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To explore the influence of interpersonal trust and institutional trust on the participation willingness of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation in China, a questionnaire survey of 320 farmers in Chongqing Ecological Tourism District was adopted for data collection, and a binary logistic model was used for data analysis. The results showed that (1) both interpersonal trust and institutional trust had a positive influence on the participation behavior of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, and the priority ranking from high to low was: trust in government, trust in relatives, trust in neighbors, and trust in village cadres. (2) Institutional trust had a greater impact on the participation behavior of farmers than interpersonal trust, especially in the poverty-stricken areas where economic development was relatively backward. (3) Individual attributes, household attributes, and rural resource attributes had a significant positive impact on the participation intention of farmers. Among these, the role of rural e-business service platform was particularly important. The role of institutional trust at the village level still did not perform well in promoting the participation willingness of farmers. Based on empirical analysis, the suggestions for promoting the active cooperation of farmers and participating in the cooperation of e-business were put forward, such as enhancing the interpersonal network of farmers, improving the rural e-commerce information service platform, and strengthening the construction of the rural business environment.
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INTRODUCTION

Poverty eradication is a common mission of all mankind. Since 1978, China has achieved great success by lifting more than 600 million people out of poverty and the poverty incidence has dropped from 97.5% in 1978 to 1.7% in 2017 (He and Wang, 2019), which was called the fast large-scale poverty reduction in human history. However, according to the statistics of the Chinese National Rural Revitalization Bureau, by the end of 2019, there were 2,707 poor villages and 5.51 million people still lived in poverty in China (Liang et al., 2020). These people mainly lived in the mountain area of western China, most of which lack basic living conditions. Under the circumstances, the government of China, therefore, adjusted the direction of poverty alleviation and adopted the targeted e-commerce poverty alleviation strategy (Han et al., 2019).

Furthermore, with the rapid spread and growth of the Internet, the process of rural informatization is accelerating constantly. Rural e-commerce provides effective assistance for the implementation of targeted poverty reduction programs (Cui et al., 2017), and points out a new direction for promoting rural revitalization (Fosu, 2017). Particularly in recent years, the number of Taobao villages has increased from 20 in 2013 to 5,425 in 2020, which fully demonstrated the great potential of rural e-commerce poverty alleviation (Wang H. et al., 2020). Promoting E-commerce poverty alleviation plays an important role in accelerating the rural infrastructure construction, improving the marketization level of agricultural products as well as increasing the income of farmers (Han et al., 2019).

Therefore, this research aimed to explore and investigate the factors stimulating the participation of farmers in rural e-commerce poverty alleviation from a socioeconomic perspective. The existing studies have shown that social capital plays a significant role in the development of rural e-commerce poverty alleviation (Portes, 1998). While social capital covers multiple dimensions, huge differences exist between them (Kuang et al., 2019; Deng et al., 2020). Considering this, the present research chose “trust” as an independent variable, conducted a field survey, and finally analyzed the role of interpersonal trust and institutional trust in the participation of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation.

The previous research shows that there is a positive relationship between trust and cooperation (e.g., Lewicki and Bunker, 1996; Stern and Coleman, 2015; Zand, 2016). Lewicki and Bunker (1996) stated that trust is beneficial for reducing uncertainty and conflict among individuals. According to Luhmann (2000), trust is considered as the premise of cooperation and coordination interaction, and it can strengthen cooperation among individuals. In addition, when living in a high trust society, individuals will have a strong willingness for business, which can reduce the transaction costs and subsequently enhance the stability of cooperation (Wang and Wan Wart, 2007; Vries, 2014). Then, what is the role of social trust during the participation of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, and what is the relationship between them? This study will address the issue by analyzing the cooperative participation behavior of farmers from the perspective of social trust, and reveal the internal relationship between the social trust and participating behavior of the farmers. It is expected to be beneficial for understanding the influencing factors of the participation of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, enriching and improving academic literature in the related fields, and also providing a reference for the promotion of new rural construction.

The structure of this paper is organized as follows: Literature review and research hypothesis comprehensively reviewed the literature on the relationship between interpersonal and institutional trust and the cooperative participation of farmers in e-commerce operation, and put forward the research hypothesis, research methodology and data analysis described the data source, model selection, variables, and data processing. Results analysis analyzed the empirical research results of this paper and discussion, limitation, and recommendations presented a discussion of the findings and made a brief recommendation for the study. The last part concluded the whole research.



LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS

The establishment of interpersonal trust is based on family membership, blood relationships, neighborhood relations, etc., and it can be divided into two types, such as trust in relatives and trust in neighbors (Rus and Iglič, 2005; Lewicki et al., 2006). In recent years, scholars have made huge progress on the research of interpersonal trust and the e-commerce participation behavior of farmers (Kong et al., 2014). First, Feng et al. (2016) stated that interpersonal trust could reduce transaction costs and promote cooperation. In rural society, the interpersonal relationships among the individual farmers are of highly geographically characteristics, and information transmission is mainly realized through the non-institutional channels, such as village meetings (Feng et al., 2016), communication of neighbors (Hoell, 2004), and media networks (Evans and Revelle, 2008). Interpersonal trust can enhance the communication and sharing of information between the different social groups, and promote farmers to accept e-commerce (Sønderskov, 2011). Second, interpersonal trust has a positive influence on the e-commerce operation decisions of farmers (Wang et al., 2019). This mutual trust among the farmers can promote their communication and cooperation, which is beneficial for forming the mechanism of risk-sharing and benefit-sharing, and makes the cooperation more efficient (Six, 2007). During rural e-commerce business development, getting assistance from relatives and friends can significantly improve the production efficiency of farmers (Zeng and Xia, 2019). Based on this, this research proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Interpersonal trust has a significant impact on the participative behavior of farmers in e-commerce operations. The higher the level of interpersonal trust, the stronger the participating enthusiasm of the farmer becomes.

According to Daskalopoulou (2019), the formation of institutional trust is based on the contract institutional environment, and institutional trust is established on the “non-interpersonal” relationship. Institutional trust affects the decision-making of the participation willingness of farmers through the internal constraint mechanism (Hudson, 2006). Moreover, it can usually be divided into two types, such as trust in the government and trust in village cadres (Hudson, 2006; Fuglsang and Jagd, 2015).

The past research has confirmed the role of institutional trust in improving the participation intention of farmers. Hudson (2006) found that the trust and reciprocity between the farmers and governmental departments are conducive to the market promotion of agricultural products in the European Union (EU). Chen et al. (2019) discussed the relationship between village social capital and the participation of rural households in e-commerce, and they found that general trust and institutional trust had a positive impact on the participation intention. Sharp and Smith (2003) found that the social trust mechanism has a positive impact on the willingness of individuals to participate in e-commerce. Based on the above, this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2: Institutional trust has a significant impact on the participative behavior of farmers in e-commerce operations. The higher the level of institutional trust is, the stronger the participating enthusiasm of farmers becomes.

Xin and Zhou (2012) proposed that under the diversity-orderly structure of Chinese native soil society, emotion can effectively promote the initial participation of farmers. However, as the interpersonal relationships became estranged, the role of the mechanism and the institutional system becomes more and more important (de Vries et al., 2019). At the same time, Domanski and Artur (2021) found that policy and institutional trust plays a much more important role than interpersonal trust in promoting the participation willingness of farmers, especially in the poverty-stricken region. Therefore, this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3: Institutional trust has a greater impact on the participation intention of farmers than interpersonal trust. Especially in the poverty-stricken region with an underdeveloped economy, the role of institutional trust is particularly important.

As to the study of the participation behavior of farmers, Lastra-Bravo et al. (2015) and Riley et al. (2018) reveal that the individual attributes of farmers, such as educational background, risk appetite, and perception of e-commerce project indeed have a relation with the participation behavior. Lee and Ihm (2020) stated that gender has a relation with the participation willingness of farmers, and they added that male farmers were more likely to participate in group activities while the female farmers preferred private activities. Another survey conducted by Shi et al. (2010) proposed that the participation willingness was a predictor of participation behavior, and it was also affected by gender. Men tended to have a stronger willingness to participate in rural business activities, for they were considered as the main contributor of family income (Wang et al., 2019). Besides, the surveys conducted by Song (2016) have shown that individual attributes, such as age and educational level, had an impact on their participation intention. And the level of education was found to be positively related to the participation willingness of farmers, the experience of by-business also affected their participation behavior (Zepeda, 2009). Kong et al. (2019) proposed that by-business farmers were less willing to participate in rural e-commerce actively for they had more ways to increase the income. Huang (2012) also added that the understanding of rural e-commerce was also a significant predictor of the participation intention of farmers. Above all, the previous studies discussed individual dimensions just from one or two attributes, lack of comprehensive and systematic review. Thus, this research integrates four attributes together, such as gender, age, education level, and perception of e-commerce. We thus propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a: Individual attributes have a significant positive impact on the participation intention of farmers, and with the increase of the proportion of male, age, educational level, and understanding of e-commerce poverty alleviation, the participation willingness of farmers becomes stronger.

