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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

× Nothing is more significant, both to our lives and to the national 

economy, than our health and happiness. The more friends you have, the 

happier and healthier you are 

× While 40% of people in the UK now typically socialise with friends in 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŀ ǘhird of the population prefer to do so in pubs, and 

regard pubs as a safe place to meet friends 

× Pubs, and small community pubs in particular, provide a safe 

environment in which to meet old and new friends face to face over a 

drink. The pub offers an enriching environment where we have the 

opportunity to meet a greater diversity of people from all walks of life 

than we might otherwise be able to do 

× This report is based on a national poll of pub use and two studies of 

behaviour in pubs undertaken to assess the social value of small 

community pubs compared to large city centre pubs 

× !ƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇŀǘǊƻƴƛǎŜŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅΤ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ was characteristically close to 

where they lived or worked 

× People who said they have a ΨlocalΩ ƻǊ ǘhose who patronise small 

community pubs have more close friends on whom they can depend for 

support, are more satisfied with their lives and feel more embedded in 

their local communities than those who said they do not have a local pub 

× Friendships are created and maintained mainly by face-to-face 

interaction, even in the internet age ς yet people in large city centres 

pubs are likely to be less engaged with their conversation group and 

more likely to leave a conversation than those in small community pubs, 

and their social interactions appear to be more transient as a result 
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× Small cƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ Ǉǳōǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨōŜŜǊ-ōŀǎŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 

ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǿƛƴŜκǎǇƛǊƛǘ-ōŀǎŜŘΩΦ People in community pubs typically consume 

less alcohol than those in large city centre pubs 

× There is evidence that modest alcohol consumption improves both 

cognitive ability and some (but not all) aspects of health 

× Directly and indirectly (by allowing us to meet face-to-face), modest 

alcohol consumption also enables us to build friendships and create a 

sense of community, and there is considerable evidence that social 

network size and quality has dramatic effects on health, wellbeing, 

happiness and even survival 

× We recommend that publicans and pub owners work closely with their 

community to develop a local community atmosphere 

× We recommend that city planners and developers make greater efforts 

to ensure that communities have local pubs readily available to them 

× Government policy on beer tax and business rate relief should consider 

the positive impacts which community pubs have on health and 

wellbeing 

× If we can persuade people to get off their smart phones and get down to 

the pub to talk to each other, it is likely to have dramatic effects on 

health and wellbeing, as well as community cohesion 
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INTRODUCTION 

Health & Social Networks  

Nothing is more significant, both to our lives and to the national economy, than 

our health and happiness. A contented population is one that imposes fewer 

costs on the health and social services that cost governments and taxpayers 

increasingly frightening amounts of money. A contented population is one that 

works harder, that is more socially cohesive and politically engaged, less divisive, 

and more wiling to pull together. It is also likely to be one that experiences less 

crime. 

There has been a growing recognition over the past decade that the single most 

important factor determining health, wellbeing and survival is the size and quality 

of our personal social networks.  The more people you know, and the more often 

you see them, the better you feel and the healthier you are.  

One recent study1 collated data from 148 studies of heart attack patients, and 

found that the best predictor of survival over the 12 months after a heart attack 

was how well embedded the patient was into their social network. This had a 

bigger effect on survival than anything else except giving up smoking ς better 

than any medication being taken, the quantity of alcohol drunk, the amount of 

exercise taken, even how overweight they were. 

Another recent study2 looked at illness rates in mothers and their toddlers, and 

found that the more often the mother saw her close family and friends in any 

given month, the less illness both she and her toddler suffered that month.  

In short, friendships are good for you, for your health and for your sense of social 

worth. Investment in promoting opportunities to make and meet friends might 

do more to solve the budgetary hole in the NHS than anything else we could think 

of ς if for no other reason than it would dramatically reduce demand. More 

generally, it might just do more than anything else to make us feel happier and 

                                                                 

1 Holt-Lunstad, J. Smith, T. & Bradley Layton, J. (2010).   Social relationships and mortality risk: A meta-analytic 

review. PLOS Medicine, 7, e1000316. 

2
 Oesch, N. & Dunbar, R. (2015). Influence of kin network on maternal and infant health and illness. J. Preg. Child 

Health  2: 146. 
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more content, and more socially engaged with our communities. The central 

problem is: how do we persuade people to engage with each other socially more 

often? 

The Changing Role of the Pub  

The public house has played a seminal role in British social life since the sixteenth 

century. Pubs came to represent the heart and soul of a community, providing 

both a place of entertainment and an engine for community bonding. In a world 

before the arrival of the motorcar, the clientele was largely local and the pub 

provided a venue in which friendships and a sense of community were sustained. 

The closing decades of the twentieth century have witnessed major changes in 

both the style of public houses and their numbers. In 1951, there were 73,421 

pubs in England and Wales; within 20 years, this had fallen to 64,0873. Closures 

continued apace through the ensuing decades, with as many as 2,365 pubs 

closing in 2009 and a further 1,300 pubs in 2010. As of 2014, the number of pubs 

had declined to 51,9004, with pubs continuing to close at an average rate of 29 a 

week according to the most recent CGA-CAMRA Pub Tracker figures for 20155.  

Many of these closures have been city centre pubs, making way for new 

developments. A significant number, however, have been local community pubs 

in and near housing areas that have been demolished or redeveloped, in some 

cases to provide multi-occupancy accommodation6. At the heart of the problem 

has been a combination of economic pressures arising from changing social 

habits (notably the availability of other forms of digital entertainment) and the 

cheap alcohol available via supermarkets for home consumption. These, 

combined with general economic forces, have placed considerable pressure on 

the financial viability of public houses, especially so in rural areas where declining 

populations and the lack of passing trade have undoubtedly had a significant 

impact. 

                                                                 

3 Jennings, P. (2007). The Local: A History of the English Pub. Stroud: The History PressΟ 

4 BBPA [British Beer and Pub Association] (2015) http://www.beerandpub.com/statistics Ο(accessed 20.11.2015 

5 http://www.camra.org.uk/press-releases/-/asset_publisher/R16Ta0pf6w5B/content/camra-urges-swift-action-

to-stop-pubs-closing 

6 http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/oct/13/the-death-and-life-of-a-great-british-pub 
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The past two decades have also witnessed a dramatic change in drinking habits, 

associated mainly with an increasing switch from beer to wine, the appearance of 

gastro pubs and a ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩΣ and 

city centre wine bars with a clientele split between after-work drinkers and late 

evening clubbers. These more commercially-oriented entertainment ventures 

contrast, both in their business philosophy and in their social focus, with the 

older pattern of brewery-owned tied houses whose sole function was to provide 

an ƻǳǘƭŜǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜǿŜǊȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ products. Nonetheless, despite these changes, 

beer still accounts for around 65% of alcohol sales in pubs (with ciders adding 

another 10%)7. 

In many cases, pubs have faced a double jeopardy created by falling trade, on the 

one hand, and, on the other hand, rising costs (notably in terms of high rental 

charges for leased premises and the taxes levied on both beer and businesses). 

The result has often been to squeeze landlord earnings (in some sectors, as many 

as half the landlords earned less than £10,000 a year in 20138), thereby reducing 

the viability of many pubs. Between them, these factors have helped fuel the 

switch away from community-style pubs to late night bars with their business 

model that typically aims to maximise alcohol sales.  

As a result of the dramatic decline of small community pubs, there is growing 

recognition of the need to protect these venues as valuable social assets. 

Campaigns across the country are being launched to highlight the community 

value of pubs by individually registering them as Assets of Community Value9 

under new Government legislation. To date 1,200 pub applications have been 

successful, protecting them under planning law from conversion or demolition by 

unruly developers. 

