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Abstract: Existing studies have explored the causal effect of social capital on harmful drinking, while
the effect of drinking habits on trust is scant. In China, drinking rituals and drinking culture are
considered important ways of promoting social interaction and trust, especially in rural areas where
traditional culture is stronger. Based on a field survey in rural China in 2019, this paper explores
the relationship between drinking habits and trust. First, we found a negative relationship between
drinking habits and trust, indicating that those people who drink alcohol are more likely to have a
lower trust. Second, we found significant heterogeneity in the effect of alcohol consumption on social
trust across various groups. Specifically, the negative effects of alcohol consumption on trust were
stronger for the females than for males; drinking alcohol did not reduce the level of trust among the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in rural China; compared with the Han nationality, we found that
the effect of drinking on trust was not significant for the ethnic minority. Third, we observed that
the negative effects of alcohol consumption on trust had thresholds across age and income. Among
people under 51, the risk of trust from drinking was greater than for those over 51; the negative effect
of drinking on residents’ trust was more obvious in low-income families, but not significant in the
group with an annual household income of more than CNY 40,000. Our empirical study provides a
deeper understanding of drinking culture in rural China from a dialectical perspective.

Keywords: dark side; alcohol drinking; trust

1. Introduction

In China, the wine culture formed from ancient times has long been an indispensable
part of Chinese social interaction [1]. Like other East Asian countries, drinking rituals
and drinking culture in China are considered to be important ways of promoting social
interaction and trust [2]. Chinese people share stories over wine tables, and the relationship
gets better when they get tipsy. In modern society, as an important platform for business
negotiation, drinking at dinner is often used to maintain good relations between bosses
and employees or to promote business cooperation between business partners [3–5]. For
example, Huang et al. [6] found that male CEOs in areas with a strong drinking culture
had more social connections, both inside and outside the company. Hao et al. [7] also
believe that social drinking is an essential skill for managers, which can relieve tension and
embarrassment and promote social interaction. However, there is not much commercial
activity in rural areas, and social drinking is different from that in urban areas. On the
one hand, the social capital (social trust and social network) of Chinese rural residents is
relatively simple. Drinking is not as utilitarian as commercial drinking tables; on the other
hand, the traditional culture in rural areas is more preserved, and the culture of drinking
tables during festivals is one of the important ways of maintaining rural social networks.
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Therefore, the main motivation of this study was to explore the impact of drinking on the
social capital or social network of rural residents.

Existing studies have explored the link between social capital and harmful drinking
(HD) or alcohol consumption [8–11]. Moreover, most of these studies focus on areas with
drinking habits and cultures. For example, researchers have looked at the impact of alcohol
consumption on social relations in northern Europe, where drinking is well known within
Europe [12]. Ahnquist et al. [13] found that lack of trust in institutions increased the
likelihood of harmful alcohol consumption in Sweden. However, another study from
Sweden demonstrated that social capital at the contextual level showed very weak effects
on alcohol consumption for teenagers [14]. In Denmark, friends often get drunk as a sign of
mutual respect [15]. Similarly, China also has a longstanding drinking culture; for example,
there are many ancient Chinese poems related to drinking. In the context of wine culture,
drinking is also very popular and common in China. Several studies have examined the
impact of social capital on HD in China [16–18]. For instance, a study found that a high
level of social capital may promote HD among the residents of Chinese neighborhoods [16].
However, taking Chinese migrant workers as the research object, Gao et al. [17] concluded
that higher social capital reduces the possibility of problematic drinking among migrant
workers. Additionally, in Taiwan, China, Chuang et al. [19] found that social engagement
promoted drinking in both men and women. Others focused on adolescents and found
that trust is significantly associated with drinking [20–24]. In addition, a large number of
studies have found the influence of peer effects of adolescent social interaction on drinking
habits [25–28].

