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Abstract

The present study examines the relationship between interpersonal trust and community participation in the rural
populations of Gaya district, Bihar. Drawing upon an empirical, mixed-methods design, the research integrates
quantitative data from 62 randomly selected respondents with qualitative insights derived from semi-structured
interviews. The findings reveal that trust is strongest within kinship and family networks, moderate toward
neighbors and Panchayat institutions, and weakest toward outsiders. Community participation is notable in self-
help groups, cooperative activities, and religious events, yet limited in diversity and hindered by barriers such as
caste tensions, household duties, and political factionalism. Enablers of participation include visible community
benefits, trusted leadership, and active self-help networks. Digital platforms, particularly WhatsApp, are emerging
as new spaces for interaction, though digital exclusion remains. The study underscores that while bonding trust
sustains cohesion, the absence of bridging trust restricts collective efficacy across caste and institutional lines.
Strengthening transparent leadership, fostering inclusive participation, and demonstrating tangible community
benefits are essential for enhancing trust-based cooperation in rural India.
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Introduction

The study of interpersonal trust and community
participation has gained significant scholarly attention
across the social sciences, as both concepts form the
psychological and social foundations of collective life.
In rural societies, particularly in India, trust and
participation are not merely abstract constructs but
deeply embedded practices that regulate kinship ties,
caste relations, and shared responsibilities.
Interpersonal trust facilitates cooperation, reduces
transaction costs in social exchanges, and promotes
resilience  during crises, while community
participation provides opportunities for civic
engagement, collective problem-solving, and socio-
economic development. Together, they serve as
critical determinants of rural social cohesion and
community wellbeing.

The state of Bihar, historically marked by agrarian
social structures, caste stratification, and limited
infrastructure, provides a unique context for
investigating these constructs. Rural communities in
districts such as Gaya exhibit both strong traditions of
kinship-based solidarity and persistent challenges of
distrust across caste and institutional boundaries.
Participation in Panchayati Raj institutions, self-help
groups, agricultural cooperation, and religious
gatherings reflects the lived realities of rural
engagement. However, the quality and scope of
participation are often mediated by trust, trust in family
and neighbors, trust in leaders, and trust in collective
outcomes.

Existing literature suggests that while rural
populations rely heavily on bonding trust, expressed
within family and caste groups, they often lack
bridging trust, which extends across different social
groups and institutions. This asymmetry affects the
efficacy of community participation, leading to
selective involvement in some activities and
disengagement from others. Moreover, factors such as
gender roles, education, digital connectivity, and
migration further shape the extent and form of trust and
participation. Yet, empirical studies capturing this
interplay in the rural context of Bihar remain limited.

The present study addresses this gap by examining
interpersonal trust and its association with community
participation in Gaya district. Using a mixed-methods
design, it draws upon quantitative measures of trust
and participation alongside qualitative accounts that
contextualize lived experiences. By analyzing
demographic, caste, occupational, and digital
dimensions, the research highlights both barriers (e.g.,
caste  tensions, household duties, political
factionalism) and enablers (e.g., trusted sarpanch,
visible benefits, active SHGs) that shape collective
action. In doing so, it contributes to the psychological

understanding of how trust operates in rural India and
informs  strategies for  fostering inclusive,
participatory, and resilient communities.

Methodology
Research Design

The present study adopts an empirical, mixed-methods
design aimed at investigating the relationship between
interpersonal trust and community participation in
rural populations. The choice of a mixed-methods
framework stems from the need to balance the
precision of quantitative analysis with the contextual
richness of qualitative data. In rural societies, trust
operates not only as an abstract psychological
construct but also as a lived practice embedded in
kinship networks, caste relations, and community-
based institutions. Similarly, community participation
encompasses both formal collective activities, such as
Panchayati Raj institutions and self-help groups, and
informal engagements, such as neighborhood
assistance, agricultural cooperation, and religious
gatherings. Therefore, a methodology that integrates
numerical data with narrative accounts is most suited
to address the multifaceted character of these
constructs.