                                                                 

7 CAMRA (2014). CAMRA Beer Tax Briefing. 

http://www.camra.org.uk/documents/10180/21560/CAMRA+Tax+Briefing+2014.pdf/3c442f27-9341-494b-

9ad1-2945734783b6 

8 Pubco Licensee Survey: Report produced for CAMRA by CGA Strategy, June 2013;  

Pub Companies and Tenants: A Government Consultation. CAMRA, June 2013: 

http://www.camra.org.uk/documents/10180/21560/Response+from+CAMRA+-

+Pub+Companies+and+Tenants+Consultation.pdf/d3b88743-f320-47eb-9293-896b2afddfa2   

9 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2012/9780111525791/contents 
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The Role of Pubs in Social Cohesion  

The focus of our concern is the pub as a social venue, and in particular its 

function as a social centre for a local community ς a place to meet friends and 

form networks, a place to foster community spirit. Our focus is thus less with 

large city centre pubs (i.e. pubs with a city centre location and a more transient, 

often late night focused, clientele) and more with the ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩΣ ǘƘŜ Ǉǳō-on-the-

corner that provided a social environment for its regulars as well as a base for 

sports and activities ranging from darts to village cricket. This report summarises 

a series of studies carried out on behalf of the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA) on 

the role that community pubs play in our health, happiness and social cohesion. 

To set the scene, we first provide a brief overview of how we create our 

friendships. We then raise the problem of large scale social cohesion ς perhaps 

the single most serious problem we currently face ς and provide some insights 

into how we have engineered social cohesion in the past. Finally, we present the 

findings from three studies that carried out on behalf of CAMRA. These studies 

aimed to explore both the benefits that pub communities provide for their 

members and some of the reasons why they work.  
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FRIENDSHIP AND THE COMMUNITY 

Friendships and How We Create Them  

Our personal social networks typically consist of around 150 individuals10, about 

half of whom are extended family members and half of whom are friends11. In 

effect, family and friends constitute two separate networks that are closely 

interleaved through all the layers of our social world. While this network of 

around 150 individuals represents a particular quality of relationship (one that 

has a history in past interaction and, through this, a sense of obligation, 

reciprocity and trust12 ), it actually forms one of a series of circles of 

acquaintanceship that spread inwards with increasing emotional closeness and 

outwards to progressively lower intensity, but still important, relationships 

(Figure 1). These circles of acquaintanceship are hierarchically inclusive and have 

characteristic sizes with a consistent scaling ratio: each layer is three times the 

size of the layer immediately inside it13. In other words, the 15-layer, for example, 

includes the five people from the innermost 5-layer plus an additional 10 

individuals. 

  

                                                                 

10 Hill, R.A. & Dunbar, R. (2003). Social network size in humans. Human Nature 14: 53-72. 

11 Roberts, S., Dunbar, R., Pollet, T. & Kuppens, T. (2009). Exploring variations in active network size: constraints 

and ego characteristics. Social Networks 31: 138-146. 

12
 Dunbar, R. (2014). The social brain: psychological underpinnings and implications for the structure of 

organizations. Current Directions in Psychological Science 24: 109-114. 

13 Zhou, W-X., Sornette, D., Hill, R. & Dunbar, R.:  Discrete hierarchical organization of social group sizes.  

Proceedings of the Royal Society, London, 272B: 439-444. 
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Figure 1 

 

The circles of acquaintanceship.  Our personal social networks form a series of concentric circles with 

us at the centre. Each circle has a very distinct size, being roughly three times the size of the circle 

within it, with the size of each circle being inclusive of the layers within it (i.e. the 15-layer includes the 

5 individuals that form the innermost circle of intimate friends and family, etc). The circle at 150 

represents the typical size of personal social networks (relationships based on personalised 

friendships). Beyond that is a layer of acquaintances, with the layer at 1500 representing the limit on 

the number of faces we can put names to, thus representing the outer limits for personal knowledge. 

Beyond that, everyone is essentially a stranger.  Source: Dunbar (2014)5  

 

These layers are exactly what we find in small-scale traditional societies, such as 

those of hunter gatherers or traditional horticulturalists, in many parts of the 

world today. The 150 layer represents the typical size of communities, and the 

1500 layer the typical size of the tribe14. Indeed, the average size of rural villages 

in England and Wales, both at the time of the Domesday Book (1087 AD) and 

                                                                 

14
 5ǳƴōŀǊΣ wΦ όнллуύΦ aƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇΥ ƻǊ ǿƘȅ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀǇŜǎΦ tǊƻŎŜŜŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅ 

154: 403-423. 
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seven centuries later during the late eighteenth century, was almost exactly 

15010. 

Our social networks are built up over a long period of time, and depend on 

frequent interaction, especially in the case of friendships. They represent the 

accumulation of social interaction over many years, and cannot be created 

overnight. This is reflected in Figure 2, which shows the mean rate with which we 

contact individual members in each of the layers of our personal social networks, 

based on data from the social networks of 250 British and Belgian women11. 

Figure 2 

 

Mean frequencies with which 

we interact with individual 

members of our personal 

social networks, as a function 

of their position (or layer) in 

our social world. The layers 

are those shown in Figure 1; 

they represent degrees of 

emotional closeness, and have 

relatively stable numerical 

sizes.  

Source: Sutcliffe et al. (2012)15 

 

The bottom line is that we contact the handful of close friends and family who 

are most important to us more often, and the large number who are less 

important to us least often. These data also highlight the relatively small size of 

our social world. Fifteen people account for approximately 60% of our social 

effort, and represent the people who are most important to us ς those we see 

reƎǳƭŀǊƭȅΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ рл-layer typically represents 

those individuals that we see most often in public social venues or at weekend 

parties. While the members of the 150-layer mostly represent geographically 

distant family (and some friends), the 500-layer (the layer of acquaintances, as 

opposed to true friends) will include many of the people we work with and those 
                                                                 

15 Sutcliffe, A., Dunbar, R., Binder, J. & Arrow, H. (2012). Relationships and the social brain: integrating 

psychological and evolutionary perspectives. British Journal of Psychology 103: 149-168. 
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ǿŜ ƳŜŜǘ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ Ǉǳō ς ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿŜƭƭΣ ōǳǘ 

whom we recognise and greet, and with whom we share the occasional 

conversation. 

Family and friends differ in many important ways in terms of their dynamics, but 

perhaps the most important difference is that friendships are particularly 

susceptible to decay when individuals do not see each other as often as they 

previously had done.  Family relationships tend to be robust, whereas friendships 

are fragile and require continuous investment16. Figure 3 illustrates this for a 

group of students leaving school for university or the world of work. The start of 

this study (time T1) was half way though their last year at school, and the period 

from month 6 to month 18 was the first year away from home at university or 

work. Mean emotional closeness (a measure of the strength of the friendship on 

a simple scale of 1 = neutral to 10 = intensely close) to the original set of friends 

back home from the start of the study (T1) drops off very rapidly as a 

consequence of the fact that they no longer have so much opportunity to interact 

with them, and especially so for those who recruited a large number of new 

friends as a result of this life transition. This is true whether or not the individuals 

concerned had a high turn over in the number of friends after this transition from 

school to university/work as a result of the opportunity these new environments 

offered for meeting and making new friends. Family relationships, in contrast, are 

much more robust to these kinds of effects. 

Friendship arises from shared interests, attitudes and experiences. Indeed, the 

quality of a friendship (as indexed by the same emotional closeness measure), 

and our willingness to act altruistically towards that individual both correlate with 

how many of six major dimensions of friendship (shared language, growing up in 

the same location, similar educational experience, shared hobbies/interests 

[including musical tastes], similar moral/political/religious views, and similar 

sense of humour17) we share in common (Figure 4).  

                                                                 

16
 Roberts, S. & Dunbar, R. (2011). The costs of family and friends: an 18-month longitudinal study of relationship 

maintenance and decay. Evolution & Human Behavior 32: 186-197; Dunbar, R. (2014). The social brain: 

psychological underpinnings and implications for the structure of organizations. Current Directions in 

Psychological Science 24: 109-114. 