The studies had shown that the participation willingness was also influenced by family agricultural acreage, annual household income, and the number of the labor force, and there was a significant positive relation among them (Liu and Song, 2002; Liu and Lai, 2016). The larger the family agricultural acreage was, the easier it was to realize economies of scale, and the more willing the farmer was to participate in e-commerce business (Hu, 2010). Similarly, Smithers et al. (2008) found that the number of labor forces had a positive relation with the family participation willingness. In general, the families with a high proportion of e-commerce income depended more on e-commerce poverty alleviation, spent more time on learning e-commerce technologies, and were more likely to participate in e-commerce poverty alleviation (Hou and Ding, 2016). Based on the above, we thus propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4b: Household attributes have a significant positive impact on the participation intention of farmers, and with the increase of family agricultural acreage, annual household income, and the number of the labor force, the participation willingness of farmers becomes stronger.

The previous studies mostly focus on these endogenous resources, while neglecting the influence of external rural resources (Wang J. et al., 2020). The distance to the market (Menapace et al., 2016), road accessibility (Liu, 2013), allocation of village officials (Lienhoop and Brouwer, 2015), and the situation of the e-business service station (Christensen et al., 2011; Jin et al., 2015), all these factors have posed an influence on the participation intention of farmers. Accessibility is the foundation for developing rural commercial circulation (Wu and Zhang, 2012), such as both road accessibility and informational service accessibility, especially the latter one. Incomplete and missing information would reduce the enthusiasm of farmers for the online transaction (Van Weele et al., 2016). Therefore, the timelier information farmers attained, the smoother their transaction was, and the greater the likelihood of participation was. Besides, as the leader of rural grassroots organizations, college-graduate village officials owned advanced information technology and market information, they were also proved to be positively related to the participation intention of farmers (Morris et al., 2017). Thus this paper put forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4c: Rural resource attributes have a significant positive impact on the participation intention of farmers.

In summary, the social trust and human and physical resource dimension may have an influence on the participation intention of farmers. Figure 1 describes the relationship among them and presents the research framework of this study.
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical framework.




RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DATA ANALYSIS


Research Sample and Method

Wanzhou District is located in the northeast of Chongqing, China (Zou et al., 2018), with abundant agricultural resources and advantaged eco-tourism conditions, making it suited for developing featured e-commerce agricultural products (Peng et al., 2017). A series of electric commodity brands, such as Yuquan pickled cabbage, Master Ran beef jerky, and Wanzhou Guhong orange, are well-known in China [Zhang and Deng, 2010; CQS (Chongqing Statistics), 2019]. Given this, to examine whether the social trust has significantly affected the participation behavior of farmers, the research group conducted an on-spot survey of 26 villages in Wanzhou from July 16 to August 25, 2020. In the survey, 320 farmers participated of which 295 valid questionnaires were collected.

The sample had the following characteristics: the majority of households were male, accounting for 73.2%; the average age of the respondents was 53.4 years old, the youngest was 28 years, and the oldest was 79 years old. Their education level is mainly junior high school, accounting for 43.4%, followed by the primary school or below, accounting for 40%, and the rest are of senior high school or above degree, accounting for 16.6%. The respondents were all married.



Research Modeling

A discrete choice model was derived from the study of animal binary reflection conditions by Fecher in 1860 (Hall et al., 2002). In the 1970s and 1980s, this model was widely used in the research of economic decision-making, such as economic layout, firm location, traffic problem, employment problem, and purchase decision (Hall et al., 2002; de Bekker-Grob et al., 2013). This study mainly discusses the influence of social trust on the participation behavior of farmers. Therefore, the dependent variable of this study is “behavior of farmer,” that is “whether to participate in e-business or not,” which belongs to a 0–1 variable. According to the outcomes of model fitting, the binary logistic model based on the individual level was selected to analyze the key factors affecting the behavior of farmers. As to the participation behavior of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, the following equation is:

[image: image]

In the formula, the subscript i represent the farmer been surveyed. Behavior is a dependable variable ranging from 0 to 1, which described the cooperative participation of farmers in e-commerce operations. If farmers cooperate in e-commerce operation, its value is 1; otherwise, it is 0.