Previous studies analyzed the effect of social capital on alcohol intake—social capital
or social trust is the cause. For instance, Gao et al. [17] studied the influence of social
capital on problematic drinking among migrant workers in China and found that higher
individual-level social capital may protect against HD. However, studies on the effect
of drinking habits on social trust are scant. In particular, we do not know how and to
what extent alcohol consumption could affect trust among Chinese. Unlike the extensive
literature focusing on the health effects of alcohol consumption [29–31], the impact of
alcohol consumption on social capital has not received much attention. Meanwhile, in
recent years, the Chinese government has implemented the “rural revitalization” strategy,
which aims to improve the sense of contentment and happiness of rural Chinese. Good
social capital and trust relationships are the premises behind enhancing people’s well-
being [32]. In rural China, the social relationship among residents is not complicated,
and information transmission is not as fast as that between cities (e.g., the Internet and
smartphone usage rates are relatively low). As a result, their level of trust also differs from
that of urban residents. Moreover, trust can be divided into vertical trust and horizontal
trust. Vertical trust—namely, institutional trust—refers to residents’ trust in the institutional
environment, involving government credibility in administration, judicature, taxation, and
so on; horizontal trust is the general value of non-institutional trust—that is, the trust
between friends, relatives, and neighbors in the general sense [33–36]. In order to make the
research more comprehensive, we considered both vertical trust and horizontal trust in the
construction of trust indicators.

Based on the above background, our research questions also came out: does drinking
affect the trust of rural residents? If so, is it negative (dark side) or positive (bright side)? In
addition, is there heterogeneity in the effect among different subgroups?

Based on a field survey in rural China, this research explored the relationship between
drinking habits and social trust. The rest of the article is organized as follows: Section 2
deals with theories and hypotheses; Section 3 presents data, variables, and the model;
Section 4 presents the regression results; Section 5 discusses the results; and Section 6 closes
with our conclusion.
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2. Literature Review

A large body of literature has also demonstrated that drinking alcohol can enhance
the social capital of residents, including social trust and social networks [37–42]. Drinking
is more of a social culture than a personal habit or preference, and it is deeply ingrained
around the world [6,43]. For the most part, drinking is seen as a social lubricant that can
be used as a medium to enrich people’s social networks. Some economists argue that
drinking can induce people to reveal (unwillingly) information about themselves, thus
pulling people into social distancing [44–46]. Some studies find that drinking alcohol can
promote trust. For example, in studies set in Denmark, increased drinking among adults
has been accompanied by an increase in trust [37,38]. Sayette et al. [39] claim that alcohol
consumption promotes emotion-related behaviors at the individual and group levels in
two ways: it enhances positive behaviors and decreases negative behaviors. Frank et al. [46]
found that drinking alcohol does not necessarily mean increased trust, but moderate
drinking does. Other studies have found that drinking strengthens social networks. For
example, Bray [47] found that moderate drinking increases wage returns and accumulation
of social experience and social capital. Similarly, another study, from Germany, showed
that alcohol consumption increased wage returns and strengthened social networks [48].
Moreover, Groh et al. [49] from the opposite perspective, found that abstinence harms
social networks among friends. In addition, studies have shown that drinking alcohol
increases friendships and produces a sense of connection with others [50–52]. For example,
MacLean [50] suggested that drinking alcohol enhances intimacy and demonstrates trust,
especially at higher levels of intoxication, based on interviews of those aged 18–24 years
in Australia.

A second branch of the literature shows that alcohol consumption harms social capital.
Some studies have shown that alcohol-dependent people have significant emotional empa-
thy deficits that make it difficult for them to trust others [53,54]. Moreover, drinkers tend to
fall into a vicious cycle of self-centeredness: drinking leads to self-centeredness, which in
turn leads to alcoholism [55,56]. Furthermore, drinking can weaken rationality, and when
people are not completely rational in social interactions, lying and cheating can occur [57,58].
Ahnquist et al. [13] found that low levels of institutional trust were associated with an
increased likelihood of dangerous alcohol use among adults in Sweden. Similarly, Lind-
strom [59] found that alcoholics in Sweden were generally less trusting. Other studies have
shown that drinking tends to have negative social effects. For example, Fielding et al. [60]
proved that drinking alcohol makes people less generous. Schweitzer et al. [61] conducted
a scenario simulation to explore the impact of drinking on personal decision-making and
found that drinkers were more likely to make radical choices and make mistakes.