17 Curry, O. & Dunbar, R. (2013a). Do birds of a feather flock together? The relationship between similarity and 

altruism in social networks. Human Nature 24: 336-347; Curry, O. & Dunbar, R. (2013b). Sharing a joke: the 

effects of a similar sense of humor on affiliation and altruism. Evolution & Human Behavior 34: 125-129.  
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Figure 3 

 

Mean emotional closeness (indexed on a self-rating scale of 1 [low] to 10 [high] to the set of friends at the 

start of the study changes over the course of 18 months. At month 5, everyone left school and moved to 

university or work, and did not have the opportunity to see their original set of friends as often. As a 

result, the emotional quality of the relationships with this original cohort of friends declined significantly. 

The data are distinguished by whether subjects had a low or high turnover in the number of friends after 

month 5. Source: Roberts & Dunbar (2015)
18

  

 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ 

lifetime as we are exposed to new experiences and meet new people. Perhaps 

because of this, they stand as markers of group membership ς they identify a 

small community that holds the same opinions as I do, people who think about 

the world in the same way, and whom I can therefore trust and rely on. We think 

the same way because we grew up in the same community, so I know how to 

interact with you ς I can rely on you understanding my more cryptic allusions. By 

virtue of belonging to the same community, I know I can trust you.  

                                                                                                                                                                

 

18
 Roberts, S. & Dunbar, R. (2015). Managing relationship decay: network, gender and contextual effects. Human 

Nature (in press). 
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The important point here is that we maintain this similarity in our interests and 

views of the world by talking to each other, so that our opinions and interests 

change together with those of our friends. If we no longer have the opportunity 

or time to converse, our interests and views inexorably drift apart as we are 

exposed to new interests or experiences, and the quality of the friendship 

declines as a result. Family relationships differ in this respect because they are 

held together by the inalienable fact that we share a common interest by virtue 

of our membership of the same extended family. Family, it seems, trumps 

everything19, but leaves friendships vulnerable. 

Figure 4 

  

Relationship between (left panel) self-rated emotional closeness (rated on a 1 [low] to 10 [high] scale) 

and (right panel) willingness to act altruistically (rated on a 1 [low] to 10 [high] scale) to a named 

friend and the number of major friendship dimensions (traits) shared with that individual. The six trait 

dimensions are: shared language, place of origin, educational experience, hobbies/interests, 

moral/political/religious views and sense of humour.   Source: Curry & Dunbar (2013a)8 

 

Familiarity, then, is the crucial ingredient of well-bonded friendships, and we 

create familiarity by spending time with people. Although the internet provides a 

wonderful social resource through social networking sites like Facebook and 

media like SnapChat, Instant Messaging and WhatsApp, still it seems that there is 

nothing quite like a face-to-face encounter. In a previous study, we asked people 

to record their satisfaction with each interaction they had had during the day 

with each of their five best friends. The data showed rather clearly that face-to-

                                                                 

19 Roberts, S., Dunbar, R., Pollet, T. & Kuppens, T. (2009). Exploring variations in active network size: constraints 

and ego characteristics. Social Networks 31: 138-146; Curry, O., Roberts, S. & Dunbar, R. (2013). Altruism in 
social networks: evidence for a "kinship premium". British Journal of Psychology 104: 283-295. 

to sharing hobbiesand interestsperhapsindicatean increased opportunity for beneficial

cooperationðindividualswho sharesuch pursuitsmay bemore likely to havecommon

goals and projects that they can work on together (Tooby and Cosmides 1996). The

findings regarding shared area may indicate a lower cost, and increased likelihood, of

repeat interactionðthereby fostering reciprocal cooperation (Axelrod 1984). And the

findingsregarding similar moral beliefsmay reflect thedegreeto which individualsfeel

that they can trust others to reciprocate.

The differences between the predictors of Altruism and Emotional Closeness are

also interesting. They suggest that Emotional Closeness is dependent on more

subjective qualities, such as sharing similar personalities and musical tastes, and does

not translate directly to Altruism, which may be dependent on more objective

qualities, such as sharing similar levels of education and intelligence, which reflect

the value of the individual as a reciprocating partner.

It isalso interesting that sharing ethnicity wasanegativepredictor of Altruism, and

working together was a negative predictor of Emotional Closenessðor, to put it

another way, being of adifferent ethnicity wasapredictor of Altruism, and working at

different places was a predictor of Emotional Closeness. One possible interpretation

of this finding is that individuals find themselves associating with members of the

same ethnic group, and work colleagues, for reasons other than personal

choiceðperhaps for larger institutional, geographical, or sociological reasons; and,

with regard to ethnicity at least, the effort required to overcome this institutional

inertia is only worth it for particularly valuable friendships. It may also be that

friendships at work tend to be more functional and utilitarian in nature and hence

lack the intimacy and affection more typical of personal life.

In addition, one particularly novel finding that emerges from the data is that

similarity in the six major trait categories acts more or less additively (at least up

until five traits, after which the slope looks as though it may become asymptotic). In

other words, it may be that which traits a dyad shares is less important than the

number of traits that it shares. This may explain humansôapparently unique capacity

Fig. 3 Plot showing the mean additive effects of Shared Traits (0ï6) on Emotional Closeness (with error

bars showing 95% confidence intervals)

Hum Nat

Author's personal copy

sense). In other words, sharing any four traits yields a relationship that is exactly

twice as emotionally close (or altruistic) as one that shares two traits, irrespective of

which traits are actually shared. This is borne out by the fact that the slope co-

efficients on the individual traits are all very similar (except for Sense of Humor,

where the coefficient was about double the value for the others on both outcome

variables: see Tables 4 and 5).

These results are broadly consistent with previous work showing that similarity

fostersassociation and cooperation. And the results regarding specific similarities shed

light on why it is that similarity is associated with relationship quality. The findings

regarding ashared senseof humorðhumor comesout first with thestrongest impact in

the hierarchical models for both altruism (Table 4) and emotional closeness

(Table 5)ðare consistent with previous work showing that humor serves to ñbondò

social groups (Dunbar 2004, 2012; Provine 2000), In particular, the findings are

consistent with Flamson and Barrettôsñencryptionmodel of humor,òaccording to which

humor is an exceptionally effective means of testing for, and broadcasting, shared

attitudes, interests, and knowledge (Flamson and Barrett 2008). The findings relating

Table 5 Hierarchical linear mod-

el assessing the effect of specific

similarities on emotional closeness

Parameter B (SE) t p

Intercept 4.16 (0.22) 18.75 <0.001

Sense of Humor 1.09 (0.12) 9.31 <0.001

Moral Beliefs 0.51 (0.13) 4.10 <0.001

Hobbies and Interests 0.45 (0.13) 3.51 <0.001

Music 0.42 (0.13) 3.14 0.002

Personality 0.29 (0.13) 2.26 0.024

Ethnicity ī0.44 (0.18) ī2.48 0.013

Home Area 0.27 (0.11) 2.32 0.020

Layer 0.49 (0.06) 8.44 <0.001

Fig. 2 Plot showing the mean additive effects of Shared Traits (0ï5) on Altruism (with error bars showing

95% confidence intervals)

Hum Nat

Author's personal copy
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face interactions are hard to beat, with only skype of all the digital media coming 

close (Figure 5). 

Figure 5 

 

At the end of each day, 45 subjects 

recorded their satisfaction (on a 

standard 1-10 happiness scale) for 

each interaction they had had with 

each of their five best friends, 

differentiating the medium of 

communication in each case. Face-

to-face and skype interactions are 

significantly more satisfying than 

interactions via any other digital 

media.  Bars are standard errors 

(se). 

 Source: Vlahovic et al. (2012)
20

 

 

In summary, friendships are fragile, and we have to work at them. Failure to 

invest time in a friendship, and particularly in face-to-face encounters, results in a 

rapid decline in the emotional quality of the relationship. One consequence of 

this decline is that individuals are less willing to behave altruistically towards each 

other.  

Pubs, of course, provide one natural environment in which people can engage in 

regular face-to-face interactions. As a focal point where friends can guarantee 

being able to meet up at regular intervals without having to make formal 

arrangements beforehand, they provide a natural context in which old 

friendships can be reinforced and new ones created.  

