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Abstract 

We challenge the discontinuity (also called incompatibility) hypothesis of generalized and 

particularistic trust, suggesting that the two types of trust are incompatible, that is, one does not 

influence the other. This view is problematic because if so, it remains unclear, for instance, how 

communities scoring high in particularistic trust can ever develop further when transferring trust 

to spheres outside the community is not an option. In this research, we explore the potential 

permeability of different types of trust in an emerging market context using the case of China. 

Using a purposeful sampling technique, we gathered data among Chinese professionals (n = 290) 

in the Jingjinji metropolitan region in Tianjin. The data was analyzed by performing structural 

equation modeling in SPSS Amos 23. As we identify interdependencies between generalized and 

particularistic types of trust, our results speak in favor of the continuity hypothesis. We find that 

the more people trust other people from an outside group (out-group trust), the less they trust 

quasi-familiar others (in-group trust). Further, in-group trust increases once the environment 

urges people to engage in informal network (guanxi)-based transactions. Advancing the common 

view of China being a typical low-trust society, in which distrust in strangers (i.e., outsiders) 

prevails, we find a recent trend of an increase in general trust, which might lead to increases of 

out-group and in-group trust alike. Contrary to the widespread idea that guanxi is declining in the 

present day we find guanxi to be persistent. 
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Introduction 

Trust has been characterized as one of the most essential elements of human interactions and a 

fundamental and multidimensional social phenomenon. At the same time, however, it is 

considered an elusive concept that is challenging to operationalize for research (Gambetta, 1988; 

Lyon, Moellering, & Saunders, 2015). Most scholars would agree that trust is becoming relevant 

due to the uncertainties involved in social relationships (Hofreiter & Bahna, 2020; Lewis & 

Weigert, 1985; Schlenker, Helm, & Tedeschi, 1973), which can leave actors vulnerable to 

exploitation (Morrow Jr., Hansen, & Pearson, 2004; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). 

Since most research on trust started to develop in “Western” countries (Alon et al., 2011; Li, 

2016; Luo, 2005; MacDuffie, 2011), traditional trust research faced difficulties in identifying, 

capturing, and conceptualizing the structural features and characteristics of trust and trust 

building that are common in non-Western countries, including China (Alon, 2003). 

Particularly during the last twenty years, the emergence of China has led to increased 

interest in how trust is characterized, developed, and maintained with Chinese business partners 

(Bian, 2019; Horak et al., 2020; Luo, 2019). Within this research stream, a major insight has 

been to regard China as a network society in which personal relationships play a pivotal role. In 

China, relationships are developed and maintained through guanxi, generally defined as 

“interpersonal connections” (Bian, 2018). Triggered by the establishment of guanxi research as a 

meanwhile mainstream subject in the several disciplines of the social sciences, scholars in the 

West learned that the characteristics, structure, and ways to build trust differ fundamentally in 

China compared with Western countries, where, in a nutshell, individualism and liberalism are 

among the predominant societal ideals. In this course, research has become more inclusive and 

new conceptualizations of trust have been proposed, especially during the last decade, including 

new ideas of trust, by taking both Western and Eastern views into account (Li, 2016, 2007, 2008; 

Luo, 2005). 

Trust is conventionally categorized into general and particularistic trust (Wang & Shi, 

2020). Scholars have suggested that a high level of trust propensity, usually referred to as 

“generalized trust,” becomes important for countries and organizations to develop, since the 

expansion of business activities naturally requires people to deal with foreigners. “Managing 

companies and transacting business in globalized markets require a basic level of generalized 
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trust, the inclination to believe that strangers will act cooperatively, or at least benignly” (Nee, 

Holm, & Opper, 2018, p. 1; see also Huff & Kelley, 2003; Yao, Zhang, Brett, & Murnighan, 

2017). However, the current theory implies that actors from low-trust societies in which 

particularistic ties prevail, and, hence, in-group trust that is based on a shared background is 

stronger, will have difficulties in trusting others in general. This leads to questions of practical 

relevance, for instance taking the example of the Chinese automaker Geely, which took over the 

Swedish automaker Volvo. So far, this alliance appears to be working very well, even though 

China is categorized as a low-trust society that draws on guanxi ties rather than relying on 

generalized trust. Sweden, on the contrary, is known as a culture that draws on generalized trust, 

and particularistic forms of relationship building are less pronounced (Stolle, 1998. 2001). From 

a theoretical point of view, this combination of actors triggers the question of how an alliance 

like this can be successful, following the idea that particularistic trust (i.e., in-group trust) leads 

to weak economic results and that particularistic and general forms of trust do not merge. This 

question reflects the ongoing debate about whether certain forms of trust are compatible or 

incompatible with each other and how they may influence each other (Bicchieri, Xiao, & 

Muldoon, 2011; Nee et al., 2018; Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1993; Uslaner, 1999). We seek 

to contribute to this debate with this research. Since the structural base of interpersonal trust is 

weakly understood (Luo, 2005), particularly in the context of transitional economies, we aim to 

shed light on a broader trust base and its antecedents contextualized to transitional economies, 

using China as a case study. 

In the following, we first introduce the theoretical frame consisting of the common view on 

trust and the links between forms of trust as well as the recent development of trust in China. We 

continue by developing a model consisting of different types of trust and its relationships, which 

we deduce from the theoretical context of East Asia. Further, we derive hypotheses and 

subsequently test these hypotheses in a structural equation model based on a dataset of Chinese 

adults. Finally, we present our results and discuss them in our theoretical context. In concluding, 

based on extant research and our own contributions, we recommend avenues for future direction 

of research. 
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Types of trust and interdependencies 

The measurement of trust remains highly fragmented, as McEvily and Tortoriello (2011) 

concluded after reviewing 171 research papers published over 48 years. Their review identified 

129 different measures of trust. Nevertheless, over the years, research streams have emerged that 

focus, for instance, on trust at the (inter-) personal level (Scott III, 1980; Sitkin & George, 2005) 

or at the (inter-) organizational level (Horak & Long, 2018; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; 

Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007). Besides work on the structural level, types of trust are 

classified, the most popular one being the classification of trust into general trust and 

particularistic trust. The early work by Weber (1951) distinguished between particularistic trust, 

a personalized form of trust, and general or universalistic trust. Defined as trust in others in 

general, general trust is often seen as an aggregated form of trust (Blomqvist, 1997; Yamagishi, 

2003). As observed by Tocqueville (1945) and later by Fukuyama (1995), the United States, for 

instance, is classified as a society with a high level of general trust, whereas, in China, trust is 

typically directed toward specific others and stays within the narrow confines of the (quasi-) 

family. Luo (2005) described the latter type of trust as “particularistic trust.” The default status 

of general trust in the United States is labeled “high trust”; in China, on the other hand, to 

distrust is a default status, as trust is typically directed toward specific others, the in-group (De 

Cremer, 2015). Researchers commonly assume that either form of the two, that is, general or 

particularistic trust, is pronounced, and that different types of trust do not mix or interact 

dynamically. The popularity of the bipolar (i.e., general versus particularistic) view on trust 

might be explained by its simplicity or, possibly, by largely Western-coined epistemological 

developments based on an “either–or” in contrast to an Eastern “either–and” thinking style as 

outlined by Li (2016). 