The third branch of studies has found that drinking does not affect people’s social
capital. Bregu et al. [62] suggested that alcohol consumption has little systemic effect on
economic behavior. From a business perspective, Brañas-Garza et al. [63] found that drink-
ing alcohol does not affect the outcome of negotiations. Another interesting study reports
that drinking increased males’ promises to others, but had no effect on their fulfillment—
suggesting that drinking does not, at the least, increase people’s trust levels [64].

3. Data and Method
3.1. Source of Data

The data for this study came from a primary survey in 2019 by the Center for Human
Capital and Geoeconomics (CHCG) at China Agricultural University. The survey was
approved by the Ethics Committee of China Agricultural University, and a study on
the link between alcohol and depression also use these data [65]. This survey covered
50 villages from 7 provinces of mainland China (Heilongjiang, Henan, Zhejiang, Yunnan,
Xinjiang, Shandong, Anhui). Ten households were randomly selected from each village.
Before data collection, all respondents voluntarily signed an informed consent form after
receiving the questionnaire for scientific research. Moreover, they were also told that the
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feedback was confidential. After matching all the variables and dropping observations
with missing covariates, the final sample consisted of 5207 rural adults.

3.2. Variables
3.2.1. Dependent Variable

The explained variable of this research was the trust level of rural residents. Trust can
be divided into vertical trust and horizontal trust [33]. Vertical trust represents institutional
trust, which refers to residents’ trust in the institutional environment, involving government
credibility; horizontal trust is the general value of non-institutional trust—that is, the trust
between friends, relatives, and neighbors in the general sense [34]. Therefore, we also
considered both vertical trust and horizontal trust in the design of the questionnaire. In
China’s rural areas, village cadres are the policy transmitters and managers that villagers
contact directly, so the trust of village cadres to a large extent represents the vertical trust of
residents. Horizontal trust includes the trust of neighbors, kin, and friends, which are the
most common social objects in rural China. In the questionnaire, we designed four indexes
about the trust degree both from vertical trust and horizontal trust: the trust degree of
village cadres (vertical trust), neighbors, kin, and friends (horizontal trust). As shown in
Table 1, each trust indicator for trust levels from lowest to highest is presented on a scale
of 1–10.

Table 1. Definition and statistics of variables.

Variable Variable Definitions Mean S.D. Min Max

Dependent variable
Trust in cadres The degree of trust to village cadres: 0–10; low–high 8.712 1.973 0 10
Trust in neighbors The degree of trust to neighbors: 0–10; low–high 8.246 1.805 0 10
Trust in kin The degree of trust to kin: 0–10; low–high 9.079 1.351 0 10
Trust in friends The degree of trust to friends: 0–10; low–high 8.643 1.832 0 10
Trust Comprehensive indicators of trust obtained by PCA 17.286 2.640 1.934 19.950
Independent variables

B_drink Do you currently drink alcohol?
1 = yes; 0 = no 0.694 0.461 0 1

Control variables
Individual factors
Gender 1 = male; 0 = female 0.845 0.362 0 1
Ethnic 1 = Han; 0 = minorities 0.822 0.382 0 1
Age Years 50.618 10.822 19 80
Edc Education years 7.932 3.340 0 15
Health Excellent–poor: 1–5 1.956 1.015 1 5
Interpersonal factors
Friends Number of friends 18.182 10.736 0 100
WeChat Do you use the social networking APP WeChat? 1 = yes; 0 = no 0.893 0.309 0 1
Organizational factors
Agriculture Is your family engaged in agriculture? 1 = yes; 0 = no 0.899 0.302 0 1
F_mem Number of family members 3.934 1.668 1 15
Community factors
Distance_V Distance from household to village committee (km) 1.590 11.449 0 100
Distance_T Distance from household to county center (km) 22.710 19.203 0 200
Public policy factors