Friendship and  Community Cohesion  

The opportunity to meet people and build friendships lies at the heart of 

community. Although our personal social networks are limited in size, in the 

                                                                 

20 Vlahovic, T., Roberts, S. & Dunbar, R. (2012). Effects of duration and laughter on subjective happiness within 

different modes of communication.  Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 17: 436-450. 
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contemporary world we nonetheless form communities with many hundreds of 

thousands of individuals ς a capacity that is crucial in allowing us to live in large 

cities, and even nation states. 

One of the ways we achieve this is by exploiting the six dimensions of friendship 

and using these to identify people who are likely to be trustworthy (because they 

share particular cultural traits with us) and so likely to be the kind of people we 

would want to have as friends. In effect, we create ΨclubsΩ based on one key 

criterion, one shared trait such as a common interest in tennis, cricket, bridge, 

amateur dramatics or whatever ς ŀ ΨǘƻǘŜƳΩ which we all sign up to and which in 

itself becomes evidence that we belong to the club. Membership of the club 

provides a guarantee that we are likely to be trustworthy, signifying that we see 

the world in the same way even though we know nothing more about each other. 

It provides an opening gambit for a relationship, a signal that a stranger is in fact 

OK. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨŎƭǳōǎΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ 

dimensions that underpin friendship emerge as being important. Figure 6 shows 

the individual effects on our sense of bonding (the Inclusion of Other in Self, or 

IOS, scale21, which indexes in a very simple way ƻǳǊ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ άŀǎ ƻƴŜέ ǿƛǘƘ 

someone else: see Figure 11, below, for an example) and how much we might 

expect to like a stranger when we find that we share a particular cultural trait 

with them. Political views, religious affiliations, musical tastes, sense of humour ς 

all of these provide the basis for community membership, through which we 

identify strangers wƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ΨōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŎƭǳōΩ. A 

stranger who knows the rules of cricket well enough to appreciate the 

significance of my casual remark about silly mid-on dropping a dolly of a catch 

ƳŀǊƪǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ΨŎƭǳōΩ ς in this case, the club of cricket 

enthusiasts. 

  

                                                                 

21 Aron, A., Aron, E., & Smollan, D. (1992). Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale and the structure of interpersonal 

closeness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 63: 596-612. 
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Figure 6 

 

Mean (and standard error) for self-ǊŀǘŜŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƭƻǎŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊ όǘƘŜ άLƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

hǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ {ŜƭŦέ ǎŎŀƭŜύ όǳǇǇŜǊ ǇŀƴŜƭύ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦ-rated likeability of a stranger (lower panel) when similarity 

to the stranger involves different cultural traits. The dotted lines indicate minimum values for the 

mean to achieve statistical significance. Source: Launay & Dunbar (2015)
22

 

 

However, shared cultural traits are not the only way we create friendships. In the 

course of building up friendships, we make use of a number of other more 

ΨǇǊƛƳƛǘƛǾŜΩ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ as part of the process. These include laughter23, singing 

and dancing10. These activities have dramatic effects on our sense of bonding, not 

just with people we already know but also with complete strangers.  

Figure 7 offers one example of this from a study of singing. In this study, groups of 

novices attended a course of weekly singing or hobby classes over a seven month 

period. At the beginning, middle and end of the study, they rated themselves at the 

beginning and end of each class for their feeling of belonging to the group on the 

Inclusion of Other in Self (IOS) scale. The singing classes showed a very rapid 

                                                                 

22
  Launay, J. & Dunbar, R. (2015). Playing with strangers: which shared traits attract us most to new people? 

PLoS One 10: e0129688. 

23
 Dunbar, R. (2012). Bridging the bonding gap: the transition from primates to humans. Philosophical Transactions 

of the Royal Society, London, 367B: 1837-1846. 
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increase ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŜ άƛŎŜōǊŜŀƪŜǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘέ24. The 

hobby classes also showed some improvement in bonding, but it was very modest 

by comparison with the singing classes and nothing like the extraordinary change 

shown by these as a result of their first few classes. Dancing (and, it seems, even 

just listening to emotionally arousing stories) has similar effects25. 

Figure 7 

 

In sum, a number of conventional social activities like laughter, singing and 

dancing play a central role in the processes of community bonding, and often 

have a more direct effect than anything else. But we also use language-based 

exchanges (conversation) to establish that we have shared interests in common 

ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άŦƛǊǎǘ Ǉŀǎǎέ ƎǳƛŘŜ ŀǎ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 
                                                                 

24 Pearce, E., Launay, J. & Dunbar, R. (2015). The ice-breaker effect: singing mediates fast social bonding. Royal 

Society (London) Open Science 2: 150221. 

25 Tarr, B., Launay, J., Cohen, E. & Dunbar, R. (2015). Synchrony and exertion during dance independently raise 

pain threshold and encourage social bonding. Biology Letters (in press); Duncan S., van Emde Boas, E., 

Maguire, L., Budelmann, F., et al. (2016).  Cognition, endorphins and the literary response to tragedy. Poetics 

Today (n press). 

 

¢ƘŜ άƛŎŜōǊŜŀƪŜǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘέΦ aŜŀƴ όŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŜǊǊƻǊύ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǎŜƭŦ-rated emotional closeness to 

other members of the class for four singing classes (circles) and three hobby classes (squares) 

measured across the beginning and end of each class at three time points during a 7 month course.  

All classes consisted of novices.. Source: Pearce et al. (2015)
24 
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to find a stranger trustworthy and the kind of person with whom we might want 

to form a friendship. 

Why Community is Good for You  

Community lies at the heart of our health and wellbeing. We are an intensely 

social species, and everything we do is bound up in our propensity to be social. 

Being socially engaged, and taking part in activities like laughing, singing and 

dancing that are part of that process of engagement, not only make us feel part 

of the community, but directly and indirectly also enhance our sense of wellbeing 

and even our health. 

There is now considerable evidence that the size and quality of your social 

network has a direct effect on how ill you are likely to become, on your 

happiness, and even on how likely you are to die. Positive social bonds help 

reduce the effects of post-traumatic stress, depression, and increase the rate of 

recovery from illness; they even promote cancer survival26 and survival after 

heart attacks27. A large family network reduces sickness rates as well as mortality 

rates among children28, and explicitly so when this involves regular contact. You 

are even more likely to be happy if those around you are happy29. 

                                                                 

26
 Waxler-Morrison, N., Hislop, T., Mears, B. & Kan, L. (1991). Effects of social relationships on survival for 

women with breast cancer: A prospective study. Social Science & Medicine 33: 177-183; Sayal, K., Checkley, S., 

Rees, M., Jacobs, C., Harris, T., Papadopoulos, A., & Poon, L. (2002). Effects of social support during weekend 

leave on cortisol and depression ratings: a pilot study. Journal of Affective Disorders 71: 153-157; Kikusui, T., 

Winslo, J. & Mori, Y. (2006). Social buffering: relief from stress and anxiety. Philosophical Transactions of the 

Royal Society, London, 361B: 2215ς2228; Pinquart, M. & Duberstein, P. R. (2010).  Association of social 

networks with cancer mortality: a meta-analysis. Critical Review of Oncology and Haematology 75: 122-137; 

Charuvastra, A. & Cloitre, M. (2008). Social bonds and posttraumatic stress disorder. Annual Review of 

Psychology 59: 301-328; Liu, L. & Newschaffer, C. J. (2011). Impact of social connections on risk of heart 

disease, cancer and all-cause mortality among elderly Americans: Findings from the Second Longitudinal Study 

of Aging (LSOA II). Archives of Gerontology and Geriatrics 53: 168-173; Chou, A., Stewart, S., Wild, R. & Bloom, 

J. (2012).  Social support and survival in young women with breast carcinoma. Psycho-Oncology 21: 125-133; 

Tilvis, R., Routasalo, P., Karppinen, H., Strandberg, T., Kautiainen, H. & Pitkala, K. (2012). Social isolation, social 

activity and loneliness as survival indicators in old age: a nationwide survey with a 7-year follow-up. European 

Geriatric Medicine 3: 18-22.  