The trust (dis-)continuity controversy 

More recent, and subject to an ongoing discussion, is the continuity, sometimes called 

compatibility, debate in reference to the relationship of generalized and particularistic (i.e., in-

group) trust. As the theory is currently unclear about whether there is continuity between these 

two types of trust, important questions connected to the debate remain unanswered. It remains 

unclear, for instance, how communities scoring high in particularistic trust can ever develop 

further when transferring trust to spheres outside the community is not an option: in other words, 
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if ever possible, how particularistic trust can be extended to a more general level (Newton & 

Zmerli, 2011). Overall, two opinion groups can be distinguished, of which the predominant one 

represents the view that general and particularistic trust stand in an almost either/or position 

toward each other. Hardin’s (2006) view of trust, for instance, has been described as 

“encapsulated self-interest,” a rational view on trust whereby trust is extended only if incentives 

exist for one party not to exploit one’s trust. In the absence of such incentives, consequently, 

trusting would not happen. This means that, if someone is “embedded in a thick network of 

trusting relationships” (Bicchieri, Xiao, & Muldoon, 2011, p.171), there is no inclination to trust 

general or unknown others; that is, there is no continuity between generalized and particularistic 

trust. This position was strengthened by Stolle (1998, 2001), who found that, among the 

members of organizations in which the in-group trust is high, the expression of generalized trust 

is low. It has also been suggested that strong in-group trust represents a barrier to the creation of 

trust outside the group (Yamagishi et al. 1998, Yamagishi 1998, 2001; Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 

1994). Further, scholars have assumed that a high level of trust found in smaller groups (Ostrom, 

2008; Ebenhöh and Pahl-Wostl, 2008), family, or clan is often combined with distrusting others 

(Warren, 1999), and Uslaner stated that “the more dependent we are on our close associates and 

kin, the more we think of the world in terms of ‘we’ and ‘they’. We won’t trust ‘most people’” 

(Uslaner, 1999, p. 124). 

However, what about anonymous transactions (e.g. business-to-business online bidding), 

as they often take place in practice, characterized by less transparency and a lack of enforceable 

sanctions? While there are compelling arguments for discontinuity, as presented above, on the 

contrary, another group of scholars has advanced a view that assumes continuity between 

particularistic and generalized trust. It assumes that solidarity and cooperation in smaller 

communities are the breeding ground for trust and that the “move to generalized trust is 

something that happens almost by default, as a habit one does not shed just because the situation 

is unusual or different” (Bicchieri et al., 2011, p. 171). Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti (1993), for 

instance, assumed continuity between particularistic and generalized trust, similar to Glanville 

and Paxton (2007), who found that the former even bolsters the latter. Studying ethnicity and 

trust in the Russian context, Bahry, Kosolapov, Kozyreva, and Wilson (2005) concluded that 

“high in-group or particularistic trust is no barrier to faith in another ethnic group” (Bahry et al., 
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2005, p. 521); hence, the two seem not to be mutually exclusive. The latter was also suggested 

by Luo (2005), whose data based on social network analysis allowed the assumption that one 

type of tie can be helpful and exist next to the other. Using institutional theory and an 

experimental research design (i.e., trust game) applied to entrepreneurs in China, the recent 

research by Nee, Holm, and Opper (2018) found that a higher level of experience in relational 

exchange leads to higher trust ascription to out-group persons. The “learning” argument that this 

result suggests is similar to the assumption by Bicchieri et al. (2011) that, once trust develops 

through exchange in smaller groups, it can expand to larger trust circles over time. 

Trust and the East Asian context 

The central role that trust plays as a factor of social cohesion in relational societies in which 

informal networks are pervasive is a subject of interest, especially among social network scholars 

(Burt, 2000; Granovetter, 1973, 2017; Uzzi, 1997). A relatively new development in the 

internationally oriented management and organization literature, and of central interest to this 

study, is the recent extension of the East Asian perspective on trust and its almost natural 

connection to networking (Bian, 2018; Burt, Bian, & Opper, 2018; Horak, 2014, 2016; Li, 2007, 

2008; Luo, 2005). The East Asian perspective on trust explicitly considers the different societal 

fabric of East Asian societies as network or relational societies, in contrast to the liberal societies 

of the West. In this debate, the characteristics of network societies are connected with indigenous 

social constructs that are relevant to trust research, such as guanxi (China, comp. Li, 2007; Luo, 

2019 or Chen, Chen and Huang, 2013 ), yongo, and inmaek (South Korea, comp. Horak, 2014, 

2016; Horak and Klein 2016; Horak and Taube, 2016), and indigenous philosophies, such as 

Confucianism and Taoism, in contrast to Christianity and Western philosophical traditions 

(Fang, 2012; Li, 2016). Whilst these factors play a role in the establishment of trust and trust 

ascriptions in the East, the common default in the West is to trust, in contrast to the situation in 

China, where the default is rather to distrust (De Cremer, 2015). From a Chinese point of view, 

to trust a priori may be perceived as naïve, since there is no reason to trust someone until that 

person has proven her- or himself to be trustworthy. In China, trust is conventionally built among 

people who share similarities (e.g., the same hometown, the same educational institutions, the 

same neighborhood, etc.; comp. Bian, 2018, 2019; Luo, 2019). In the West, directional questions 

of establishing trust are discussed controversially (Brower, Schoorman, & Tan, 2000; Mayer et 
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al., 1995; Schoorman et al., 2007); in China, clearly, the establishment of trust is never 

unidirectional. Reciprocity, that is, exchange over time, is central to building trusting 

relationships (Horak & Taube, 2016). 