CCP Are you a member of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)?
1 = yes; 0 = no 0.281 0.450 0 1

P_news Do you follow political news?
1 = yes; 0 = no 7.826 2.811 0 10

To better quantify the trust degree of villagers, we used principal component analysis
(PCA) to reduce the dimensionality of each trust variable, while minimizing the loss of
information. First, we examined whether the data support PCA. As shown in Table 2, the
KMO value was 0.738 (higher than the threshold of 0.7), indicating that the data support
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the PCA method. Moreover, we see that only the eigenvalue of Comp1 is 2.330, greater
than 1, indicating that the Comp1 can be used as a linear combination of variables.

Table 2. Statistics of principal components.

Component Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative

Comp1 2.330 1.573 0.583 0.583
Comp2 0.758 0.295 0.189 0.772
Comp3 0.463 0.013 0.116 0.888
Comp4 0.450 —— 0.112 1.000
KMO 0.738

To further prove that Comp1 is the only principal component, we also drew a scree
plot. As shown in Figure 1, the abscissa represents the number of principal components and
the ordinate represents the eigenvalues. When the x-coordinate exceeds 2, the eigenvalues
begin to flatten out, so it is appropriate to choose an eigenvalue. In conclusion, it is
convincing to choose Comp1 as the principal component of the variable.
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Finally, we have the loading value of Comp1, as shown in the abscissa of Figure 2,
which can intuitively present the impact of each variable on the principal component,
which is, according to the loading value in ascending order: village cadres (0.443), friends
(0.504), kin (0.513), and neighbors (0.535). Thus, we achieved the purpose of dimensionality
reduction for the four trust variables and obtained a composite indicator, which is the
variable Trust. The statistic of the Trust variable is shown in Table 1.

3.2.2. Independent Variable

The core independent variable of this study was whether residents drink alcohol and
was defined as “B_drink”. In the field study, the question was “Do you currently drink
alcohol?” Participants responded with “Yes = 1; No = 0”. The core independent variable
of this study was whether residents drink alcohol. As shown in Table 1, the proportion of
rural residents who drink alcohol was close to 70%, indicating that the proportion of rural
residents who drink alcohol was relatively high in rural China.

3.2.3. Control Variables

This research added control variables according to the ecological model [66]. In our
case, factors affecting residents’ trust come from five dimensions: individual factors, inter-
personal factors, organizational factors, community factors, and public policy factors. This
paper first controlled individual factors (gender, ethnicity, age, education, health) [20,67,68].
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Second, we used the number of friends and whether respondents used the social APP
WeChat as interpersonal variables. Third, we controlled for organizational factor variables:
whether the family was engaged in agriculture and the number of family members. Fourth,
we added the two distance variables as community factors: distance from household to
village committee and distance from household to county center. The closer they lived to
the village committee, the wider their social network within the community. In addition,
the closer the villager was to the county center, the more extensive and the faster the
information they received. Last, we used whether residents were Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) members and whether they cared about political news as public policy factors.
Because in rural China members of the CCP often serve as village officials, they tend to
have a broader social network [69,70]. The definition and statistics of control variables are
shown in Table 1.
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3.3. Model and Preliminary Statistical Analysis
3.3.1. Model

The following econometric model was estimated:

Trusti = α + βB_drinki + γXi + εi (1)

where the subscript i indicates the individuals; Trust is the comprehensive trust index
of residents by PCA; B_drink is the core explanatory variable based on the question “Do
you currently drink alcohol?” and replying “yes = 1, no = 0”. X is a vector of variables
that controls the five dimensions of the ecological model mentioned above; ξ is a random
disturbance term.