Variables and Data Processing
 
Dependent Variable: Participation Behavior of Farmers

The dependent variable of this study is “whether farmers participate in e-commerce poverty alleviation.” Among the 295 valid samples obtained, 55 participated in e-commerce, accounting for 18.64%, and 240 were non-participants, accounting for 81.36%. Therefore, the cooperative participation of farmers in e-commerce operations is relatively low. Table 1 shows the results of the cooperative participation of farmers in e-commerce operations. It is found that the participation rate of male farmers is higher than that of female ones. Similarly, the participation rate of highly educated farmers is higher than that of low-educated ones. In contrast, the participation willingness of high-income farmers is weaker than that of low-income ones.


Table 1. The results of the participating respondents in e-commerce poverty alleviation.
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Independent Variable: Trust

Trust was an independent variable in this study. According to the measurement of trust variables in the study of Bitmiş and Ergeneli (2013) and Asveld et al. (2015), this research chose two variables to measure interpersonal trust, they trust in relatives (trust1) and trust in neighbors (trust2), and the two variables to measure institutional trust, they trust in village cadres (trust3) and trust in the government (trust4). The respondents were asked to fill in the blanks with the Likert scale, namely, “strongly disagree,” “disagree,” “generally,” “agree,” and “strongly agree,” which were assigned 1–5 points, respectively. The size and significance of αi are the core of this study. If trust can indeed enhance the participation behavior of farmers, the significance of αi is positive. Table 2 presented the result of the influence of social trust on the participation of farmers. It can be seen from Table 2 that trust1, trust2, trust3, and trust4 have the same trend. That is to say, the higher the degree of trust was, the higher the participation intention of farmers was.


Table 2. Influence of trust on the participation behavior of farmers.
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Control Variable

To explore the role of trust in the participation of farmers in e-commerce operations, the construction of control variables is indispensable. Based on the previous research, this study constructed five variables related to the individual attributes of the farmers, three variables about household attributes, and three variables of rural resource attributes, and finally formed the required control variables system. The specific variables involved in this study and their processing methods are shown in Table 3.


Table 3. The descriptive statistics of variables.
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RESULTS ANALYSIS

The SPSS 22.0 statistical software (IBM, NY, USA) was used in this study for empirical analysis. Since the dependent variable is 0–1, this study adopts a binary logistics regression model to fit and analyse the factors affecting the participation behavior of farmers. Moreover, the second-order regression was chosen to study the influence of social trust, which can describe the outcomes clearly. As to the research procedure, first, all the control variables were introduced into the regression equation to test the significance of the regression coefficients (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004), and Model 1 was obtained. Then, on this basis, four variables of social trust were introduced into the regression equation (Georgakopoulos et al., 2020), and the significance test of the regression coefficients of all variables was carried out to obtain Model 2. Finally, the overall explanatory power gap between the two models was compared and analyzed in Table 4.


Table 4. The regression results of different models.

[image: Table 4]

The regression results showed that both Model 1 and Model 2 had passed the test at the significance level of 1%, and Nagelkerke R2 of each model reached 49.2 and 72.4%, respectively, and the correct prediction rate reached 89.6 and 93.2%, respectively. After adding the dimensions of social trust, Nagelkerke R2 of Model 2 increased by 20.8% and the correct prediction rate also increased by 3.6%. These data showed that social trust indeed enhanced the Nagelkerke R2 of each variable. The regression results of Model 2 indicated that trust1, trust2, trust3, and trust4 all have a significant correlation with the participation willingness of the farmers. It can be seen that both interpersonal trust and institutional trust play a very important role in the decision-making of participation of farmers.

Specifically, trust in relatives (trust1) passed the test at the significance level of 5%. That is, with other conditions unchanged, the probability of the participation willingness of farmers will be 2.536 times than before, while trust1 doubles. The reason underlying this is that frequent visits between relatives can communicate and share information and reduce the cost of searching for cooperative partners (Sønderskov, 2011; Van Oortmerssen et al., 2014). At the same time, under the mutual trust of relatives, the cooperative contract is easy to be reached and tends to be stable, which can also effectively avoid opportunistic behaviors (Sønderskov, 2011). Therefore, trust in relatives has a significant positive influence on the e-commerce participation willingness of farmers.