In the following, by taking the Chinese context into account, we present trust constructs 

that we use to explore the interdependencies and the effect of trust on guanxi constraints. 

General trust. Prior research has suggested that the conventional classification of 

generalized trust can be problematic in reference to its meaning in non-Western countries, in 

particular East Asia. To measure “general trust,” the well-known World Values Survey (WVS) 

and the General Social Survey (GSS) ask almost the same question. The WVS asks whether 

“most people can be trusted” and whether people “need to be very careful,” and the GSS asks 

whether “most people can be trusted” and whether “you can’t be too careful.” However, the term 

“most people” is interpreted differently across cultures. Whereas it is thought of in terms of quite 

remote others in Western cultures (e.g., the US and UK), it is usually thought of in terms of in-

groups in Confucian Asian countries (e.g., China or South Korea), since remote others are often 

not relevant per se in Confucian Asian countries (Delhey, Newton, & Welzel, 2011; Jing & 

Bond, 2015). The nature of the relationship becomes clear through the description provided by 

Kim (2000), who used the South Korean example in relation to social ties to people with whom 

no direct or indirect relationship exists; those people are irrelevant, and they are regarded “as 

‘non-persons’ and there can be discrimination and even hostility” (Kim, 2000, p. 179). Taking 

these cultural differences in trust ascriptions into account, scholars have alternatively used the 

term “non-specific trust” for Confucian Asian countries (e.g., Delhey, Newton, & Welzel, 2011; 

Jing & Bond, 2015). However, by far more common and widely established is still the use of 

general trust. As these two labels distinguish from each other solely by the name itself but not by 

the content, we prefer in this study to use the more common label ‘general trust’. 

Out-group trust. Trust in strangers specifically denominates trust in foreigners, as 

operationalized by the WVS in the form of questions asking whether people of a different 

nationality, ethnicity, or religion can be trusted. According to the current knowledge, there 

should be less trust in strangers in China. However, Luo (2005) found evidence that there is an 

indirect link to trust in strangers that may exist via trust in familiar persons. Hence, we cannot 

claim that there is zero trust in strangers in China per se. Luo explained this based on the work of 
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Barber (1983), who believed that trust in strangers is theoretically feasible, since strangers would 

act in accordance with the dominant norms and standards of a country (see also Foddy, Platow, 

& Yamagishi, 2009). Although trust in strangers is seldom measured by national surveys, Welch 

et al. (2007) underlined its importance, since “so many basic and enduring relationships in 

society often begin as encounters between strangers. Moreover, many types of continuing, ad hoc 

relationships (e.g., a variety of daily market transactions between persons, including those 

representing themselves and those representing the organizations that employ them) seldom 

progress much beyond this initial level of intimacy” (Welch et al., 2007, p. 27). Interestingly, 

Welch et al. (2007) found a connection between trust in strangers and a person’s integration into 

informal networks. Those who are linked to dense social networks are more likely to trust 

strangers than those who are not well connected. Hence, it is important to understand the 

interconnectedness of forms of trust to assess the overall functioning of trust. 

In-group trust. In-group trust is a form of trust that is pivotal in China and other East Asian 

countries but that is also known, though less influential, in Western countries. Compared to the 

more prominent category of particularistic trust in the West, in-group trust is more precisely 

aligned with the East Asian context, and builds upon a common background shared between 

persons in the first place (Bian, 2018). In-group trust differs from particularistic trust in terms of 

the nature of its trust ascription. Trust built on a common background leads to relatively high ad 

hoc ascriptions of trust, thus it forms the base for network trust, as a common form of trust in 

East Asian societies (Horak, 2014; Lew, 2013; Yee, 2000, 2015). In China and South Korea, a 

shared base can represent a springboard to gain access to informal networks and information, or 

receive favorable treatment. In East Asia, it is typically the neighborhood community, graduating 

from the same educational institution, either high school or university, or being born in the same 

city or region (Horak, 2014; Horak & Klein, 2016; Luo, 2019). 

Guanxi importance. A concept that has been studied for decades, guanxi, is the Chinese 

concept of informal networking that shapes and characterizes Chinese society (for a 

comprehensive review of guanxi, see Bian, 2018; Chen, Chen, & Huang, 2013, Chen & Chen, 

2004). Park and Luo (2001) define guanxi as focusing on personal relations and the exchange of 

favors. Further, Park and Luo argue that “guanxi is social capital because it involves exchanges 

of social obligations and determines one’s face in society” (Park & Luo, 2001, p. 457). In 
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network societies, indigenous concepts, such as yongo and inmaek in South Korea (Horak, 2014, 

2016; Horak & Yang, 2016; Lew, 2013) and guanxi in China, define and structure the social 

relationships between people (Chen & Chen, 2004). However, guanxi is perceived differently by 

its users; though guanxi is voluntary in the first place and often portrait as an enabler or problem 

solver, it may be perceived as a constraint, as suggested by Herrmann-Pillath (2010) or Park and 

Luo (2001); that is, people may feel forced into guanxi-based transactions, as at times there is no 

viable alternative, hence, the use of guanxi becomes important.  

Moreover, since guanxi involves the exchange of favors, the one giving a favor can 

exchange this effort for a favor in return at any time in the future. This can come unexpectedly 

and improperly for the favor receiver, who might not be willing to help anymore but is obliged 

due to guanxi norms of behavior. Most obviously in transactions in the workplace or when 

dealing with public authorities, being intertwined in and forced into guanxi transactions as there 

are no alternatives available may be burdensome and inconvenient. Hence, in an environment in 

which guanxi usage is common and no alternatives are available, its importance for societal 

interactions may significantly influence the relationship between different forms of trust. 

Hypothesis development 

Influence of an increase in general trust on other forms of trust 

Whilst conventionally being regarded as typical low-trust society, China is becoming more 

trusting today as data provided by the World Values Survey (WVS, 2018) indicate. In a recent 

survey among 6,800 participants, more people than in the past 20 years agreed with the statement 

“most people can be trusted,” an indicator of an increase in non-specific trust (Jing & Bond, 

2015), whereas fewer people agreed with the statement that one “can’t be too careful,” 

consequently starting a new trend (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Answers to the statements “Most people can be trusted” and “Can’t be too careful” 

(in per cent, 1994-2014, N=6800) 

 

Source: World Values Survey (WVS), 2018 

Taking the WVS (2018) data as a springboard to explore the interdependencies of the different 

forms of trust in China today, one can assume that an increased general trust level leads to an 

overall increase in other trust levels, which is implied by the WVS (2018) data. This 

development would confirm Stolle’s (2002) assumption that “generalized attitudes of trust 

extend beyond the boundaries of face-to-face interaction and incorporate people who are not 

personally known. They are indicated by an abstract preparedness to trust others and to engage in 

actions with others” (Stolle, 2002, p. 397). 

