux and deep deconstruction of rural social structure urgently need to be solved
through innovative governance [54]. With this common value belief, village committees
have introduced a series of policies to promote rural construction. The social organization
was given a legal identity to participate in community governance by village committees
in an institutionalized form. As the activities and behaviors of the subjects are legalized
and institutionalized, the enthusiasm of the subjects is stimulated, and the resources
belonging to the subjects are effectively allocated under the unified regulation of the system.
Secondly, facing the complex interests of market subjects, village committees introduce
relevant policies to encourage and guide enterprises to support and build local industries
in rural communities. For example, it provides enterprises with information services,
such as traffic flow and data, and helps them to develop sales channels as well as to
organize joint activities for the public good. These approaches can fulfill the subject’s
function of docking resources. In addition, the integration of resources such as contacts,
knowledge, and technology of social organizations, enterprises, and individuals innovates
the dissemination of governance work and gives full play to the expertise or social influence
of these subjects, thus expanding the impact of governance work.

Overall, the transformation of the rural social structure brings possibilities for the
reintegration of different resources [55]. Under the regulatory role of policies and institu-
tions, different subjects interact through the relationships of empowerment, cooperation,
supervision, etc., thereby realizing the resource sharing and the value of all subjects at the
macro level, thus promoting value co-creation at the macro level.
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6.2. Meso Level

Service ecosystems focus on the interactions between organizations at the meso
level [56]. Organizations need to build strong relationships with their stakeholders because
the actions taken by the organization affect the interests of the stakeholders, thus affecting
the effectiveness of the cooperation [28]. The authors draw on Merton’s view to explore
the interactions between organizations at the meso level from the perspectives of structure,
function, and rules [57]. Value co-creation at the meso level is a process whereby subjects
realize resource complementarity through cooperative, empowering partnerships under
the roles of structure, function, and rules, as shown in Figure 5.
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First, the way of interaction between organizations is affected by organizational
structure, which determines the way of coordination and communication [58]. Effective
communication and coordination between different organizations can be facilitated through
collaborative platforms and regular meetings between cooperating organizations. For
example, the representative of a social organization (WW1) said, “We communicate regularly
with enterprises about the activities carried out on the Platform, and the persons in charge ensure
the fair distribution of resources through numerous consultations. In addition, we have published
relevant content on our public website, which has attracted many tourists to visit the museum, and
at the same time we have created relevant cultural and creative products, which have shaped the
image of the enterprise and expanded the visibility of the community”.

Second, different organizations have different advantages in terms of resources, skills,
and expertise. They can combine their functions through cooperation to achieve resource
complementarity [59]. For example, the representative of the social organization (WM2)
said “We make use of the non-heritage cultural knowledge resources we have and unite with some
colleges and universities in Guizhou province to carry out basic research while the results of the basic
research provide a large number of vivid materials for the dissemination of local resources, attracting
more main bodies to join in the action of community resource integration”. In addition, the
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entrepreneur (GM8) said that “we invested in local agricultural and sideline products, while the
village stewards provided us with knowledge and networking resources, and we jointly designed more
innovative product packaging, which drove sales of the products”. Functional complementarity
is the basis of cooperation, which can promote sound interaction between organizations
and increase the value of cooperation [59]. However, functional differences between
organizations may also lead to role conflict and coordination difficulties in cooperation,
which require institutional rules to play a certain coordinating role [57].

Interactions between organizations are governed and regulated by rules to ensure fair-
ness and sustainability of cooperation [58]. For example, the head of the village committee
(GW6) said that “to avoid conflicts of interest that may affect the efficiency of the cooperation, we
signed a contract with the enterprise to purchase products and set up a system of dividends from the
shares to ensure that we have a long-term and solid cooperative relationship with each other”.