27 Holt-Lunstad, J. Smith, T. & Bradley Layton, J. (2010).   Social relationships and mortality risk: A meta-analytic 

review. PLOS Medicine, 7, e1000316. 

28
 Spence, J. (1954). One Thousand Families in Newcastle. Oxford: Oxford University Press; Flinn, M. & England, 

B. (1995). Childhood stress and family environment. Current Anthropology 36: 854-866; YŀƴŀΩƛŀǳǇǳƴƛΣ {ΦΣ 

Donato, K., Thompson-Colon, T. & Stainbeck, M. (2005). Counting on kin: social networks, social support, and 

child health status.  Social Forces 83: 1137-1164; Oesch, N. & Dunbar, R. (2015). Influence of kin network on 

maternal and infant health and illness. J. Preg. Child Health 2: 146. 

29
 Fowler, J. & Christakis, N. (2008). The dynamic spread of happiness in a large social network. British Medical 

Journal 337: a2338.  
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This is true even of monkeys, where females who have more friends are more 

likely to be less stressed30, live longer and have more surviving offspring31. The 

effects of network ties are clearly very deep-seated and of very ancient 

evolutionary origin.  

Figure 8 illustrates this with data from one study. This study collated the results 

of 148 epidemiological studies of heart attack patients and asked which factors 

best predicted a ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ мн ƳƻƴǘƘǎ after the 

ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ όƘƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ 

were within their network, how supportive their friends and family were) had the 

biggest effect on likelihood of surviving ς bigger than anything else except giving 

up smoking. Network quality outperformed how obese they were, how much 

exercise they took, what drug treatments they were on, and how much alcohol 

they consumed. 

Figure 8 

 

Relative magnitude (Effect 

ǎƛȊŜύ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎΩ 

impact on the likelihood that 

heart attack patients 

survived the next 12 months., 

based on a compilation of 

148 epidemiological studies   

Source: Holt-Lunstad  et al. 

(2010)
32

 

 

                                                                 

30
 Crockford, C., Wittig, R., Whitten, P., Seyfarth, R. & Cheney, D. (2008). Social stressors and coping mechanisms 

in wild female baboons (Papio hamadryas ursinus). Hormones and Behavior 53: 254-265; Wittig, R., Crockford, 

C., Lehmann, J., Whitten, P., Seyfarth, R. & Cheney, D. (2008). Focused grooming networks and stress 

alleviation in wild female baboons. Hormones and Behavior 54: 170-177. 

31
 Silk, J., Alberts, S. & Altmann, J. (2003).  Social bonds of female baboons enhance infant survival. Science 302: 

1232-1234; Silk, J., Beehner, J., Bergman, T., Crockford, C., Engh, A., et al. (2009). The benefits of social capital: 

close social bonds among female baboons enhance offspring survival. Proceedings of the Royal Society, 

London, 276B: 3099-3104; Silk, J., Beehner, J., Bergman, T., Crockford, C., Engh, A., Moscovice, L., et al. (2010). 

Strong and consistent social bonds enhance the longevity of female baboons. Current Biology 20: 1359-1361.  

32 Holt-Lunstad, J. Smith, T. B. & Bradley Layton, J. (2010).  Social relationships and mortality risk: A meta-analytic 

review. PLOS Medicine 7: e1000316. 



p |  22 

These health benefits of social networks have not been widely appreciated until 

very recently33. Yet, the extensive evidence now available on this reveals quite 

clearly that those who feel they are part of a community really do experience 

greater contentedness with their life, as well as greater health and wellbeing. 

Aside from these personal benefits, there is another respect in which community 

plays an important role in society.  Communities act as their own policemen 

because their members have a social right to comment on, and even discipline, 

those who stray from the communitȅΩǎ ƴƻǊƳǎΦ Good behaviour and social 

cohesion are maintained because people are less willing to infringe against these 

norms when doing so would invite censure from those they respect or with 

whom they are friends.  

This effect ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ the community to act in a punitive way 

whenever someone breaks the law. At least as important is the fact that 

community members are less willing to break the law because of the sense of 

obligation and duty they feel towards other community members when they 

know these individuals personally. The effect of peer pressure is reflected even in 

simple things like the fact that we are more likely to give up smoking if those 

around us have given up smoking34. Similarly, we are more likely to behave 

altruistically towards other members of our network if the network is dense (i.e. 

the members interact frequently with each other) than if the links between 

individual members are weak35. 

                                                                 

33 House, J. (2001). Social isolation kills, but how and why? Psychosomatic Medicine 63: 273-274; Reblin, M., and 

Uchino, B. N. (2008). Social and emotional support and its implication for health. Current Opinion in Psychiatry 

21: 201-205; Smith, K. & Christakis, N. (2008). Social networks and health. Annual Review of Sociology 34: 405-

429; Dominguez, S. & Arford, T. (2010).  It is all about who you know: Social capital and health in low-income 

communities. Health Sociology Review 19: 114-129.  

34 Chritakis, N. & Fowler, J. (2008).  The collective dynamics of smoking in a large social network. New England 

Journal of Medicine 358: 2249-2258. 

35 Curry, O. & Dunbar, R. (2011). Altruism in networks: the effect of connections. Biology Letters 7: 651-653; 

Harrison, F., Sciberras, J. & James, R. (2011). Strength of social tie predicts cooperative investment in a human 

social network. PLoS One 6: e18338; hΩaŀƭƭŜȅΣ !ΦΣ !ǊōŜǎƳŀƴΣ {ΦΣ {ǘŜƛƎŜǊΣ 5ΦΣ CƻǿƭŜǊΣ WΦ ϧ /ƘǊƛǎǘŀƪƛǎΣ bΦ όнлмнύΦ 

Egocentric social network structure, health, and pro-social behaviors in a national panel study of Americans 

PLoS One 7: e36250 
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THE PUB AT THE HEART OF 

COMMUNITY 

The previous section set out the general background both as to why friendships, 

and more generally communities, are important for us, and how they might 

provide the basis of greater social cohesion and greater personal health and 

wellbeing. 

To explore the extent to which pubs create a sense of community and enhance 

wellbeing, we undertook three studies on behalf of the Campaign for Real Ale 

(CAMRA). First, YouGov was commissioned to run a national survey in which 2254 

adults, proportionally distributed by age, sex and regional population, were asked 

a number of questions about their use of pubs and their overall sense of health 

and wellbeing. The aim was to determine why people visit their local pub, how 

life satisfaction relates to pub use and how this varies across the U.K. Second, we 

undertook a series of samples in seven pubs in and around Oxford to determine 

the size and dynamics of conversation groups. Conversation lies at the heart of 

sociality, and our aim here was to see whether there were any differences in the 

patterns of conversation between small community pubs and large (mainly city 

centre) pubs and bars (those more modern city centre establishments that focus 

on a more anonymous clientele, often with late night drinking as a major focus). 

Finally, we asked 95 randomly-chosen people in seven Oxfordshire pubs to do a 

series of tasks to assess their social experiences and social skills.  

Full details of the methods used in these studies are given in Appendix A. In the 

text, we give only the summary conclusions, along with graphs illustrating these 

results. The statistical results that confirm these findings are given in Appendix B. 

A National YouGov Poll  

On behalf of CAMRA, YouGov conducted a national randomly stratified survey of 

over 2254 adults, proportionately distributed across the regions of the U.K., and 

balanced for the national demographic (age and gender) structure. The survey 

was conducted online in the first week of November 2015. All results reported 

here use weighted data to give an accurate representation of opinions across the 

UK. Details of the weighting method are given in Appendix C. 
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In our survey, 45% of respondents stated that they drank in a pub on a regular 

basis. However, only 22% of people surveyed said they had a regǳƭŀǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ς one 

particular pub that they habitually visited and where they knew the landlord and 

other customers on a personal basis (Figure 9). There is considerable national 

ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΦ ¢Ƙis is 

lowest (at a surprisingly low 10%) in Northern Ireland and Scotland (18%), and 

highest in Wales (31%) and the Northeast (33%) where around a third of those 

ǿƘƻ ǳǎŜŘ Ǉǳōǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩΦ 

Figure 9 

 
Do you have a local pub? 