3.3.2. Preliminary Statistical Analysis

As shown in Table 3, we divided the residents into drinking samples and non-drinking
samples to observe the statistical differences between the two groups. It can be seen that
the explained variable Trust in this paper had a difference of 0.203 between the two groups
and was significant at the 5% level, which means that residents who do not drink have
higher levels of trust.

Table 3. Mean differences in Trust between drinking and non-drinking.

Mean of Non-Drinking (ND) Mean of Drinking (D) Mean of D-ND

Trust 17.427 17.224 −0.203 **
(2.667) (2.625) [2.565]

Note: Standard deviation in parentheses; T values in square brackets; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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4. Results
4.1. Baseline Results

The effect of drinking on trust is shown in Table 4. In Column 1, the coefficient of
drinking for individuals is −0.203 at a significant 1% level. Adjusting for individual factors
(Column 2), the association between drinking and trust is strengthened, with a coefficient
value of −0.409, which is significant at the 1% level. The effect of drinking on trust is also
significantly decreased with additional Friends and WeChat variables (Column 3). It shows
that the negative effect of drinking on trust still exists after controlling for the confounding
interpersonal factors. After controlling organizational factors, the coefficient of the core
explanatory variable is −0.350 and is significant at the 1% level (Column 4). After the
community factors are added, the core explanatory variable decreases to −0.320, but it
is still significant at the 1% level (Column 5). Finally, after controlling all variables, the
coefficient of the core explanatory variable is −0.354, which is significant at the level of 1%,
indicating that drinking has a negative relationship with residents’ trust with full control.

Table 4. The results of baseline regression.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Variables Trust Trust Trust Trust Trust Trust

B_drink −0.203 * −0.409 *** −0.337 ** −0.350 ** −0.320 ** −0.354 ***
(0.104) (0.121) (0.138) (0.137) (0.129) (0.125)

Gender 0.104 0.170 0.181 0.103 −0.081
(0.188) (0.205) (0.204) (0.192) (0.194)

Ethnic 0.332 * 0.418 ** 0.383 * 0.348 * 0.446 **
(0.168) (0.200) (0.202) (0.197) (0.202)

Age 0.007 0.012 ** 0.010 * 0.010 * −0.002
(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005)

Edc 0.077 *** 0.073 *** 0.071 *** 0.063 ** 0.006
(0.020) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.029)

Health −0.310 *** −0.336 *** −0.349 *** −0.331 *** −0.293 ***
(0.052) (0.062) (0.063) (0.060) (0.061)

Friends 0.002 *** 0.002 *** 0.002 *** 0.001 ***
(0.001) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

WeChat 0.037 0.031 0.031 −0.007
(0.217) (0.218) (0.207) (0.206)

Agriculture −0.107 −0.119 −0.127
(0.192) (0.194) (0.191)

F_mem −0.076 −0.071 −0.077
(0.049) (0.049) (0.050)

Distance_V 0.003 * 0.003 *
(0.002) (0.002)

Distance_T −0.002 −0.001
(0.004) (0.004)

CCP 0.411 ***
(0.121)

P_news 0.142 ***
(0.025)

Constant 17.427 *** 16.840 *** 16.466 *** 17.037 *** 17.205 *** 17.084 ***
(0.103) (0.319) (0.483) (0.601) (0.592) (0.616)

Observations 5207 5207 5207 5207 5207 5207
R-squared 0.001 0.030 0.034 0.036 0.032 0.058

Note: Standard errors in parentheses (clustered at the county level). *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

4.2. Identifying Causal Effects

In the baseline regression model, the main source of endogeneity problems is reverse
causality. To deal with this endogeneity, we employed the technique by Lewbel [71] to
identify causality. The products of exogenous covariance and heteroscedastic error can be
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used as effective instrumental variables to identify endogenous parameters when effective
instrumental variables cannot be found. In our case, we used the following equations:

Trust = α1X + β1B_drink + ε1 (2)

B_drink = α2X + ε2 (3)

where β1 is the parameter of the core independent variable, B_drink is the endogenous
variable, and X is a vector of control variables. We assumed there was not a valid IV for
B_drink and that the error ε2 was heteroscedastic—that is, Cov

(
X, ε2

2
)
6= 0. According to

the deduction,
(
X− X

)
ε2 would be the valid IV for B_drink.