The research is cross-sectional in nature, capturing
data at a single point in time. While longitudinal
designs are valuable in studying trust dynamics across
time, the current study seeks to document and analyze
existing levels of interpersonal trust and their
relationship with community participation as they
appear in the lived realities of rural Bihar. This design
choice allows for an efficient yet meaningful analysis
of naturally occurring variations within a carefully
drawn sample population.

Research Site

The study was conducted in rural Gaya district of
Bihar, a region that provides a rich and relevant site for
exploring questions of trust and community
engagement. Gaya is historically significant, culturally
diverse, and marked by traditional agrarian social
structures  alongside  increasing exposure to
modernization. Villages in this district are
characterized by caste-based stratification, limited
infrastructural facilities, reliance on agriculture and
allied activities, and strong social norms governing
interpersonal behavior. Unlike the urban centers of
Bihar, where exposure to industrialization and
migration has altered community structures, rural
Gaya retains distinct patterns of social cohesion,
making it ideal for examining interpersonal trust and
participation.
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Sampling Strategy

The total sample size of this research is 62 participants,
drawn randomly from households across selected
villages of Gaya district. Random selection was chosen
to ensure representativeness and to reduce researcher
bias in participant recruitment. The sampling frame
was constructed using the village voter lists and local
Panchayat records, which provided a comprehensive
database of adult residents. A systematic random
sampling technique was employed: after identifying
the total population of selected villages, every nth
individual from the list was chosen until the required
sample size of 62 was reached.

The sample includes both male and female
respondents, covering a broad age spectrum (18 years
and above), with intentional attention to caste, income
levels, and literacy status to ensure that the diversity of
rural social life is represented. By incorporating this
heterogeneity, the study acknowledges that
interpersonal trust and community participation are
influenced by multiple socio-demographic factors.

Data Collection Procedures

Data collection for this study was conducted using a
combination of in-person interviews and online
interviews. Given the rural context, in-person
interviews were the primary mode, as they allowed
researchers to establish rapport and ensure
comprehension of survey instruments. However,
considering the increasing penetration of smartphones
and digital literacy in rural Bihar, a segment of
participants was engaged through online interviews
using platforms such as WhatsApp video calls and
Google Meet.

The data collection process was spread over four
weeks. Trained field researchers, fluent in Hindi and
local dialects such as Magahi, conducted the in-person
interviews. Each participant was informed of the
purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any
point, and the assurance of confidentiality. For
participants who consented to online interviews,
digital forms and video conferencing tools were used,
ensuring parity in the questions and format across both
modes. This dual strategy not only enhanced feasibility
during logistical constraints but also allowed for the
inclusion of younger, digitally connected rural
residents.

Research Instruments

Two main tools were developed for data collection:

1. Structured Questionnaire: The quantitative
component consisted of a structured
questionnaire with three sections: (i)
demographic profile (age, gender, education,
caste, occupation, and household income),
(i) interpersonal trust scale adapted from
Rotter’s Interpersonal Trust Scale with
modifications for cultural relevance, and (iii)
community participation inventory assessing
participation in local governance, self-help
groups, collective agricultural activities,
festivals, and informal networks. Responses
for trust were collected on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly  agree,” while community
participation was recorded both in frequency
counts (e.g., number of meetings attended per
month) and in scaled agreement on perceived
involvement.

2.  Semi-Structured Interview Schedule: To
capture qualitative insights, a semi-structured
interview schedule was developed. This
included open-ended questions such as:
“How do you decide whom to trust in your
community?”, “What motivates you to
participate in collective activities?”, and
“Can you describe an incident where lack of
trust affected community cooperation?”
These questions provided space for
participants to narrate personal experiences,
thus contextualizing the statistical findings
within the lived realities of rural social life.