Trust in neighbors (trust2) passed the test at the significance level of 5%. That is, with other conditions unchanged, the probability of the participation willingness of farmers will be 2.242 times than before while trust2 doubles. The explanation may be that frequent interactions of rural villagers lead to form an atmosphere of mutual understanding (Ajenaghughrure et al., 2020). According to Özcan and Bjørnskov (2011), it not only increased the mutual sense of identity but also reduced the transaction costs of business cooperation, thus strengthened their desire to cooperate. With the continuous improvement of the trust of farmers in their neighbors, their cooperation willingness gradually becomes clear, and finally, a cooperation mechanism of risk-sharing and benefit-reciprocity is also formed (Kwak et al., 2019).

The above two sets of data indicate that interpersonal trust (the trust of relatives and neighbors) has a significant impact on the decision-making of participation of farmers. The higher interpersonal trust is, the higher the participation willingness of farmers will be. So H1 is supported.

The trust in village cadres (trust3) passed the test at the significance level of 5%. That is, with other conditions unchanged, the probability of the participation willingness of farmers will be 2.101 times than before while trust3 doubles. A possible explanation may be that with the constant improvement of the trust of farmers in village cadres, the rural community gradually formed a kind of trust relations (Li et al., 2019), this can reduce the risk and uncertainty, and enhance the confidence of farmers through policy support and technical guidance from village cadres. The existing studies have confirmed that as agents of grass-roots political power (Tang and Zhu, 2020), the village governing organizations communicated and implemented national policies during e-commerce poverty alleviation (Tang and Zhu, 2020; Wang H. et al., 2020), and had posed influence on the e-business implementation practice.

The trust in government (trust4) passed the test at the significance level of 1%. That is, with other conditions unchanged, the probability of the participation willingness of farmers will be 3.763 times than before while trust4 doubled. Li et al. (2019) proved that trust in government has a positive influence on the participation willingness of farmers.

The above two sets of data indicate that institutional trust (trust in village cadres and trust in the government) has a significant influence on the behavioral decisions of farmers' participation. The higher the level of institutional trust becomes, the higher the participation willingness of farmers will become. H2 is supported.

In addition, among the four dimensions of trust, trust3 has the lowest score, indicating that village cadres and governance have not played a great role in the development of rural trust. The underlying reason was that the rural governance had undergone significant changes in the post-agricultural tax era, then the carrier of state power in the countryside became weakened (Tatarko, 2014), and the connection between the farmers and the village-level government was getting more and more looser (Lumineau et al., 2015). This kind of flat organizational structure (Seppänen et al., 2007) prompted farmers to directly communicate with the national policy and state regulations, thus weakened the discretionary power of village cadres. Especially in recent years, with the implementation of favorable policies, such as “new rural cooperative medical care” (Li et al., 2019) and “direct grain subsidy” (Hu et al., 2019), which directly connected the farmers with the central government, thus the influence of village cadres became weaker and weaker. Thus, H3 is true.

The influence of other control variables on the participation willingness of farmers is analyzed below.

(1) From the perspective of individual attributes of farmers: both the variables, such as gender and education level, all have passed the significance test at the confidence level of 1%, and both coefficients were positive, indicating that male farmers are more likely to participate in e-commerce operation in comparison with the female farmers. The higher level of education of the farmers increased the possibility to participate. In addition, the variable of by-business has a significant influence on the participation willingness of farmers; the number of farmers without by-business is 21.52% higher than those with by-business. The underlying reasons are that farmers without multiple occupations depend more on local development (Lastra-Bravo et al., 2015; Hu et al., 2019), and they actively participate for increasing income. In addition, the perception of rural e-commerce of farmers also passed the test at the significance level of 5%, that is, the higher understanding of rural e-commerce farmers have, the greater possibility of participation will become. However, the variable of age did not pass the significance test. So, hypothesis H4a is partially supported.

(2) From the perspective of household attributes: family agricultural acreage and family annual income pass the significance test at the confidence level of 1%, and the regression coefficient of family agricultural acreage is positive, indicating the family that has more arable land area is more likely to participate in e-commerce cooperation. The coefficient of annual family income is negative, indicating that low-income farmers are more inclined to participate in e-commerce operations than high-income farmers. In addition, the labor force passes the test at the 5% significance level. So, hypothesis H4B is partially supported.