Table 5 reports the results of the regression using Lewbel’s method. Column 1 is the
first-stage regression, and column 2 is the second-stage regression. First, we found that the
null hypothesis of homoscedasticity was strongly rejected (the chi-squared statistic was
113.10, at a 1% significance level), conforming to the prerequisites of the method. Second,
the coefficient was−0.701 at a 10% level of significance. This indicates that drinking alcohol
does have a decreasing effect on trust.

Table 5. Identifying causal effects based on Lewbel’s method.

(1) (2)

Variables B_drink Trust

B_drink −0.701 *
(0.398)

Gender −0.084
(0.194)

Ethnic 0.441 **
(0.201)

Age −0.001
(0.006)

Edc 0.003
(0.031)

Health −0.291 ***
(0.061)

Friends 0.001 ***
(0.000)

WeChat 0.014
(0.208)

Agriculture −0.125
(0.190)

F_mem −0.078
(0.050)

Distance_V 0.003 *
(0.002)

Distance_T −0.002
(0.004)

CCP 0.414 ***
(0.121)

P_news 0.141 ***
(0.024)

Error*c_Gender −0.471
(0.314)

Error*c_Ethnic 0.470
(0.723)

Error*c_Age −0.051 ***
(0.016)

Error*c_Edc 0.126 ***
(0.047)

Error*c_Health −0.018
(0.113)
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Table 5. Cont.

(1) (2)

Variables B_drink Trust

Error*c_Friends 0.001
(0.002)

Error*c_WeChat −1.118 ***
(0.317)

Error*c_Agriculture 0.169
(0.517)

Error*c_F_mem 0.049
(0.100)

Error*c_Distance_V −0.006
(0.007)

Error*c_Distance_T 0.004
(0.013)

Error*c_CCP −0.239
(0.259)

Error*c_P_news 0.037
(0.036)

Constant 0.600 *** 17.307 ***
(0.042) (0.689)

BP test for homoscedasticity 113.10 ***
Observations 5207 5207

Note: Column 1 is the first stage regression; variables are preceded by C_ to centralize them (e.g., c_Gender
represents the centralized processing of the variable gender). Column 2 is the second stage regression. Standard
errors in parentheses (clustered at the county level). *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

4.3. Heterogeneity Analysis
4.3.1. Heterogeneity of Gender, Political Status, and Ethnicity

To further explore whether the effects of drinking on trust differ in different groups,
Figure 3 reports the heterogeneity of the effects of drinking on trust. As shown in the first
two lines of Figure 3, the effect of drinking on trust is significantly different between men
and women. The negative effect of drinking on trust is much greater in women than in men,
and both are significant at the level of 1%. In Chinese society, especially in the relatively
conservative rural areas, there is some social pressure for women to drink [72,73]. As a
result, if a woman drinks, she experiences more social stress, is less likely to engage in
social activities, and has lower levels of trust.
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Then, we focused on the heterogeneity of the effect between CCP members and non-
CCP members and found that drinking had no significant effect on trust among CCP
members, while this negative effect passed the statistical test among non-CCP members.
The results suggest that drinking does not reduce trust among CCP members. Finally, the
effect of alcohol consumption on trust was observed to be heterogeneous across ethnic
groups. In the Han population, drinking decreases villagers’ trust, but in the minority
population, drinking does not decrease people’s trust (did not pass the statistical test).