Both instruments were pre-tested on a small pilot
sample (n=8) in a nearby village before final
administration. Feedback from the pilot was used to
simplify wording, reduce ambiguity, and ensure
cultural sensitivity in the phrasing of trust-related
questions.

Data Analysis

The data analysis plan was designed to integrate
quantitative and qualitative strands.

e Quantitative Analysis: Responses from the
structured questionnaire were coded and
entered into SPSS for analysis. Descriptive
statistics such as frequencies, means, and
standard deviations were computed to profile
the demographic characteristics, levels of
interpersonal  trust, and frequency of
community participation. Inferential tests
such as Pearson’s correlation coefficient were
applied to examine the relationship between
interpersonal  trust and  community
participation.  Additionally, independent
sample t-tests and ANOVA were employed to
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explore differences across demographic
categories (gender, education, caste groups).

e Qualitative Analysis: The semi-structured
interview data were transcribed, translated
into English where necessary, and
thematically analyzed. Codes were generated
for recurring themes such as “trust rooted in
kinship,” “trust deficit due to caste divisions,”
and “religion as a unifying factor.” NVivo
software was used to organize codes and
develop broader categories that explained the
nuanced interplay between trust and
participation.

The mixed-methods integration occurred at the
interpretation stage, where qualitative themes were
used to contextualize quantitative correlations. For
example, if the statistical analysis indicated higher
community participation among individuals with
higher interpersonal trust scores, the narratives
explaining why trust enhanced participation were
drawn from interview data.

Ethical Considerations

The study adhered strictly to ethical research
standards. Participants were given informed consent
forms explaining the purpose of the research, the
voluntary nature of their participation, and assurances
of confidentiality. No personal identifiers were
recorded in the dataset. Audio recordings of interviews
were stored securely with access limited to the research
team. For online interviews, digital consent was
obtained at the beginning of each session. The research
protocol was reviewed and approved by the
institutional ethics committee prior to fieldwork.

Limitations of Methodology

While every attempt was made to design a rigorous
methodology, certain  limitations must be
acknowledged. The reliance on self-reported measures
for interpersonal trust may be subject to social
desirability bias, particularly in rural societies where
respondents may hesitate to openly admit distrust.
Additionally, while online interviews enhanced reach,
they may have excluded older or less digitally literate
participants. These limitations, however, were
mitigated by using mixed methods, triangulating
findings, and ensuring diversity within the sample.

Results and Discussion

The present study investigated the relationship

community participation levels, and enabling as well
as constraining factors. Discussion of each dataset is
accompanied by interpretation of its broader
psychological and socio-cultural implications.

Table 1: Gender Distribution

|Gender ||C0unt ||Percentage |
[Male |40 151.9% |
IFemale ||37 ||48.1% |

The gender distribution indicates near parity, with
51.9% male and 48.1% female respondents. This
balanced representation ensures that insights into trust
and participation are not overly skewed by gender. In
rural contexts, where women’s participation is often
constrained by household duties and cultural norms,
their inclusion is crucial. Interestingly, female
respondents frequently highlighted household and
caregiving obligations as barriers to active
participation, though many also described informal
networks of reciprocity among women (e.g., during
festivals and agricultural tasks). Men, on the other
hand, were more visible in Panchayat activities and
village meetings. This suggests a gendered division of
participation, where men dominate formal platforms
while women sustain trust and cooperation in informal
settings.

Table 2: Education Distribution

|Educati0n HCount ||Percentage |
|No schooling ||8 || 10.4% |
[Primary |17 |[22.1% |
IMiddle |14 |[18.2% |
Secondary 16 |[20.8% |
|Higher Secondary ||12 H 15.6% I
|Graduate 10 [113.0% |

The educational spread reveals that while 10.4% of
participants lacked formal schooling, a significant
portion (20.8%) had completed secondary education,
and 13% were graduates. Education strongly
influenced trust and participation patterns. For
instance, literate respondents, particularly graduates,
demonstrated higher levels of generalized trust, they
were more likely to extend trust to Panchayat leaders
and outsiders. By contrast, those with little or no
education expressed reliance primarily on kinship and
caste networks. This resonates with existing literature,
which notes that education fosters broader horizons of
trust and reduces dependence on narrow in-group ties.