(3) From the perspective of rural resource attributes: rural e-business service platform, traffic accessibility, and college student village officer, all pass the test at the significance level of 1%, and the coefficient is positive, which indicate that they all have a significant positive influence on the participation willingness of farmers. So H4c is supported.

It is worth noting that, after adding the factors of social trust, the variable of “village officer” and “perception of rural e-commerce” were proved to have no significant correlation with the participation willingness of farmers. The Nagelkerke R2 of the overall model increased by 20.7%. This indicates that social trust plays a greater role in the decision-making of the participation of farmers than other factors.

Table 5 shows the regression results of the two groups, the low-income group and the low-education group. The results indicated that (1) farmers of the low-income group are affected by trust1, trust2, and trust3. (2) Farmers of the low-education group were affected by trust3 and trust4, and neither trust1 nor trust2 has any influence on their participation willingness. It can be concluded that social trust can increase the likelihood of participation of farmers, and institutional trust has a greater impact on the decision-making of farmers than interpersonal trust. Moreover, the population of the poverty-stricken region mainly consisted of low-education and low-income ones. Therefore, it can be inferred that institutional trust plays a particularly important role in the poverty-stricken region of an underdeveloped economy. So, hypothesis H3 is also supported.


Table 5. The cluster regression results.
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DISCUSSION, LIMITATION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS


Discussion

What remains to be answered is how social trust contributes to the participation willingness of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation. Therefore, in this study, we attempted to reveal the underlying mechanism of the influence of interpersonal trust and institutional trust on the participation willingness of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation in China. Based on the questionnaire survey of 295 farmers in Chongqing eco-tourism district, the results showed that (a) both interpersonal trust and institutional trust all had a significant influence on the participation of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, (b) compared with interpersonal trust, the institutional trust had a greater impact on the participation intention of farmers in China, and (c) rural resource dimensions all had a significant positive influence on the participation willingness of farmers, while individual attributes and household attributes did not pass the significance test.

First, this study explored whether social trust, such as institutional trust and interpersonal trust promoted the participation intention of farmers. The result revealed the positive influence of both institutional and interpersonal trust on the participation intention. This result is consistent with the previous research conducted by Sønderskov (2011) and Wang et al. (2019). These findings stated that kinship between the relatives and frequent interactions between rural neighbors increased the mutual sense of identity and reduced the cost of searching for cooperative partners. In addition, the governments gradually performed well in policy communication and information service (Chen et al., 2019), some local governments had recruited college-graduate village officials for providing e-commerce technical support, all these increased the confidence of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, thus, it can be concluded that the higher the level of social trust is, the stronger the participating enthusiasm of farmers becomes.

Second, the study compared the influence of institutional and interpersonal trust and revealed that institutional trust has a greater impact on the participation intention of farmers. This finding is in line with the previous research, which stated that the institutional trust had a significant effect on the participation willingness of farmers for its increasingly influence on the rural governance structure and normative expectations of individual farmers (Fuglsang and Jagd, 2015; Chen et al., 2019). Especially in the remote poverty-stricken areas with scarce resources, most people were low-education and low-income ones, the farmers depended more on the government to obtain business opportunities and preferential policies. Therefore, the role of institutional trust was much more important in the mind of farmers. In addition, from the perspective of Hofstede's national cultural dimension, China belongs to a society of high collectivism and huge power distance (Gelfand et al., 2006). Gelfand et al. (2011) had supplemented that the individuals in tight societies when compared with the loose ones, tended to rely more on the institutional norms with clear expectations enforced through national authority. Therefore, it is not surprising in China that the rural farmers depended more on national institutions and state governments for resource-seeking and problem-solving. Thus, compared with interpersonal trust, institutional trust had a greater impact on the participation intention of farmers.