 

 

 

In a national survey, just over a fifth of people said they 

had ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƙŀōƛǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǾƛǎƛǘΦ 

Across the UK, the proportion of 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ 

considerably, being lowest in 

Northern Ireland and Scotland and 

highest in Wales and the Northeast. 

 

Respondents reported that they were most likely to drink alcohol in their own 

home with friends (57%), with the second most common location being in a pub 

with food ς 41% of drinkers say that this is a place that they regularly consume 

alcohol. It is worth noting that they regarded a pub as a relatively safe place to 

drink (and avoid binge drinking). Respondents identified a pub as the best place 

to socialise with friends (32%) ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƻǊ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ό40%, Figure 

10). 
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One of the advantages of social drinking in venues like a community pub is that 

people tend to drink less than when on their own or, indeed, in large city centre 

pubs and bars. It is also likely that by drinking less, and being in a group which has 

drunk less, they will be less prone to risk-taking behaviours. While it is well known 

that drinking alcohol in groups increases risk-taking36 and competitiveness37, it 

seems that there can be a group-moderation effect when such studies are done 

in natural settings with naturally convened groups38 rather than, as is usually the 

case in most experimental studies, in the laboratory. In effect, when drinking in 

moderation, the group acts as its own policeman. 

Figure 10 

 
What is the best place to socialise with friends? 

 
     

 
                                                                 

36  !ōǊŀƳǎΣ 5ΦΣIƻǇǘƘǊƻǿΣ ¢ΦΣ IǳƭōŜǊǘΣ [Φ ϧ CǊƛƴƎǎΣ 5Φ όнллсύΦ άDǊƻǳǇŘǊƛƴƪέΚ ¢ƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ƻƴ Ǌƛǎƪ 
attraction among groups versus individuals. Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs 67: 628-636;  Sayette, 
M.A., Dimoff, J.D., Levine, J.M., Moreland, R.L. & Votruba-Drzal, E. (2012). The effects of alcohol and dosage-
set on risk-seeking behavior in groups and individuals. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors 26: 194-200. 

37 Hopthrow, T., Abrams, D., Frings, D., Hulbert, L.G. (2007). Groupdrink: The effects of alcohol on intergroup 

competitiveness. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors 21: 272-276. 

38
 Hopthrow, T., Randsley de Moura, G., Meleady, R., Abrams, D. & Swift, H.J. (2014). Drinking in social groups. 

5ƻŜǎ ΨƎǊƻǳǇŘǊƛƴƪΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƛƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛǎƪΚ Addiction 109: 913-921.. 
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Figure 11 

 

 

Subjects were asked to indicate the pair of circles that best described how well they felt they were 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ŦŜƭǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

community, with 14% choosing images 5, 6 or 7, while only 11% of those without a local chose these 

images. 

 

We asked respondents how well they felt they were connected to their local 

community, using a simple scale, the Inclusion-of-Other-Self (or IOS) rating scale 

(Figure 11: a 1-7 visual scale, in which 1 indicates low connectedness and 7 

indicates high connectedness)39Φ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŀ άƭƻŎŀƭέ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

significantly more connected to their community than those who did not. 

tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎantly happier 

than those who do not; they also had higher life satisfaction and felt that other 

people are significantly more trustworthy (Figure 12). We asked people to tell us 

how many close friends they had (defined as all those whom they would go to for 

ƘŜƭǇ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘύΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ƘŀŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ 

ǎǳŎƘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ƻǊ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǳǎŜ Ǉǳōǎ ς 

on average 7.2 friends compared to 6.0 (Figure 13). 

                                                                 

39
 Aron, A., Aron, E. & Smollan, D. (1992). Inclusion of Other in the Self scale and the structure of interpersonal 

closeness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 63: 596ς612. 
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Figure 12 

  

 

Participants who ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ 

reported being significantly happier, feeling 

more trust in other people, and having greater 

life satisfaction than those who did not report 

having a local. The plotted values are the mean 

ratings (on a 0-10 scale), and the bars indicate 

2SE40. 

 

Figure 13 

 

 

 

Mean (± 2 SE) 

number of friends 

that an individual 

could go to for 

support or help in 

times of distress. 

 

                                                                 

40 SE = standard error of the mean (an estimate of how accurate the reported mean is as an estimate of the true 

mean of the whole population). 
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These responses contrast with responses to a number of more general standard 

life satisfaction questions where respondents with and without locals gave similar 

ratings. These included their experienced level of anxiety, and how worthwhile 

they found the things they do in life (Figure 14). The fact that there were no 

differences in these cases reinforces the significance of the fact that there were 

differences in response to the social questions. It is not just that ΨlocalΩ and casual 

ŘǊƛƴƪŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ differed on everything; it is specifically in respect of the social 

aspects of their lives, and those related to life happiness, on which they differ. 

Figure 14 

  

Mean (± 2 SE) ratings for how worthwhile 

participants reported the things they do in life. 

There were no differences between people with a 

local and those who did not report having a local. 

There were also no differences in the anxiety 

experienced by people who had a local and 

those who did not report having a local. 

 

²Ŝ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉǳō 

their regular venue. Proximity to where they lived or worked was the single most 

important criterion (68%), but the fact that they knew other people who drink or 

socialise there was a close second (54%) (Figure 15). Thus a combination of 

convenience and knowing they would meet friends were the two most important 

factors prompting people to visit a particular pub regularly. Knowing the staff 

comes a close third in the listings, perhaps suggesting that, in addition, the 

ambience of the pub itself may be important. 



p |  29 

Figure 15 

 
²Ƙŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ pub? 

 

 

 

Characteristics 

that make a 

pub your 

ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩΦ 

Respondents 

could tick as 

many criteria 

as they wished. 

 

 

Respondents were also invited to offer open text comments on this question, and 

among the answers were: 

×  ΨLǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ϦǊŜŀƭϦ Ǉǳō ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŦƻƻŘ ōŀǎŜŘΩ 

× ΨCƻŎŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩ 

× Ψ/ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ 

× Ψ/ƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ 

× Ψ!ǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘȅƭŜΩ 

× Ψ{Ƴŀƭƭ ōǳǘ ƎƻƻŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭ ŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǎƪȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘǊŀƴƪΩ 

× Ψvǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŜǊΩ 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǘƘǳǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

wellΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ in Britain have changed dramatically 

over the past half century. LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ ƘŀŘ ƳƻǊŜ 

close friends, trusted those around them more and were more contented with 

their life, even when the samples are adjusted for age, gender and region. 
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The Pub as a Social Venue  

To provide insights into the dynamics of how people interact socially in pubs, we 

carried out a series of observational studies between noon and midnight in seven 

venues in the Oxford City area. Five of these were large pubs, and two were small 

community pubs. Since our main concern is with the social aspects of pubs, we 

focussed on monitoring conversational behaviour. How large is a conversation 

group? Do conversation groups differ between small community pubs and large 

city centre pubs and bars? How engaged are people in their conversations? We 

sampled 65 individuals and recorded the size and duration of the conversations 

they were engaged in during a 20-minute period. 

 

Figure 16 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The emphasis on beer drinking is the ratio 

between the number of taps and the size of 

the pub. A small pub with lots of beer taps 

would have a high ratio, whilst a large pub 

όƭŀōŜƭŜŘ ΨōŀǊǎΩύ with few taps would have a 

low ratio. 

 

Large city centre pubs were generally louder than 

small community pubs. Loudness was estimated by 

managers and averaged across weekend and weekday 

estimations, with 1 representing very quiet and 10 

representing very loud.  
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We first set the scene by characterising the ambiences of the two types of venues 

we sampled.  Although neither is statistically significant due to the small sample 

size, the larger pubs with more of a late night focused clientele tended to be less 

likely to be beer-oriented (as indexed by the ratio of beer taps to bar area) and 

were more likely to be noisier (as rated by the managers) (Figure 16). Thus, in our 

sample, community pubs tended to be smaller, more intimate and more draft 

beer oriented. 