Further, research on trust in South Korea has found that in-group trust is continuously 

pronounced, as well as an increase in general trust levels and an increase in out-group trust alike 

(Horak & Klein, 2016). Transferring these ideas to the case of China, the cultural center of 

Confucian Asia (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004), and supported by the 

assumption that people are becoming more trusting overall (Figure 1), we assume that in-group 

and out-group trust have also risen as a consequence. Hence, we propose the following 

hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: The higher the level of general trust, (1a) the higher the level of out-group trust 

and (1b) the higher the level of in-group trust. 
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Influence of an increase in out-group trust on other forms of trust 

Next, we shift the focus to the effect of an increase in out-group trust on in-group trust and the 

guanxi importance of the environment. While it has been established that China has a tradition of 

in-group relationships, the recent increase in overall trust leads to questions about the effect that 

this change may have on other types of trust. Following the trend toward the Christian religion 

(Stark & Wang, 2015), an increase in out-group trust was observed in a recent work by Niu and 

Zhao (2018), who identified the spread of religion as a reason for people’s greater trust in other, 

not belonging to their in-group. The results of their study are significant even “after controlling 

for a large number of demographic and socio-economic factors that might impact trust 

simultaneously” (Niu & Zhao, 2018, p. 266). Since the Chinese business and social 

environments at large have become tremendously internationalized, through increased trade 

activities, business travel, and leisure travel activities, there is a higher level of awareness and 

knowledge about other parts of the world. Whereas previously everyday social interactions 

occurred mostly within in-groups (Yao, Zhang, Brett, & Murnighan, 2017), there are now 

increasingly more interactions with people not belonging to that group (Tian, 2016). Empirical 

research, on the other hand, has found that these experiences can lead to an increase in out-group 

trust (Cao, Galinsky, & Maddux, 2014; Glanville & Paxton, 2007; Yao et al., 2017b). 

While the factors that lead to an increase in out-group trust have been explored 

comprehensively, so far less attention has been paid to the consequences of such developments. 

However, this question is a timely and important one, since there is an ongoing debate in the 

social sciences regarding whether particularism will disappear or persist in China in the case that 

trust levels increase (Bian, 2018; Guthrie, 1998; Horak & Klein, 2016; Peng, Wang, & Jiang, 

2008; Van de Ven & Jing, 2012). Hence, particularism is seen as the result of a low level of 

societal trust. By drawing on the latter, it can be assumed that a person who is inclined to trust 

other people than in-group members only may not feel the necessity to rely foremost on in-group 

ties. Further, in a similar vein, we can assume that a person whose trust exceeds the in-group 

border is likely not to feel high pressure to use guanxi, since persons who trust out-group people 

may be able to circumvent guanxi constraints more easily by interacting with people with whom 

they do not necessarily share a guanxi relationship. In that regard, research has shown that, 

through relational exchange, there are spillover effects encouraging the development of trust to 
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out-group people (Nee et al., 2018). Higher levels of out-group trust can be seen as an indicator 

that guanxi may be weakening in China today, as the institutionalists’ view predicts [1]. These 

arguments lead to the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: The higher the level of out-group trust, (2a) the lower the level of in-group trust 

and (2b) the lower the level of the guanxi importance. 

Guanxi importance and in-group trust 

Guanxi ties are often regarded as enabling transactions but they are also viewed as “a web of 

constraints” (Herrmann-Pillath, 2010, p. 341). Drawing on Coleman (1988), Park and Luo 

(2001) outlined the notion of behavioral constraints entailed in guanxi, namely that the “rules of 

reciprocity in guanxi establish a structural constraint that curtails self-seeking opportunism and 

preserves social capital within the existing network structure” (Park & Luo, 2001, p. 457). The 

constraint nature of guanxi is pervasive in business and non-business, that is, in virtually every 

social interaction (Buckley et al., 2006; Gao et al., 2014). Two general forms of constraints can 

be distinguished; on the one hand, the many constraints in terms of behavioral norms including 

reciprocity expectations (see Chen & Chen, 2004) that emerge as a member of a guanxi network; 

and, on the other hand, the urge to become a member of a guanxi network, because, if one is not 

involved in guanxi transactions, one risks remaining in personal isolation (Hald, Cordón, & 

Vollmann, 2009). Hence the higher the level of constraints, the higher the importance of guanxi. 

Drawing on insights from South Korea, similar to China, a shared background has an 

extraordinary influence on the way in which people bond and distinguish themselves from 

others. It can be regarded as central to establishing social trust, based on which respective 

interactions (e.g., in business) can be and in fact often are conducted (Horak, 2014). Research 

has shown that a shared background defines in-group trust through network membership and 

plays an important role in forming the social identity of the person (Horak, 2014, 2016; Horak & 

Yang, 2016, 2017). The link between environmental constraints, that is, the importance of guanxi 

and in-group relations, can be described as a mutually reinforcing relationship. Hom and Xiao 

(2011), for instance, found that guanxi importance promotes job loyalty among Chinese 

employees within a firm. At the same time, trust and ad-hoc trust ascriptions are most 

pronounced toward actors who share a common background (Lew, 2013; Luo, 2019; Tsui, Farh, 



 

13 

 

& Xin, 2000). This implies that, when actors feel that guanxi usage is important and unavoidable 

for achieving their goals, the trust that they share with people with whom they have a shared 

background rises, since these persons become particularly valuable when guanxi-based 

transactions become necessary. We assume that the greater the necessity to use informal 

networks, the more people tend to trust others with whom they share commonalities; hence, we 

propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: The higher the level of guanxi importance, the higher the level of in-group trust. 

Based on the previous discussion, we present our research model in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Research model 
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Trust
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Methodology 

Measurement scales 

In this study, we combine trust constructs relevant to the guanxi context, as discussed in the 

previous sections of the paper, that is, antecedents like general trust, out-group trust, and guanxi 

importance, as well as our dependent construct, in-group trust. For general trust, we used the 
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World Values Survey (WVS) items to assess respondents’ general trust in people following the 

interpretation of Jing and Bond (2015) as explained above. Relevant items are “I trust people 

even when I meet them for the first time” and “Generally speaking, most people can be trusted.” 