betvye'en ' int.erpersonal trus't and 'community Table 3: Caste Distribution

participation in rural Gaya, Bihar, drawing upon a

sample of 62 respondents. Results are presented in |Caste Category ||C0unt ||Percentage |
accordance with the demographic profile of |OBC ||31 ||40.3% |
participants, followed by analysis of trust indices,
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ICaste Category “Count ||Percentage I
IEBC 117 22.1% |
IsC |[14 [18.2% |
|Genera1 ||9 ||l 1.7% |
ST ll6 17.8% |

Caste remains a central axis of social life in rural Bihar.
The data reveal an OBC majority (40.3%), followed by
EBC and SC groups. Qualitative interviews showed
that caste divisions strongly mediated trust: individuals
expressed greater confidence in members of their own
caste cluster, while distrust of other groups was
reported as a key barrier to wider community
participation (19.5% cited “distrust/caste tensions” as
barriers). This highlights that while interpersonal trust
exists in abundance within caste lines, it often fails to
translate into cross-caste collective efficacy.

Table 4: Occupation Distribution

|Occupation ||C0unt ||Percenta®
|Agri labour 18 |234% |
|Farmer (own land) || 14 ||18.2% |
|Small business ||9 ||1 1.7% |
[SHG artisan 7 lo.1% |
|Govt/para—teacher/anganwadi ||6 ||7.8% |
|Student 8 J104% |
|H0memaker ||9 Hl 1.7% |
ISkilled worker e |[7.8% |

Occupational diversity reflects the agrarian economy
alongside emerging non-farm livelihoods. Agricultural
labourers and small farmers collectively comprised
over 41% of respondents. These groups often
displayed higher dependence on community
participation, particularly in collective farming and
irrigation management. By contrast, homemakers’
participation was limited by gendered constraints.
SHG artisans (9.1%) emerged as a unique group where
trust in peer networks translated into high participation
in savings, credit, and craft-related activities, showing
how economic cooperation can build interpersonal
trust.

Table 5: Interpersonal Trust Summary

Trust was highest in family networks (M=4.1),
followed by neighbors (M=3.6). Institutional trust in
Panchayats was moderate (M=3.2), while trust in
outsiders was low (M=2.8). The General Trust Index
(M=3.4) indicates an overall moderate level. These
findings suggest that while bonding trust (within
family/kin) is strong, bridging trust (across institutions
and strangers) is weaker. This asymmetry implies that
although rural communities are cohesive internally,
they face challenges in extending cooperation to wider
governance structures.

Table 6: Community Participation Summary

IMeasure ||Mean IIMin“Maxl
|Meetings/Month ||2.1 ||0 ||8 |

1 0
SHG/Coop Membership (% 55 89, D

Yes) B
2:8]0

|V01unteering Hours/Month ||4.2 || 15 |
|Events Attended (last 3 mo.) ||3.4 ||0 ||9 |
|Participati0n Diversity (0-5) ||2.1 ||0 “5 |

The average of 2.1 community meetings per month and
55.8% SHG membership demonstrate considerable
engagement. However, participation diversity (M=2.1
on a 0-5 scale) indicates that most respondents
participated in only limited types of activities.
Qualitative insights confirmed that while SHG and
religious events attract wide participation, political
meetings and cooperative farming saw lower
involvement, often due to distrust of leaders. This
illustrates that participation is selective, influenced
by perceived trustworthiness and tangible benefits.