Across all venues in the sample, the average size of conversations was 3.4±1.3 

SD41 (Figure 17, left panel). This is in close agreement with previous samples of 

conversation group sizes, both in pubs and in general public environments, which 

find a consistent upper limit of about four individuals on the size of naturally 

forming conversations42. The average conversation group size was, however, 

significantly larger in large city centre pubs than in small community pubs (Figure 

17, right panel).  

Figure 17 

 
 

 

Time-weighted conversation group size in pubs 

(averaged over 20 minutes). 

Mean (± 2 SE) of conversation group size in 

small community pubs and large city centre 

pubs. 

 

                                                                 

41  SD = standard deviation (a measure of how variable the data are). 

42  Dunbar, R., Duncan, N. & Nettle, D. (1995). Size and structure of freely forming conversational groups. Human 

Nature 6: 67-78; Dezecache, G. & Dunbar, R. (2012). Sharing the joke: the size of natural laughter groups. 

Evolution & Human Behavior 33: 775-779. 
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In other words, the clientele in large city centre venues were more likely to be 

there in large social groups, perhaps on their way to another venue such as a 

club, whereas those in small community pubs were there for more directly social 

purposes (i.e. to have a conversation). This suggests that the social dynamics of 

these two types of venue are very different, and serve very different functions. 

Figure 18 

  

Conversation duration (minutes) as a function 

of conversation group size. 

Mean number of people in each group who 

dropped out of each conversation as a function 

of conversation group size. 

 

Figure 19 

 

 

Length of conversation as 

a function of the number 

of people in the 

conversation who were 

not engaged with (paying 

attention to) the speaker 
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The size of a social group has significant consequences for its dynamics. 

Conversations became more broken up as the size of the group increased, with 

unbroken stretches of conversation being shorter (Figure 18, left panel), and 

more people dropping out of each unbroken stretch of conversation (Figure 18, 

right panel). Unbroken stretches of conversation were also shorter if more of the 

individuals in the group were not paying attention to the focal person we were 

observing (i.e. they were looking around the room, on their phones, or speaking 

with other people, rather than paying attention to the conversation) (Figure 19).   

More importantly in the present context, the proportion of people who were not 

engaged with (i.e. paying attention to) a conversation was higher in large city 

centre pubs than in the smaller community pubs (Figure 20, left panel). More 

generally, people in large pubs spent significantly more time not taking part in the 

conversation they were associated with ς ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άƴƻǘ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎέ όŜΦƎΦ 

ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳƻƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜύΣ άǎǘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳέΣ άǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ 

ōŀǊέΣ άƛƴ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳέ ŀƴŘ άƻƴ ǇƘƻƴŜέ (Figure 20, right panel). No one was ever 

recorded checking their phone in any of the samples in a small community pub, 

but in large city centre bars people often did so (the difference was highly 

significant). 

Figure 20 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Mean (±2 SE) number of people present but not 

actively involved in a conversation (talking or 

listening) in small community pubs and large city 

centre pubs. 

Mean (±2 SE) time spent not talking in 

conversations in small community pubs and large 

city centre pubs. 
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As a result, conversations lasted significantly longer in smaller community pubs 

than they did in large city centre type venues (Figure 21), and, although the 

difference is not statistically significant, people tended to drop out of 

conversations more often in the latter type of pub (Figure 22). In short, people in 

community pubs were more attentive to the speaker, and seemed to be more 

socially engaged with their conversation group. Overall, the total time people 

spent on their phones was significantly positively correlated with total time spent 

not talking (Pearson correlation: r = 0.311, p = 0.012)  

Figure 21 

 

Figure 22 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Mean (±2 SE) number of 

people who dropped out 

of each conversation in 

small community pubs 

and large pubs/bars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mean (±2 SE) length of 

conversations in small 

community pubs and large pubs 

and bars. 
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In sum, large city centre pubs and bars have larger conversation groups, but 

these groups are much more transient and less engaged than is the case in more 

community-oriented pubs. In large city centre venues, people seem to be less 

engaged with each other, and move rapidly from one brief conversation to 

another, allowing less time to get to know their social companions or establish 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜƭŀȄŜŘ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ 

seems to encourage more social engagement. 

Psychology at the Heart of the Pub  

We sampled 95 customers across six pubs (four community pubs and two large 

city centre venues) between 8pm and 11pm on weeknights, and 3pm and 6pm 

on a Saturday afternoon, during November 2015. Customers were invited to take 

part in a brief exercise by completing a set of questionnaires. The aim was to 

explore in more detail the effects that social drinking might have on some core 

aspects of social behaviour. 

As we noted above in the observational study of venues, those who declared that 

ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ which they attended regularly were in significantly smaller 

social groups than those who were casual visitors (mean groups of 3.9 vs 6.7), 

(Figure 23, left panel). Notice thŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩ were in 

conversational sized groups, whereas casual customers were typically in parties 

that were much larger than the normative limit for conversations. Similarly, those 

who were drinking in large city centre venues were in larger drinking groups than 

those in community pubs, where, again, social groups were typically 

conversation-sized (Figure 23, right panel). Large social groups encourage 

individuals to flit from one conversation to another, and have a strong tendency 

to result in single-sex conversations once they exceed four people in size43.  

We also asked customers to rate how integrated they felt with the community in 

which they lived. Those sampled at community pubs rated their communities as 

significantly more integrated than those in large city centre pubs (Figure 23, left 

                                                                 

43
 Dunbar, R. (2015). Sexual segregation in human conversations. Behaviour (in press). 

 



p |  36 

panel). Average weekly alcohol consumption also correlated with how integrated 

customers rated their community to be (Figure 23, right panel). 

Figure 23 

 
 

Mean (±2 SE) drinking group size as a function 

of whether or not respondents were drinking 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ άƭƻŎŀƭέΦ 

Mean (±2 SE) drinking group size as a function of 

whether respondents were in large city centre pubs 

or community-style pubs. 

 

Figure 24 shows drinking group size as a function of whether or not subjects were 

predominantly beer/cider drinkers. Beer/cider drinkers had significantly smaller 

groups, commensurate with the fact that they were more typically clientele at 

smaller community pubs. 

Figure 24 

 

 

The average drinking group size observed is 

smaller for people who typically consume more 

beer/cider per week as compared to other 

types of other alcohol  
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Figure 25 plots how integrated into their local community people felt themselves 

to be, as a function of pub type and typical amount of alcohol consumed. 

Subjects in smaller, community-type pubs were more likely to feel that they were 

a member of their community than those attending larger city centre pubs 

(Figure 25, left panel). Notably, those who consumed more alcohol, on average, 

each week rated themselves as more embedded in their local community (Figure 

25, right panel). 

Figure 25 

 
 

Self-rated degree of community integration (on a 

scale 1 = low to 10 = high) for customers in small 

community-style pubs and larger city centres 

pubs and bars. 

Self-rated degree of community integration 

plotted against estimated average weekly 

alcohol consumption. 

 

We asked customers to rate how much alcohol they had consumed that evening 

on a simple л όΨ/ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ǎƻōŜǊΩύ ǘƻ мл όΨ9ȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŘǊǳƴƪΩ) scale. We will refer to 

this as the ΨAlcohol Consumption ScaleΩ. This index correlates well with actual 

blood alcohol level estimated using a breathalyser (Figure 26). Note that only 13% 

of the individuals sampled exceeded the legal blood alcohol limit for driving, and 

the great majority of our subjects were thus, relatively speaking, sober. 

Those who were casual visitors to the pub, and those in larger pubs, scored 

themselves as having consumed significantly more alcohol than those drinking in 

ǘƘŜƛǊ άƭƻŎŀƭέ ƻǊ ƛƴ smaller community pubs (Figure 27). 
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Figure 26 

 

Actual blood alcohol content 

(BAC, or concentration of 

alcohol in the blood, as 

determined using a 

breathalyser) is significantly 

correlated with self-rated level 

of alcohol consumption at the 

time (estimated on a simple 1-

10 scale, with 1 = completely 

sober and 10 = extremely 

drunk) (r = 0.58, p < 0.001).  