For the out-group trust construct, we addressed the respondents’ trust in other members of 

society at large. We incorporated items from the WVS 2009. The items are “People of another 

religion can be trusted,” “People of another nationality can be trusted,” and “People of another 

ethnicity can be trusted” (see also Horak and Klein, 2016). Further, we assessed the guanxi 

importance using a five-item battery. Concerning guanxi importance, our items relied on a 

comprehensive literature review, since no validated scales are available. Moreover, the insight 

into the guanxi importance benefitted from one of the authors being native to China with a 

deeply rooted understanding of the local context and comprehensive field research experience. 

Hence, relevant items are “Having guanxi ties is very important to get things done,” “Guanxi ties 

are important for me to do my job successfully,” “Guanxi ties are important when dealing with 

public authorities and bureaucracy,” and “I believe that guanxi ties are something good and 

natural.” In addition, we offered a more general item, that is, “Everybody needs support and help 

from others from time to time.” Finally, we assessed our dependent construct, in-group trust, 

with three items taken from Horak and Klein (2016) relating to the persistence of informal ties. 

Relevant items adapted to the guanxi context are “People from my neighborhood can be trusted,” 

“I trust people more who graduated from the same university or high school as I did,” and “I 

trust people more who were born in the same city/region as I was.” All the items were 

administered with a five-point Likert scale format from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly 

agree.” 

The questionnaire was initially prepared in English and subsequently translated back and 

forth to avoid a language-based bias (Costa et al., 2014a, 2014b). A Chinese bilingual translator 

executed the first translation and a second translator conducted back translation according to the 

back-translation method proposed by Brislin (1970, 1986). Afterwards, all discrepancies between 

the two versions were properly resolved and critically discussed among the researchers and two 

third-party bilingual Chinese natives. Before we spread the final questionnaire in the form of a 

paper-based version, we set up a pre-test with three Chinese natives. Any misunderstandings 

were adapted to the target audience accordingly. 
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Data gathering 

The survey was conducted in the form of a paper-based questionnaire during a time frame of six 

months among Chinese professionals with four years and more of job experience. At the time of 

data gathering the test persons took graduate courses and were either studying towards an 

executive master of business administration (EMBA), a master of business administration 

(MBA), a master of engineering management (MEM) or a master of public administration 

(MPA). Identifying groups of respondents that are knowledgeable and experienced with a 

phenomenon of interest is one of the principles of purposeful sampling (Cresswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011, see also Palinkas et al., 2015). In addition, the availability and willingness to 

participate in a survey, and the ability to communicate and express own opinions is regarded 

important (Bernard, 2002). Hence, according to Cresswell and Plano Clark (2011) and Palinkas 

et al. (2015), we chose a purposeful sampling technique, defined by desired characteristics of the 

target audience of a minimum of four years of job experience to ensure that the test persons are 

familiar with interpersonal exchanges in an organizational setting as well as the relevance of 

guanxi in this context. Graduate students with professional experience, especially at the 

executive level, like the subject pool we employed, are generally regarded a suitable source of 

information (Bello et al., 2009). One of the authors gathered the data at Tianjin University 

located in Tianjin, a major city in the People’s Republic of China. The respondents completed 

the questionnaire in the presence of the Chinese interviewers to allow for clarification of any 

questions that arose. Moreover, the researchers comprehensively briefed all interviewers prior to 

the survey. 

By the end of the survey period, a total of n=290 questionnaires had been completed and 

were eligible for further analyses; the results are displayed in Table 1. Of the total number of 

questionnaires, the male/female ratio was almost balanced, with 156 male (53.8%) and 134 

female (46.2%) respondents. Test persons of 25 years of age and under up to the mid-fifties 

participated in the survey. Moreover, 11 respondents (3.7%) held a high school or junior college 

degree, 89 respondents (30.7%) held a bachelor’s degree, 189 respondents (65.3%) already held 

a master’s degree in a different field, and one respondent (0.3%) had a doctorate degree. In terms 

of the respondents’ occupation, we unsurprisingly recognize a small trend toward state 

employees (50.7%), which is common in China. 
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Table 1: Demographic profile of respondents (n = 290) 

Demographics Specification Value

Gender Male

Female

156 (53.8 %)

134 (46.2 %)

Age <25

25-34

35-44

45-54

87 (30.0 %)

189 (65.2 %)

11 (3.8 %)

3 (1.0 %)

Education High school or

junior college

Bachelor level

Master level

Doctorate level

11 (3,7 %)

89 (30.7 %)

189 (65.3 %)

1 (0.3 %)

Occupation Private organization

or self employed

Public organization, civil

servant, or university

Experienced master level

students (EMBA etc.)

Miscellaneous (jobseekers,

freelancers etc.)

27 (9.3 %)

147 (50.7 %)

93 (32.1 %)

23 (7.9 %)

 

Reliability and validity of the scales 

We checked the reliability of all the scales used for our four latent constructs (i.e., general trust, 

out-group trust, guanxi importance, and in-group trust) by performing structural equation 

modeling with maximum likelihood estimation (ML) for reflective multi-item measurement 

offered in SPSS Amos 23. Structural equation modeling is an established multivariate approach 

for simultaneously testing and estimating models with multiple causal relations and multi-item 

measurements as used in this study. According to Hu and Bentler (1999), ML is sufficient for 

sample size of 100 and above. Moreover, McDonald and Ho (2002) argue that the ML method is 

quite resilient to violations of multivariate normal distribution (see also Olsson et al., 2000). In 

our research, it can be used instead of running separate confirmatory factor analyses, calculating 

factor score weights afterwards and applying additional regression analyses to calculate the path 
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coefficients for the causal relationships between our different latent constructs. In this context, 

we applied Anderson and Gerbing's (1988) two-step approach for separate estimation and re-

specification of the measurement model with confirmatory factor analysis before complete 

estimation of the measurement and structural model. In the first step, we removed items with a 

factor loading lower than 0.5 to improve the measurement model estimation (Bagozzi & Yi, 

1988), which was the case for our fifth item concerning guanxi importance. 

After the cleaning process, the model comprised twelve items belonging to our three 

antecedents (number of items in parentheses), namely general trust (2), out-group trust (3), 

guanxi importance (4), and our dependent construct, in-group trust (3). Table 2 exhibits the 

remaining items and their corresponding factor loadings. All the scale endings of our latent 

constructs—one exogenous and three endogenous—were administered with a five-point Likert 

scale from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.” In addition, we calculated Cronbach’s 

alpha (α), composite reliabilities (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) for each latent 

construct. 