4.3.2. Threshold Heterogeneity Analysis on Age and Income

Are the effects of alcohol consumption on trust linear across all age and income
groups? Is there a threshold at which the effect shifts on either side of the threshold? If so,
what is the threshold? Hansen [74] pioneers the threshold regression model to explore the
phenomenon that when one economic parameter reaches a certain value, another economic
parameter suddenly shifts to other forms of development (structural mutation). In this
research, the threshold regression models were used to observe the regression results of
different age groups and different income groups. The threshold regression results are
reported in Table 6. Columns 1 and 2 report threshold regression results for age, and we
found a threshold at age 51. When the age was less than 51 years, the coefficient of the core
explanatory variable was −0.489; when the age was more than 51 years, the coefficient of
the core explanatory variable was −0.271, both of which were significant at the 1% level.
This suggests that although the negative effect of drinking on trust declines across all age
groups, the effect of drinking on trust declines significantly after age 51. Columns 3 and 4
report threshold regression results for household income. It can be seen that the influence
of drinking on trust exists at a threshold when the family income is CNY 40,000. Alcohol
consumption still harms trust when household income is less than CNY 40,000. However,
while the family income is more than CNY 40,000, the influence of drinking on trust fails to
pass the statistical test, indicating that drinking on trust is not significant.

Table 6. Regression of thresholds for age and family income.

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

Thresholds Region 1 Region 2 Region 1 Region 2

Age <51 >51
Income <40,000 >40,000
B_drink −0.489 *** −0.271 ** −0.651 *** −0.178

(0.120) (0.125) (0.119) (0.124)
Control variable Yes Yes Yes Yes

Constant 16.577 *** 17.404 *** 17.212 *** 18.259 ***
(0.685) (0.418) (0.410) (0.595)

Observations 5207 5207 5207 5207
Note: Columns 1 and 2 show the age-threshold regression of the effect of alcohol consumption on trust; the
threshold value is 51. Columns 3 and 4 show the income-threshold regression of the effect of alcohol consumption
on trust; the threshold value is CNY 40,000. Standard errors in parentheses (clustered at the county level).
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

5. Discussion

Why do we conclude that drinking is not good for trust among rural Chinese? First,
this research found that one of the main reasons is that Chinese residents’ social demand
and social purpose are not strong. As Cooper [75] says, motivation for drinking is important.
The purpose of drinking is to foster feelings that lead to some sort of potential deal between
superiors and subordinates or business partners [46]. For rural Chinese, however, the
motivation for drinking is often not utilitarian. In addition, rural residents do not have
much need for social contact; except in traditional festivals or weddings and funerals,
Chinese rural residents usually drink alone. As a result, rural Chinese do not gain trust
through drinking. In contrast, consistent with our findings, alcohol consumption actually
impairs trust. Especially in the context of China’s large inflow of rural labor force into
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cities, the proportion of elderly people left behind in rural areas is large, and these people
often drink alone. Some studies have shown the negative effects of drinking alone on
social capital [76–78]. For example, Yu et al. [79] claim that among elderly people living
alone in rural China, drinking alone can create feelings of distrust. Second, drinking
lowers people’s rational boundaries and makes them more likely to say exaggerated things,
causing distrust. Contrary to some opinions, people are more likely to lie when under the
influence of alcohol [80–82]. A recent study from China also found a significant increase in
lying about the effects of alcohol in business negotiations [58]. In China’s drinking culture,
people tend to exaggerate and make empty promises. Hence, drinking reduces trust among
residents. The third reason is that in Chinese culture, people who gather to drink often
get drunk, and not getting drunk at the wine table is considered to be insincere. There is
a Chinese saying, “If you don’t get drunk tonight, you won’t return.” Therefore, in rural
China, once residents drink together, it is highly likely to cause drunkenness. However,
alcoholism and drunkenness are considered not only harmful to the drinkers’ health but
also have many negative effects on others. For example, drinking is a breeding ground for
domestic violence. A study from Mexico found that in rural areas, men who drank alcohol
often used domestic violence against their wives and that it was common there [83]. In
rural communities, many residents have expressed concern about the disruption of alcohol
consumption to quiet daily life and the well-being of individuals, families, and society.
Alcohol abuse causes people in the same community to distrust alcoholics, and the distrust
is mutual, making drinkers less trusting of others. The last reason is that drinking alcohol
can lead to drunk driving, which is illegal in China. On the one hand, drunk driving
increases the incidence of traffic accidents and damages the lives of residents. In China,
on the other hand, drivers who have ingested even small amounts of alcohol will face
revocation of their license and fines if caught by traffic police. As a result, their record of
breaking the law makes them less trusted. Correspondingly, their trust is also reduced.