6.3. Micro Level

Service ecosystem theory focuses on the interaction between organizations and indi-
viduals, and individuals and individuals at the micro level [36]. In value co-creation at the
micro level, external motives, internal motives, and value preferences influence individu-
als’ willingness to cooperate and their action logic [60], and they interact with each other
through cooperative and empowering relationships to optimize their resources, as shown
in Figure 6. First, external motives such as economic and political interests can motivate
subjects to cooperate [61]. For example, the representative of the social organization (WW1)
explained that “to strengthen the organization, we not only need to achieve our improvement
in traditional cultural knowledge but also need a certain economic base to support the long-term
development of the organization”. In addition, the head of the village committee (GM4) said,
“Due to the aging and hollowing out the phenomenon of rural communities, it is difficult to achieve
governance innovation by the village committee alone. We can reduce the cost of governance to a
certain extent by uniting villagers, enterprises, and other subjects for co-development”. Moreover,
to protect the basic interests of individuals and families, villagers are deeply involved in
the process of monitoring community management and use their resources to provide
continuous feedback, which improves private values and brings about improvements in
the public values of the community at the same time. Also, these behaviors are not a direct
result of policy interventions, which means that villagers tend to contribute more when the
benefits of cooperation have a lasting and critical impact on them [62].
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Second, participation in the value co-creation activity provides individuals with a
rich participatory experience, permeating the interaction between individuals and the
activity and between individuals and other individuals [63]. In our study, we found that
the intrinsic feelings of individuals in participating in the governance of rural communities
are manifested as gratitude, a sense of belonging, and self-efficacy. These feelings shape
the value co-creation behavior, which prompts the subject to generate the intrinsic motives
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of equal exchange and mutual benefit, and altruism [64]. For example, a villager (WW9)
said, “After the environmental sanitation improvement in our village, the village road is wider
and more convenient for traveling, and the front and back of my house have become more and more
tidy. Folks chat in the leisure square after dinner, the quality of life has improved a lot more than
before”. Another villager (WM10) also said, “In the past, the scale of my family’s agricultural
products was very small, but now I earn about 100,000 yuan a year, thanks to the development of the
industry”. Villagers’ sense of belonging is fulfilled during their participation in community
activities, which makes it easier for villagers to have positive interactions with community
workers and other residents, which in turn enhances villagers’ willingness to put in efforts
and engage in diversified behaviors that are in line with the common good [65].

Finally, value preferences affect the subject’s concern for community affairs and at-
tention to public interests [66]. For example, the entrepreneur (WW7) said, “I have always
been interested in intangible cultural heritage, so I have invested as start-up capital to carry out
public welfare activities related to intangible culture to promote the development of this traditional
cultural village”. Such values can combine subjects’ participatory and obligatory value
preferences at the behaviorist level and stimulate their initiative in the value co-creation of
rural communities.

Through the above in-depth analysis, the authors further optimized the value co-
creation mechanism model of rural communities from the perspective of the service ecosys-
tem and obtained the realization path of value co-creation of rural communities from the
perspective of the service ecosystem, as shown in Figure 7.
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7. Discussion

What makes value co-creation in rural communities possible? The cases of value
co-creation in Wenggong and Gumeng villages show that they were able to embark on the
path of rural revitalization only because of specific institutional and cultural conditions.
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The mutual embedding of village committees, enterprises, social organizations, villagers,
and other subjects has led to a good collaborative governance dynamic in rural commu-
nities. Village committees provide institutional, physical, and social infrastructure for
rural communities’ development to encourage innovative activities of social organizations.
Social organizations bring together businesses and villagers formally or informally to
build networks and platforms. Local social organizations and villagers are knowledge and
cultural producers in rural areas, and interactive participation can promote rural culture
and agricultural industries. In addition, in the case of this paper, the local cultural iden-
tity mainly includes the identity of ethnic minority culture from different subjects such
as enterprises, social organizations, villagers, and tourists. Firstly, social organizations
attach great importance to the cultural expression of Wenggong Village and consciously
take on the role of protectors and inheritors of culture. Social organizations have turned
local intangible cultural heritage into cultural industries and have joined forces with local
enterprises to build tourism, cultural spaces, and cultural symbols with ethnic minority
characteristics. Secondly, with the rapid advance of industrialization and urbanization, the
culture of ethnic minority regions has gradually been impacted and forgotten. Enterprises
and social organizations have built the platform of non-heritage cultural museums to trans-
form ethnic minority cultures into productive forces and awaken the cultural identity of
villagers. Villagers participate in rural development through multiple channels to promote
the spatial reproduction of non-heritage culture. Villagers’ attitude towards local culture
has changed from passive dissemination driven by economic interests to active protection
and inheritance under the reconstruction of cultural identity. Multiple subjects activate and
integrate resources in relational interactions, which have a positive significance in cracking
the low-level cycle of endogenous development in the countryside [67].

What makes value co-creation in rural communities sustainable? Theories related to
organizational ecology suggest that any organization, on the one hand, should effectively
adapt to the external environment and meet the requirements of the external environment;
on the other hand, it should have a certain degree of autonomy and control over the internal
environment of the organization [68]. Drawing from this perspective, the authors argue
that the sustainability of value co-creation in rural communities lies in the combination
of adaptation and autonomy, whereby subjects continuously adapt to the external envi-
ronment while ensuring the flexible disposition of internal resources through relational
interaction and resource integration. It is worth noting that none of the village committees,
enterprises, or villagers can play a role independently. While institution-building requires
the functioning of administrative governance, the effectiveness of resource allocation relies
on markets and social governance playing an active role. Market governance requires
institutional support and regulation by administrative forces to avoid unfair distribution
of resources and deeper participation by villagers to stimulate market vitality [4]. And,
whether community governance can play a positive role or not, it needs to be led and
stimulated by market forces and guaranteed by administrative forces [69]. Therefore, the
interdependence between the subjects can overcome the problem of value co-destruction
that may arise in the process of value co-creation, thus making value co-creation in rural
communities sustainable.