Table 2: Measurement properties of constructs 

Factor name
Factor

loading
α CR AVE

In-group trust

People from my neighborhood can be trusted.

I trust people more who graduated from the same university or

high school as I did.

I trust people more who were born in the same city/region as I was.

.615

.715

.697

.710 .717 .458

General trust

I trust people even when I meet them for the first time.

Generally speaking, I believe most people can be trusted.

.603

.720

.604 .610 .441

Out-group trust

I trust people of another religion.

I trust people of another nationality.

I trust people of another ethnicity.

.875

.903

.912

.925 .925 .804

Guanxi importance

Having guanxi ties is very important to get things done.

Guanxi ties are important for me to do my job successfully.

Guanxi ties are important when dealing with public authorities

and bureaucracy.

I believe that guanxi ties are something good and natural. Everybody

needs support and help from others from time to time.

.834

.717

.655

.620

.799 .802 .506

All items were administered with a five-point Likert scale format from

‘1 = strongly disagree’ to ‘5 = strongly agree.’
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All four latent constructs display satisfying composite reliabilities. The values are 0.717 for in-

group trust (α = 0.710); 0.610 for general trust (α = 0.604); 0.925 for out-group trust (α = 0.925); 

and 0.802 for guanxi importance (α = 0.799). We additionally measured the Cronbach’s alpha for 

all the constructs and received satisfactory results (refer to α in brackets). Moreover, all factor 

loadings are above 0.6 and they are statistically significant; thereby, our results demonstrate 

convergent validity for the five latent constructs. For discriminant validity, we estimated the 

AVE for each latent construct. Hu and Bentler (1999) set a threshold level of 0.5 for the AVE. In 

this study, the values offer a mixed outcome, whereby out-group trust (0.804) and guanxi 

importance (0.506) show satisfactory results. We received values slightly below 0.5 for in-group 

trust (0.458) and general trust (0.441). Since AVE is disputed of being too strict (Hair et al., 

2018), we follow Malhotra, Nunan, and Birks (2017) who argue that CRs alone function as a 

good indicator of construct measurement, which show satisfying results in this study. We further 

discuss the limitations of our results in the discussion section. Nevertheless, following the 

literature, we deem our sample results to be appropriate in terms of reliability and validity for 

this kind of baseline study. 

To avoid common method bias we applied techniques discussed by Podsakoff et al. (2003). 

First, the interviewers advised the respondents in detail that there are no right or wrong answers. 

They also asked them to address the questions as honestly as possible. By doing so, we tried to 

avoid socially desirable answers. Second, we conducted a common latent factor test prior to the 

discussion of our modeling results. According to Podsakoff et al. (2003) we ran our model with 

and without a common latent factor (see also Podsakoff et al., 2012). As a result, common 

method bias is not a concern in this research, since all the observed differences concerning factor 

loadings of each path are close to zero. 

Results of model estimation 

We simultaneously tested the five hypotheses about the relationships between our latent 

constructs with structural equation modeling using the maximum likelihood estimation method 

for n = 290 respondents in SPSS Amos 23. We also applied well-known fit indicators from the 

literature (see below). Figure 3 displays modeling results with path coefficients, significance 

levels, and fit statistics for the structural and the measurement model in detail. 
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The χ2-statistics of goodness of fit for the structural model has a value of χ2 = 86.836, with 

df = 49 and a p-value of 0.001. Ideally, the p-value should display insignificant results, but low 

p-values for structural equation models are not a cause for concern for the model fit, since they 

usually appear for χ2-goodness-of-fit results whenever the sample size is large (Byrne, 2009; 

Tanaka, 1993). In view of this limitation, several other goodness-of-fit indicators, such as χ2/df, 

GFI, and AGFI for overall fit, as well as CFI and TLI for measurement model fit, have also been 

developed and were simultaneously used to avoid poor model evaluation (Bentler, 1990; Hu & 

Bentler, 1999; Jackson, Gillaspy, & Purc-Stephenson, 2009; Tanaka, 1993). The relative chi-

square (χ2/df) should be around or less than 3.0 (Carmines & McIver, 1981). In this study, the 

value of χ2/df = 1.772 is well below 3.0. For GFI, AGFI, CFI, and TLI, values above 0.9 

represent a good model fit (Doll, Xia, & Torkzadeh, 1994; Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 

2018). In this context, all four values are far above 0.9 (GFI = 0.953; AGFI = 0.925; 

CFI = 0.973, TLI = 0.964). Hence, we deem these results to be very satisfactory. Moreover, the 

respective literature considers the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) to be 

another informative indicator of the goodness of fit that takes into account the sample size. The 

RMSEA value for our model is 0.052, which lies exactly at the recommended cut-off value of 

0.05, which the literature considers to represent a close fit of the model (Browne & Cudeck, 

1992; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Correspondingly, PCLOSE = 0.416 is insignificant, hence indicating 

that our model has a close fit (Hair et al., 2018). Overall, our results suggest that the 

hypothesized model comprehensively describes the relationships between the antecedents of 

general trust, out-group trust, guanxi importance, and our dependent construct in-group trust. In 

addition, we applied a post-hoc power analysis according to Soper (2020). We receive an 

observed statistical power of 1 on the .05 significance level for the given R-square value (.578) 

for our central dependent construct in-group trust. Hence, with our proposed research model we 

are able to detect all three significant effects on in-group trust (Cohen et al., 2003). Moreover, 

the statistical power for out-group trust (R2 = .240) and Guanxi importance (R2 = .066) are on the 

same level (Cohen, 2003; Soper, 2020). 

Figure 3 displays the results of the hypothesis testing as path coefficients by β-weights and 

corresponding significances (in correspondence with Table 2). As can be seen from Figure 3, 

hypothesis H1a, stating that the higher the level of general trust, the higher the level of out-group 
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trust, is confirmed (β = 0.490, p ≤ 0.001). Concerning general trust, we also find that the 

corresponding hypothesis H1b, indicating that the higher the level of general trust, the higher the 

level of in-group trust (β = 0.823, p ≤ 0.001), is confirmed. Moreover, hypothesis H2a, indicating 

that the higher the level of out-group trust, the lower the level of in-group trust, is confirmed 

(β = -0.258, p ≤ 0.01). Counterintuitively, the corresponding hypothesis H2b, stating that the 

higher the level of out-group trust, the lower the level of guanxi importance, is not confirmed 

(β = 0.257, p ≤ 0.001); here, we find a significant value with a reversed sign. Finally, hypothesis 

H3, indicating that the higher the level of guanxi importance, the higher the level of in-group 

trust (β = 0.169, p ≤ 0.05), is confirmed. Table 3 displays the overall results from testing our 

hypotheses. 