In addition, we observed heterogeneity across subgroups in the perception of trust
from drinking to residents. One finding is that the negative effects of alcohol consumption
on trust were stronger in the female subgroup than in the male subgroup. This is also easier
to explain because women are traditionally frowned upon in culture for drinking alcohol.
In some areas, women who drink alcohol are labeled as having weak volition and otherwise
labeled negatively [84]. Especially in rural China, where thinking is relatively traditional,
women drinking alcohol is also considered to be immoral to a certain extent [72]. Lack of
respect and understanding for women’s drinking has also led to a significant drop in trust
among women. Second, we found that drinking alcohol does not reduce the level of trust
among CCP in rural China. The possible reason is that in rural China, CCP members are
generally local village cadres or rural elites, and their social network itself is relatively stable,
so drinking does not have a strong negative impact on trust (although the regression sign
was also negative, it was not significant). Moreover, CCP members themselves believe in
materialism and have strong political beliefs. Third, compared with the Han nationality, we
found that the influence of minority drinking on trust was not significant. Ethnic minorities
like to drink more than Han people, such as Tibetans and Mongolians. Drinking is an
essential medium in their culture for making friends [72]. Therefore, for ethnic minorities,
the negative impact of trust on them is not significant.

The negative effects of alcohol on trust jump around the age of 50—the effect decreases
significantly after that age. On the one hand, as one study of China shows, older people
have a greater sense of community and trust in government than younger people [85]. On
the other hand, after the age of 50, people have more social experience and insights into
societal risks than when they were young, and they have a deep understanding of friendship
and kinship [86]. Especially in rural China, clans and traditional culture mean that the
elderly people have more say [87]. As a result, drinking is less damaging to older adults’
trust. In addition, we found that the negative effect of alcohol consumption on trust was
significant in the lower-income group but not in the higher-income group. Research shows
that socioeconomic status (as measured by income) significantly improves residents’ social
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trust [88]. A study from Russia also demonstrated a positive causal relationship between
economics and trust through a natural experiment [89]. Therefore, the trust level is higher
in high-income families, and the negative effect of drinking on their trust is not obvious. In
contrast, alcohol consumption significantly reduces the trust of low-income families.

6. Conclusions

This paper discusses the relationship between drinking and trust based on primary
survey data in rural China. Although previous literature holds different attitudes towards
the influence of alcohol on individual social capital, our study found that drinking shows
its dark side to residents’ trust.

First, we found a negative relationship between drinking habits and trust, where
people who drink alcohol are more likely to lower their trust. Second, we focused on
the heterogeneity of the effect of alcohol consumption on trust in different groups: the
negative effects of alcohol consumption on trust were stronger in the female subgroup than
in the male subgroup; drinking alcohol did not reduce the level of trust among CCP in
rural China; compared with the Han nationality, we found that the influence of minority
drinking on trust was not significant. Third, we observed that the negative effects of alcohol
consumption on trust have thresholds across age and income. Among people under 51, the
risk of trust from drinking was greater than for those over 51; the negative effect of drinking
on residents’ trust was more obvious in low-income families, but it was not significant in
the group with an annual household income of more than CNY 40,000.

Our empirical study provides a deeper understanding of drinking culture in rural
China from a social trust perspective. Policymakers need to highlight not only the health
risks of drinking but also the damage it does to trust. For drinkers, it is important to
recognize that drinking does not benefit social capital but that it creates a crisis of trust.
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