Third, this study integrated human and physical resource dimensions into this theoretical framework and explored their influence on the participation intention of farmers. The results showed that (a) with the increase of the proportion of male farmers, educational level, by-business, and understanding of e-commerce poverty alleviation, the participation willingness of farmers became stronger. The research found that the participation rate of highly educated was 38.3% higher than the lower ones. This can be explained as following: the operation of e-business requires farmers to master the basic knowledge of internet technology and software applications (Xu, 2016), and a higher level of education and understanding enhances their online service competence, thus increasing their willingness to participate. Besides in a traditional agricultural society, men assumed more financial responsibility for the family (Huang, 2012), and thus, they were more likely to adopt e-commerce for family income than women. The farmers of by-business had more ways for increasing income (Kong et al., 2019), their participation rate is relatively low than the ones with no other choice. (b) The dimensions of household attributes had a significant positive impact on the participation intention of farmers, with the increase of family agricultural acreage and the number of the labor force, the participation willingness of farmers became stronger. A possible explanation was that both family labor force and land resources were important resources for e-commerce production (Liu and Lai, 2016). These resources enhance their confidence and willingness to participate. Besides, the research found that the participation rate of high family income was 38.3% lower than that of low ones. A possible reason was that the high family-income families may have more ways for increasing their income, thus, their participation willingness was lower. (c) Rural resource dimensions, such as rural e-business service platform, traffic accessibility, and College student village officer, all had a significant positive influence on the participation willingness of farmers. Among these, the role of rural e-business service platforms was particularly important. The underlying reason may be that it is an informational infrastructure for business development. It not only brought advanced technology and operation experience but also an opened-up huge market for the poor rural areas (Hou and Ding, 2016), thus greatly enhanced the participation willingness of the farmers.

Last, the result of the presented study highlighted that the institutional trust at the village level did not perform well in promoting the participation willingness of farmers. Among all the four independent variables, trust in village cadres (trust3) is the weakest. It is, therefore, necessary and urgent to improve the administrative service skills of rural grassroots organizations in the future.



Limitation and Policy Implications

There are many limitations that may be addressed by further research. First, 320 farmers in Chongqing province were selected for investigation; the representativeness of the research population is limited. The scope of the sample should be expanded to another agricultural province of China. Second, under the influence of COVID-19, the frequency of face-to-face communication and interviews was reduced, thus, a questionnaire survey was adopted for data collection. Insufficient data could lead to result bias. Further research could integrate the questionnaire survey and experimental design with archival data to enrich the data source. Third, this study mainly focused on the influence of social trust on the participation willingness of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation, however, the mediating paths of attitude and subjective norms should also be investigated in the future. In addition, other influencing factors, such as human capital and physical capital should be investigated in the future study.

Based on the above, the following implications were made for encouraging the participation of farmers: (1) interpersonal trust: on the one hand, the rural government should initiatively carry out series of activities to strengthen the interpersonal relationship network of farmers, such as establishing the rural community organizations and holding informational exchange meetings regularly. On the other hand, rural wealth-leader or opinion leaders should be selected and trained. The rural government should formulate a policy to identify, train, and develop these talents with leadership competence, entrepreneurial spirit, and relevant professional skills. The aim is to stimulate them to play a leading and exemplary role in e-commerce participation and operation. (2) Institutional trust: it is necessary to improve the disclosure system of rural government information about e-business operation, and it is of great urgency to establish some non-governmental organizations to lead and supervise the behavior of village cadres (Han and Yan, 2019). At the same time, the farmers should be encouraged to actively participate in the village public affairs, and keep frequently in contact with the village cadres, thus their trust in the local government and village cadres will be enhanced. (3) Rural physical resource: strengthen the construction of rural infrastructure and create a good condition for rural e-business. First, the rural infrastructure construction, such as rural logistics, wireless networks, and rural information service stations should be strengthened. Second, it is necessary to transform the traditional household small-scale workshop into large-scale mass production for reducing the production cost as well as improving the product quality. Finally, the construction of a rural public security environment should be strengthened, thus the willingness of farmers to participate in e-commerce operations will be enhanced.




CONCLUSION

The study emphasized the role of social trust in promoting the participation willingness of farmers in e-commerce poverty alleviation. The findings showed that both institutional and interpersonal trust had a significant positive impact on the participation intention of farmers. The higher the level of social trust was, the stronger the participation willingness of farmers becomes. In addition, compared with interpersonal trust, institutional trust has a greater impact on the participation intention of farmers. Especially in poverty-stricken areas where economic development is relatively backward, the role of institutional trust is particularly important. Furthermore, the role of institutional trust at the village level still did not perform well in promoting the participation willingness of farmers. It is urgent and necessary to take measures to improve the trust of farmers in village cadres. It is expected that these findings will enrich the existing literature of social trust, enhance the participation enthusiasm of farmers, thus promoting the development of rural e-commerce.
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