The horizontal dashed line 

indicates the legal drink-drive 

limit in England and Wales.  

 

Figure 27 

  

Mean (±2SE) self-rated level of alcohol 

consumption (scored on a 1-10 scale) as a 

function of whether or not they were drinking 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭΩΦ 

Mean (±2SE) self-rated level of drunkenness as a 

function of whether they were drinking in small 

community pubs or in large city centre 

pubs/bars. 

 

There is considerable evidence to suggest that moderate alcohol consumption 

improves mood, cognitive function (such as memory and mental arithmetic 

ability) and even life expectancy, and does so in terms of both average long-term 

consumption and, at least in respect of cognitive functions, actual alcohol 
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consumption at the time44. We wondered whether there is a similar effect in 

respect of social skills, such as the ability to interpret social signals correctly. We 

asked the customers in our sample to take four short tasks that measure different 

social skills.  

We should note that the claims made here are not in contradiction to the UK 

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƴŜǿ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ for alcohol consumption45. These 

focus primarily on a modest increase in risk of death by cancer, heart disease and 

accident from excessive consumption (and in respect of the last, with special 

reference to young adult males), while also noting that small benefits accrue, at 

least in respect of heart disease, from low levels of alcohol consumption. The 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛŜŦ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊǎΩ ό/ahǎύ Report demonstrates that, 

for low to moderate consumption, the additional risks of disease and death 

remain modest in percentage terms. ²Ŝ ƴƻǘŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ahǎΩ wŜǇƻǊǘ 

does not consider the social or community benefits of alcohol consumption, but 

instead focuses exclusively on specific health risks. That said, we fully endorse the 

/ahǎΩ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ƛǎ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

being anti-social and, at a personal level, socially counterproductive, and that 

even moderate levels of consumption may entail both elevated health risks from 

some diseases and reduced cognitive function.  

An important distinction needs to be drawn in respect of cognitive and social 

consequences between low-moderate alcohol consumption and high or excessive 

consumption.   Most of the research on the negative outcomes of alcohol have  

                                                                 

44 Lloyd, H. & Rogers, P. (1997). Mood and cognitive performance improved by a small amount of alcohol given 

with a lunchtime meal. Behavioral Pharmacology 8: 188-195; Peele, S. & Brodsky, A. (2000). Exploring 

psychological benefits associated with moderate alcohol use: a necessary corrective to assessments of drinking 

outcomes? Drug and Alcohol Dependence 60: 221-247; Stampfer, M., Kang, J., Chen, J., Cherry, R. & Grodstein, 

F. (2005). Effects of moderate alcohol consumption on cognitive function in women. New England Journal of 

Medicine 352: 245-253; Espeland, M., Gu, L., Masaki, K., Langer, R., Coker, L., Stefanick, M., Ockene, J., Rapp, 

S. et ŀƭΦ όнллрύΦ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ƛƴǘŀƪŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴΥ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ IŜŀƭǘƘ 

Initiative Memory Study. American Journal of Epidemiology 161: 228-238; Laing, I., Wallace, R., Huppert, F. & 

Melzer, D. (2007). Moderate alcohol consumption in older adults is associated with better cognition and well-

being than abstinence. Age and Ageing 36: 256ς261.  

45 ¦Y /ƘƛŜŦ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎΩ !ƭŎƻƘƻƭ DǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ wŜǾƛŜǿΦ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ IŜŀƭǘƘΣ [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ нлмсΦ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/489795/summary.pdf 

    Alcohol Guidelines Review ς Report from the Guidelines Development Group to the UK Chief Medical officers. 

Department of Health, London, 2016. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/489797/CMO_Alcohol_Repo

rt.pdf 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/489795/summary.pdf
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Figure 28 

 

 

 

 

Rated attractiveness (top) and 

approachability (middle) of 

ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎΩ ŦŀŎŜǎ όƻƴ ŀ 

1-7 scale, where 1 = not at all and 7 = 

extremely) as a function of self-rated 

alcohol consumption (rated on a 1-10 

scale). The best-fit equation is a 

quadratic function (though only the 

second is individually statistically 

significant). For present purposes, 

alcohol consumption indices of 5-7 

are combined. 

The legal drink-drive limit in England 

and Wales is roughly equivalent to an 

alcohol consumption index of 5. 

  

 

 

Rated trustworthiness of faces (on a 

1-7 scale) as a function of self-rated 

alcohol consumption. The best-fit 

equation is a quadratic function. 
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used alcohol consumptions well above the legal drink-drive limits46. 

In our study, we asked customers to rate the attractiveness, approachability and 

trustworthiness of a set of photographs of male or female faces (for details, see 

Appendix A). We chose these three indices as being generally indicative of 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ make judgements about strangers whom they might meet in 

such an environment. While there is no right or wrong answer on any of these 

(they simply reflect how the rater views another individual), consistent patterns 

of ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ 

make appropriate judgments are influenced by alcohol. 

For these three indices, there is a distinctly inverted-U-shaped relationship 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ όFigure 

28). Although only two of these are individually statistically significant, all three 

clearly show the same pattern and, taken together, they represent a set of results 

that is statistically significantly U-shaped47. We checked for gender differences on 

these measures, but there were none. These results suggest that people feel 

generally somewhat more comfortable about strangers, and hence, by 

implication, with engaging strangers in conversation, with low levels of alcohol 

consumption (those below the legal drink-drive limit in England and Wales), but 

decline as consumption exceeds this limit.  

In Figure 29, we plot these same scores against percentage of beer or cider 

drunk, based on self-estimated average weekly alcohol consumption. Relative to 

the amount of wine and spirits drunk, approachability and trustworthiness ratings 

increase significantly with the percentage of beer consumed; ratings of 

attractiveness also increase with beer consumption, but not significantly so. 

 

                                                                 

46
 Schreckenberger, M., Amberg, R., Scheurich, A., Lochmann, M., Tichy, W. et al. (2004). Acute alcohol effects 

on neuronal and attentional processing: striatal reward system and inhibitory sensory interactions under acute 
ethanol challenge. Neuropsychopharmacology 29: 1527-1537; Easdon, C., Izenberg, A., Armilio, M., YU, H. & 
Alain, C. (2005). Alcohol consumption impairs stimulus- and error-related processing during a go/noςgo task. 
Cognitive Brain Research 25: 873-883. 

47 Meta-analysis combining all three tasks in Figure 20:  c
2 = 22.43, df = 6, p = 0.001, indicating that there is a 

common underlying trend of a U-shaped relationship across all three tasks. 
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Figure 29 

 
 

 

 

Relationship between the type of alcohol 

consumed per week on average (proportion of 

beer/cider alcohol units vs other alcohol units) 

and raǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ !ttractiveness, 

Approachability  and Trustworthiness 

 

We also asked customers to do a task known as the Reading-the-Mind-in-the-

Eyes task48 (RMET). This task presents subjects with a series of photographs of 

human eyes expressing different emotions, and asks them to identify the 

emotion from a set of four emotion terms. This task represents a relatively high 

level social skill that is associated with the ability known as mentalising or 

mindreading (the ability to understand what another individual is thinking). 

Overall, there was no direct effect of alcohol consumption at all on performance 

on this task (Figure 30). Nor were there any gender differences on this task. Thus, 

at least within the range of alcohol consumption in our sample, there is no 

detectable effect of alcohol consumption on the ability to correctly identify 

someone esleΩǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ (and hence their ability to make correct 

social judgments of others) ς at least within the limits of alcohol consumption in 

our participants (at most, approximately double the legal drink-drive limit for 
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 Baron-Cohen, S. ϧ ²ƘŜŜƭǿǊƛƎƘǘΣ {Φ όнллмύΦ ¢ƘŜ άwŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ aƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ȅŜǎέ ǘŜǎǘ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΥ ! ǎǘǳŘȅ 

with normal adults, and adults with Asperger syndrome or high-functioning autism. Journal of Child Psychology 

and Psychiatry 42: 241ς51. 