8. Conclusions

This paper focuses on the core issue of the formation mechanism of value co-creation
in rural communities under the service ecosystem, takes the typical rural communities in
Guiyang City as the case study object, and draws on the IPO theoretical model to specifically
explore the value co-creation mechanism in rural communities. The study found that value
co-creation in rural communities, from the perspective of service ecosystems, follows the
path of “value co-creation conditions (value proposition)–value co-creation process (value
communication, value recognition and reconstruction, and value link)– value co-creation
results (public value)”. The core mechanism in the process of value co-creation is “subject
embedding–relationship interaction–resource integration”. Specifically, at the macro level,



Systems 2023, 11, 507 18 of 21

resource sharing is achieved through complex and heterogeneous interactions among
multiple subjects under the influence of institutions, policies, and cultures. At the meso
level, organizations complement each other’s resources by cooperating and empowering
other actors horizontally under the influence of structure, function, and rules. At the micro
level, individuals optimize resources through cooperative and empowering interactions
under the influence of internal and external motivations and value preferences. Ultimately,
combining individual, organizational, and overall values, with key elements working
together across levels, constitutes public value.

8.1. Theoretical Implications

Firstly, most of the existing studies on value co-creation are of the theoretical review
type of literature, carried out in a city context, and they have usefully explored mainly the
underlying concepts, interaction structures, and facilitating factors [53,57,70]. However,
research exploring how value co-creation mechanism is formed in rural areas is not ex-
tensive enough. This study has refined conclusions that are different from the formation
mechanism of value co-creation in a city context, thus bridging the theoretical gap caused
by insufficient consideration of the research context in the existing literature, to a certain
extent, and extending the scope of application of the value co-creation theory.

Secondly, based on the service ecosystem perspective, this study deconstructs the
key elements in the formation of value co-creation mechanisms in rural communities and
explores the mechanisms through which multiple subjects within the service ecosystem
realize value co-creation, using different interactive relationships and resource integration
modes under the role of institutional, structural, and motivational factors, responding to the
research on value co-creation proposed by scholars such as Meynhardt, Chandler, Strathoff,
Merton, Xuejun Wang, and Hangyu Li. Service ecosystems emphasize the interaction
of different subjects, and rural communities involve multiple subjects, such as village
committees, villagers, and enterprises, in the value co-creation process. By analyzing the
effects of different facilitators on the subjects, the interaction between different subjects
can be better understood, thus deepening the study of the relationship between value
co-creation in rural communities under service ecosystems.

Thirdly, existing studies have focused on the impact of value co-creation facilita-
tors at a single level [71], ignoring their role across levels. Alternatively, they have fo-
cused on cross-level value co-creation research with a single facilitator [70], making ex-
isting studies on value co-creation in rural areas fragmented and lacking a systematic
theoretical analytical framework. This paper analyses the facilitating factors of value
co-creation from macro, meso, and micro levels, and extracts the core mechanism of
“subject embedding–relationship interaction–resource integration” in the process of value
co-creation, which provides certain insights for the operation and governance of value
co-creation in rural communities.

8.2. Policy Implications

Firstly, local governments should take into account the actual local situation and
introduce relevant systems in accordance with local conditions to provide the subjects with
an institutional framework and guidelines for action. Meanwhile, they should increase the
dissemination of guidance promoting rural construction through the official government
website, the media, and other forms. Regarding policy, the government should encourage
social forces, such as enterprises and villagers, to participate in rural revitalization. Value
co-creation is being carried out through the construction of a structure of pluralistic rural
governance subjects, forming a new network of rural production relations. Rationally
supporting and guiding the development of social forces will further promote the mod-
ernization of the country’s governance system and capacity and provide a new direction
for sustainable rural development. Secondly, local small enterprises can enhance their core
competitiveness and sustainable development capacity by learning advanced technology
and management experience from large enterprises. Cross-regional and cross-sectoral
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cooperation between different enterprises can be carried out to create a scale effect to
achieve synergy of interests. Finally, the main position of villagers should be clarified,
and villagers should be guided to participate in depth, through the regular organization
of cultural activities to awaken the villagers’ identification with and love of their native
culture, and to enhance their cultural self-confidence.

Limitations: The two cases selected for this paper originate from Guiyang City,
China, which may bias the findings due to social structure and institutional environ-
ment differences in rural communities. In the future, the authors will try to increase the
number of cases from different regions to obtain more sound evidence and improve the
research’s credibility.
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