Table 7: WhatsApp Group Membership

|Membership ||Count ||Percentage |
[Yes 148 62.3% |
[No 129 37.7% |

Digital connectivity is reshaping rural participation.
With 62.3% of respondents in WhatsApp groups,
online networks supplement traditional gatherings.
Respondents reported that digital groups increased
transparency in village meetings and facilitated
coordination of events. However, older participants
often remained excluded, showing a digital divide that
may widen participation gaps in the future.

|Measure HMean ||Std ||Min ||Max |

I Trust: Family 41 Jlo.6 |25 5.0 |  Table8: Collective Efficacy & Reciprocity

[Trust: Neighbors 36 o8 |15 |50 | |Measure [Mean][Std][in][Max]
ITrust: Panchayat 132 0.9 |10 50 | |PerceivedCollectiveEfﬁcacy||3.5 ||1.5 “5.0 |
[Trust: Outsiders 28 oo Jio |50 | |[Reciprocity Score 3.8 Jlo.8][Ls Jls.0 |
(General Trust Index. |34 0.7 |19 |[5.0 || [IConflict Incidents (past year) [0.6_Jo.8]f0 |4 |

[0.9][1.0 |[5.0 ]

|Trust in Dispute Resolution ||3.3
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High reciprocity scores (M=3.8) highlight a culture of
mutual aid. Conflict incidents were relatively low
(mean less than 1 in the past year), suggesting that
while disagreements exist, they are not pervasive.
Trust in dispute resolution (M=3.3) was moderate,
reflecting skepticism towards Panchayat and political
bodies. The combination of high reciprocity but
moderate  institutional trust underscores that
community resilience rests more on informal
cooperation than formal mechanisms.

Table 9: Barriers to Participation

IBarrier HCount “Percentage I
|Tirne constraints || 14 ||18.2% |
|Distrust/caste tensions | | 15 || 19.5% |
lPolitical factionalism ||1 1 H 14.3% |
|Distance/transport ||9 ||1 1.7% |
lHousehold duties || 12 H 15.6% |
|W0rk migration ||8 || 10.4% |
|Hea1th issues ||8 || 10.4% |

Distrust and caste tensions (19.5%) emerged as the
most cited barrier, followed closely by household
duties (15.6%) and time constraints (18.2%). These
barriers confirm that participation is not only a matter
of willingness but also shaped by structural and
cultural impediments.

Table 10: Enablers of Participation

IStatistic “Value |
|Max ||5.0 |

The average safety perception score (M=3.6) indicates
moderate confidence in the security of the village
environment. Safety was linked to trust: participants
who rated safety higher also reported more frequent
participation in community events. Conversely, those
perceiving insecurity were reluctant to engage. This
confirms that perceived safety is a psychological
prerequisite for participation.

Conclusion

The findings illustrate a nuanced relationship between
interpersonal trust and community participation. Trust
is abundant within kinship and caste groups but
declines when extended to institutions and outsiders.
Participation is substantial but selective, driven by
visible benefits and constrained by distrust, household
responsibilities, and caste politics. Digital platforms
like WhatsApp are reshaping modes of trust and
participation, but digital exclusion persists.

Overall, the study suggests that strengthening bridging
trust, across caste, gender, and institutions, holds the
key to enhancing community participation. Initiatives
that demonstrate tangible community benefits, foster
transparent leadership, and integrate both traditional
and digital networks are likely to succeed in building
collective efficacy.

|Enabler ||C0unt ||Percentage |
lTrusted sarpanch ||16 HZO.S% |
|Visib1e community benefits ||18 ||23.4% |
|Active SHG network 14 ]182% |
|Re1igious/community groups ||11 ||14.3% |
|Youth club initiatives ||9 Hl 1.7% |
INGO facilitation lo Jit7% |

Enablers largely revolved around visible community
benefits (23.4%) and trust in leaders (20.8%).
Qualitative data  supported this: respondents
emphasized that when collective projects such as
irrigation canals or school construction yielded
tangible results, trust and participation reinforced each
other. Thus, demonstrated benefits act as a catalyst
for trust-building.

Table 11: Safety Perception Summary

|Statistic | |Value |
|Mean ||3 6 |
|Std Dev ||0.8 |
[Min 1.5 |
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