Figure 3: Results of research model testing 

Fit Statistics

CMIN: 86.836 DF: 49 RMSEA: .052 GFI: .953 TLI: .964

CMIN/DF: 1.772 P: .001 PCLOSE: .416 AGFI: .925 CFI: .973

In-group

Trust 

General

Trust

Out-group

Trust

.257***

.169*

.823***

.490***

-.258**

Guanxi

Importance

*** p ≤ 0.001     ** p ≤ 0.01     * p ≤ 0.05
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Table 3: Overall results of hypothesis testing 

Hypotheses Result

H1a: The higher the level of general trust, the higher the level of out-group trust.

H1b: The higher the level of general trust, the higher the level of in-group trust.

H2a: The higher the level of out-group trust, the lower the level of in-group trust.

H2b: The higher the level of out-group trust, the lower the level of guanxi importance.

H3: The higher the level of guanxi importance, the higher the level of in-group trust.

Confirmed

Confirmed

Confirmed

Not confirmed

Confirmed
 

Discussion 

Since East Asian societies are conventionally regarded as prototypical low-trust societies, the 

recent surge in trust levels in East Asia demands a reassessment of the common view of trust in 

this particular region, which hosts almost one fourth of the world population and is regarded a 

leading future economic and political power (World Bank, 2019). The trust increase motivated 

us to explore the effect that it has on other trust categories through the case of China. We found 

that the rising trust level in China, that is, general trust, has led to a rise in out-group trust (H1a) 

as well as to an even bigger rise in our dependent variable in-group trust (H1b). Both effects are 

strong and highly significant; thereby keeping the explained variance above a medium (.240), 

and up to a high level (.667) in the case of general trust (see Aguinis et al., 2010). While general 

trust and in-group trust have been found in the past to be rather incompatible, our results suggest 

that they are rather permeable in China; that is, there is continuity between general trust and in-

group trust, as argued by Bicchieri et al. (2011), Putnam et al. (1993), and, recently, Nee et al. 

(2018). Why this is the case is difficult to explain and remains a task for future research. We 

believe that two interrelated approaches are most likely though. On the one side, China’s 

ongoing opening and further integration into international business activities has resulted in 

higher standards of living, the acquisition of wealth, and more opportunities for traveling abroad. 

These may have contributed positively to a decline in suspicion of strangers. Higher levels of 

general trust may be perceived as being more adequate today in China on the path to becoming a 

modern society. Following Delhey et al. (2011, p. 786), “in modern society, which involves daily 

interaction with strangers, general trust is thought to be more important than particular trust.” 

The compatibility of trust types may be explained by the latter in combination with the Chinese 
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capability of dissolving paradoxes, leaving high general trust as well as in-group trust to exist in 

parallel. Based on Chinese indigenous thinking coined by Taoism, including the yin–yang 

philosophy, paradoxes are not necessarily regarded as opposing elements. They are rather seen as 

independent forces that make up the larger whole. According to the yin–yang philosophy, two 

opposing elements comprise a duality in which each cannot exist without the other because they 

reciprocally balance, transform, reinforce, and negate one another in unity (Li, 2008). Yin–yang 

claims that contradictory elements are natural, mutually dependent, and necessary because 

balancing forces synthesize and harmonize seeming contradictions between competing elements 

(Chen, 2002; Fang, 2005/6, 2012; Fang & Faure, 2011; Li, 1998, 2016, 2008). Hence, the 

compatibility of different forms of trust may be seen natural in principle in a Chinese context and 

not perceived as a paradox. 

Further, since trust has increased in general (general trust), the higher level of trust 

ascribed to out-group people was assumed to lead to a lower inclination toward particularistic 

trust ascriptions (H2a), that is, in-group trust, and lower perceived integration into informal 

network transactions (H2b), that is, guanxi importance. The results were ambivalent; we report a 

negative result. Though the more strangers are trusted, the less ad hoc trust is applied to people 

with whom one shares a background, a lower perceived attachment to informal network 

transactions, that is, guanxi importance, still could not be confirmed. Whereas the relationship 

hypothesized in H2a about out-group trust and in-group trust proves to be highly significant, but 

with a much lower effect size (.067) than the one we found in the relationship between general 

trust and in-group trust (see also Chua and Ng, 2017; Gerhart, 2009), our findings for H2b are 

counterintuitively to the discussion in our hypothesis development section and current 

assumptions that we derived from our literature review on guanxi. We also find a highly 

significant result, but with a reversed sign than the one hypothesized (effect size is .067). Both 

levels of explained variance for H2a and H2b are on a small level, but being rather close to the 

upper boundary for a medium effect size (see Aguinis et al., 2010). In our opinion, this shows 

that the relationship between general trust, out-group trust, guanxi importance, and in-group trust 

is still an under-researched area. Hence, we see ample opportunities for future research on China 

and the development dynamics of guanxi. 



 

23 

 

From a practical point of view, this has also great effect on the restrictions and 

opportunities for the management in East Asian markets, especially, in China. Rather 

unsurprisingly, it appears that pressure to engage in guanxi exchange leads to a greater reliance 

on people with whom one shares a common base (H3). We found a significant path between 

guanxi importance and in-group trust, but we also see the lowest effect size in this relationship 

(.029). According to Aguinis et al. (2010) the explained variance is on a small level. 

Though several authors have forecasted that guanxi will recede (e.g., Guthrie, 1998), our 

results are in line with the recent research by Bian (2018), and we explain them accordingly by 

the continuing strength of guanxi in China that is still important in many aspects of life. Even 

when the trust level increases, which is often seen as a mechanism that will trigger guanxi to 

decline, guanxi is still an informal institution that is hard to abandon in China. 

