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Abstract

Amid national efforts to tackle population aging and advance rural revitalization, building rural elder
care systems has emerged as a pressing priority for social welfare. As traditional family support weakens,
mutual-aid models—particularly rural happiness homes—have become practical vehicles for addressing
rural elder care challenges. Yet these facilities routinely encounter structural disconnects between what
they provide and what elderly residents actually need. Figuring out how to rigorously evaluate service
quality, accurately spot deficiencies, and identify workable improvements has become essential for lifting
rural mutual-aid elder care to higher standards. This study sets out to build a service quality assessment
framework specifically for rural happiness homes, using empirical testing to illuminate the multi-layered
structure and varied characteristics of service quality, thereby supplying both theoretical grounding and
hands-on experience to guide precise policy design, better resource allocation, and sharper operational
management in rural elder care.

The research unfolded in five stages: reviewing relevant theories, analyzing current conditions,
constructing an evaluation framework, conducting empirical assessments, and distilling key findings.
Fieldwork centered on Lijin County in Shandong Province, where pilot programs have placed destitute
elderly into rural happiness homes; the county's pronounced aging profile makes it representative of similar
regions nationwide. Drawing on Maslow's hierarchy of needs, public service theory, and welfare pluralism,
the study combined literature review with on-the-ground investigation to develop an evaluation system
spanning five domains—daily care, health support, spiritual and cultural services, environmental facilities,
and management operations—with 23 specific indicators. The analytic hierarchy process determined
indicator weights, while fuzzy comprehensive evaluation quantified service quality across four happiness
homes of varying star ratings. Independent samples t-tests then probed heterogeneity from two angles:
facility star rating and resident mobility status. Data came from 260 valid questionnaires gathered through
structured interviews, supplemented by in-depth discussions with civil affairs staff, happiness home
administrators, caregivers, and residents themselves, ensuring the reliability of conclusions drawn.

This study draws the following conclusions. First, by breaking down Maslow’ s hierarchy of needs
into five measurable dimensions — daily care, health support, cultural and recreational activities,
environmental facilities, and management services — this research covers the full spectrum from basic
subsistence to self-fulfillment, and is more closely aligned with how rural senior centers actually operate.
Second, rural senior centers in Lijin County have gone through three phases: pilot exploration, rapid

expansion, and quality-oriented transformation. While such centers now cover all administrative villages,

II



prominent problems remain, including homogeneous services and misaligned resource allocation. Third,
empirical findings reveal a tiered gap in service quality at rural senior centers, with even facilities of the
same star rating showing disconnects between hardware and software provision. There is also a deep
structural mismatch between service supply and demand: healthier older adults rate overall service quality
relatively highly, whereas semi-disabled and disabled seniors give significantly lower scores for meal
quality, medicine availability, and emotional support. In addition, cultural and recreational services lag
behind improvements in physical facilities, and the care workforce lacks professional expertise, making it
difficult to meet the specialized nursing needs of disabled elderly residents. Fourth, the current star-rating
system has limited ability to distinguish actual service quality. Differences in service quality perceptions
within the same center are far greater than those between centers of different star ratings. The functional
ability of older adults is the main factor shaping how they evaluate service quality.

To address these issues, this study puts forward practical recommendations for improving elderly care
services in six areas: upgrading daily care to high-quality standards, integrating medical and elderly care
services in a substantive way, strengthening in-depth emotional and cultural support, renovating facilities to
be more age-friendly, raising professional service capacity, and allocating resources in a targeted and
differentiated manner. These proposals provide empirically grounded guidance for Lijin County to optimize
the distribution of elderly care resources and formulate differentiated policies. They also have practical
significance in helping rural senior centers shift from basic guarantee to quality improvement, and in
enhancing rural older adults’  sense of gain and well-being.

Key words:Rural Happiness Courtyard; service quality of elderly care; Lijin County, Shandong Province
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