Implications for future research 

Case for in-group trust research 

Since research on trust conventionally distinguishes quite broadly between general and 

particularistic trust types (i.e., in-group trust), we began by rethinking whether these categories, 

which may be sufficient in Western countries, would adequately capture the complexities of East 

Asian countries, where relational networks characterize and structure the society (Horak et al., 

2020). Reflecting on the extant research on the nature of relationships, we believe that the role of 

in-group trust is pivotal in relational or network societies but has received little attention in this 

context from researchers yet. Several authors have pointed out its central role in China, as well as 

in South Korea, where so-called hakyon ties, that is, ties based on (former) affiliation to an 

educational institution, are the basis for pervasive and society-spanning informal networks. A 

shared background through alumni ties, which are not just found in Asia and which lead to ad 

hoc trust ascriptions even toward strangers, is likely to be found in the US among alumni from 

Ivy League universities or in France among graduates from certain grand écoles (Alexandre-

Bailly & Muratbekova-Touron, 2018). This, however, has not yet been thoroughly explored in 

the international management and organization literature, although informal ties and networks 

have a powerful impact in business and society. As for South Korea, for instance, roughly 50% 

of ministers and senior officials, and more than 30% of business executives and national 
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assembly members, graduated from the same university, Seoul National University. Due to these 

extensive informal networks, favoritism is pronounced (Horak, 2014; Restel & Horak, 2016). 

Future research may a) explore the influence of in-group trust by using further country case 

examples or applying a comparative research design and b) investigate the antecedents of in-

group trust further under consideration of their potential country specificity. Both approaches 

would contribute to advancing the knowledge and uncovering the building blocks of informal 

practices and networks, fertilizing theoretical advancement as well as the practical knowledge 

that is important for instance for expatriate managers trying to integrate into and instrumentalize 

local social networks (Horak & Yang, 2016). 

Case for an interdependent view on trust 

Further, we believe that trust levels can best be assessed by taking their interconnectedness 

alongside other forms of trust into account. This would contribute to a more holistic view and 

lead to more sound judgments about the development direction of trust. This might become 

especially valuable for trust research on East Asia, where putative paradoxes in trusting behavior 

might not necessarily be seen as such and consequently may lead to different behavior (Fang, 

2012; Fang & Faure, 2011; Li, 2016). Whether this assumption holds true, however, will be 

subject to further empirical inquiry. In addition, while we show that a higher level of out-group 

trust leads to less reliance on in-group trust, the perception of being forced into guanxi 

transactions has not declined. This observation underlines the continuing importance of and thus 

the persistence of guanxi (Bian, 2018). In other words, guanxi is still effective today, regardless 

of whether someone shows a high level of out-group trust. 

Finally, the surprising increase in trust levels in East Asia from societies that were formerly 

classified as low trust and are currently developing into societies that trust more (e.g., China and 

South Korea) calls for a new view on trust in East Asia that revises and fine-tunes the typical 

picture of low-trust societies. 

Limitations 

The indications of this study need to be viewed against the background of its limitations. A first 

limitation can be seen in relation to the sampling technique. Since we intend to make judgments 

concerning the society as a whole, our sample size should actually be considered as a 
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convenience sample, though the results are satisfactory and robust in the overall model fit. 

Nevertheless, we note that the sample has a bias toward younger and well-educated respondents. 

Senior citizens are proportionally underrepresented in this survey. Hence, considering the sample 

composition, the results need to be treated with caution. Future research may replicate our 

research design by including a more diversified subject pool. 

Moreover, according to a lower value for AVE concerning general trust, which is slightly 

below the common threshold level of 0.5, we call for further development of the WVS/GSS 

scales that we used in this baseline study. We definitely see the point that the lower the number 

of items used for multi-item measurement, the higher the risk of lower fit values. In addition, a 

lower value for in-group trust may result from the scale that we adapted from the South Korean 

context and which we transferred to the Chinese context. 

The cross-sectional survey design constitutes another limitation. We discussed that trust 

levels are influenced by the transformation of a society and, hence, subject to constant change. 

Nevertheless, our cross-sectional survey captures a picture of a certain moment. Hence, future 

research should replicate our research design to make trust levels comparable over time. 

Finally, we did not include the individual’s trust propensity. According to the literature, 

trust propensity influences how much an individual is willing to trust others. Further studies 

should control for trust propensity, which might have a significant effect on different trust 

constructs like the ones used in this study. In this context, we recommend future research to 

address socio-demographic differences between respondents by using multi-group structural 

equation models for which bigger sample sizes are needed than the one we used in this research. 

Conclusion 

Based on the findings of our study, we conclude that an increase in general trust can occur hand 

in hand with an increase in in-group trust, as well as with out-group trust. While it is commonly 

assumed that there is less continuity between general and particularistic types of trust, our results 

lean more toward arguments that suggest interdependence between these two trust types. This 

result also implies that more research is needed to better understand the dynamics between forms 

of trust. Though it may appear to be paradoxical, we believe that the capacity to draw on 

pronounced general trust as well as in-group and out-group trust simultaneously reflects China’s 

continuous progress of societal modernization, whereby higher levels of general trust and in 
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particular out-group trust are increasingly regarded as being helpful for interactions within a 

modern society. At the same time, there are lower barriers to integrating putative paradoxes, as 

they are not necessarily regarded as opposing elements per se in China but rather as independent 

forces that make up the larger whole, following deeply into the society engrained ideals of 

Taoism and yin–yang philosophy. 

Further, we conclude that the construct of in-group trust plays a pivotal role especially in 

relational or network societies. We have defined and presented the construct in this study and we 

believe it to be a helpful construct to investigate and understand the complexity of trust and its 

dynamic development better. We suggest future empirical research to operationalize in-group 

trust as an alternative or complement to particularistic trust. Contrary to the common view of 

China as a typical low-trust society, we find evidence pointing toward increasing levels of 

general trust and hence China becoming a more trusting country. Nevertheless, at the same time, 

the importance to engage in guanxi-based transactions is still vital and has not decreased despite 

the increase in overall trust levels. Contrary to the widespread idea that guanxi is declining in 

China today, we find it to be persisting and significant despite more general forms of trust 

emerging and developing in parallel. 

 

Endnotes 

[1] In the frame of the institutional dynamics debate, institutionalists believe that the more 

developed formal institutions become (e.g., courts, formal law and rules, etc.), the less 

people will use informal methods of organization. Hence, as a result, guanxi would 

disappear in the process of formal institutions becoming effective, and this would lead to 

higher levels of trust. On the contrary, culturalists believe that guanxi is deeply engrained 

in the cultural context, and, as culture is rather rigid and slow to change (Hofstede, 2007), 

guanxi would rather persist or at best transform and adjust to modern times (Horak, 2017; 

Horak & Klein, 2016). 
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