
﻿﻿ DOI: 10.1111/soru.12218
﻿© 2018 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis © 2018 European Society for Rural Sociology.
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 59, Number 1, January 2019

The Role of Social Capital in 
Agricultural and Rural Development: 
Lessons Learnt from Case Studies in 

Seven Countries

Maria Rivera*, Karlheinz Knickel, José María Díaz-Puente and 
Ana Afonso

Abstract

The importance of social capital for agricultural and rural development is explored in this 
paper through the analysis of seven comprehensive case studies that have been carried 
out in the framework of the European RETHINK research programme. The case studies 
are based on rather different initiatives at the interface between agricultural and rural 
development in Germany, Spain, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, Denmark and Israel. The case 
studies represent a broad spectrum of socio-economic and agricultural contexts and 
focus on the role of social capital for development. We explore how social capital 
materialises in the context of rural areas, and what nuances it acquires in different rural 
environments. The case studies are used to better understand, and to illustrate, different 
expressions of social capital in different situations. Within the broad notion of social 
capital, we pay particular attention to trust, cooperation, sense of community, and culture 
and tradition. All four dimensions play a critical role in agricultural and rural development 
as they affect how people relate to each other, organise themselves and interact for 
development.

Introduction

The potential role of Social Capital in agricultural and rural development

Social capital has emerged in the last decades as a much-discussed and critiqued topic 
in government, the private sector and academic circles (Edwards and Foley 1997; 
Portes 1998). As social capital is a heterogeneous and multidimensional concept, it 
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is not surprising that it has been approached from very different perspectives and 
disciplines (Lin 2001; Durlauf and Fafchamps 2004). Some see it as a key concept 
related to success or having a happy and satisfying life (Baker 2000; Grootaert and 
Van Bastelaer 2002). Others refer to the intangible resources that reside in relation-
ships, enabling the creation of value, the achieving of goals, and getting things done.

The notion of social capital can be seen as the opposite of individualism that is so 
deeply rooted in western societies. Individualism means that everyone succeeds or 
fails because of own actions and abilities. The social capital concept, in contrast, em-
phasises the nature and role of relationships, and how these play a key role as hidden 
resources in being successful in all areas of life – work, family, community (Coleman 
1988; Baker 2000).

Social capital has also become an important analytical concept, and a policy tool, 
in local development. Social capital can foster (local) development (Lin 2001; Midgley 
2013). Here the focus is on how it affects the capabilities of people to organise them-
selves for development (Woolcock 1998; Guenther and Falk 1999; Portes and Landlot 
2000). It is in this way also directly related to the main challenges faced by the in-
ternational community: to reduce rural poverty and hunger (FAO 1998; Serageldin 
1998; United Nations 2005). Most poor people (more than 800 million) live in rural 
areas and their capacity to organise themselves might well be their most important 
resource (Sen 1981; FAO 1998; Legatum Institute 2015).

Authors such as Van der Ploeg and Marsden (2008), Falk and Kilpatrick (2000), 
Karlsson and Stough (2012), Bebbington (1999) and Phillips (2015) have emphasised 
the important role of social capital in integrated rural development strategies. Van 
der Ploeg and Marsden (2008) and Von Münchhausen and Knickel (2010) concep-
tualised social capital as one of the key building blocks of what they called the ‘rural 
web’ and argued that these building blocks need to come together in order to re-
spond to the challenges faced by rural economies to improve the sustainability of 
rural livelihoods and their prosperity (Van der Ploeg 2008; Von Münchhausen and 
Knickel 2010; Rivera et al. 2018). Against this background, it is not surprising that 
social capital plays an important role in agricultural as well as in integrated rural 
development strategies, and that even the World Bank is engaging in social capi-
tal building (Bebbington 1999; Dasgupta and Serageldin 2000; Falk and Kilpatrick 
2000; Paldam 2000; Harris 2002; Van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008; Karlsson and 
Stough 2012; Phillips 2015; De los Ríos et al. 2016).

While it is undisputed that the notion of social capital is critically important in 
many ways, above all by providing a useful framework for development, a more dif-
ferentiated account is needed. The two main reasons are:

•	 There is a tendency to idealise communities, emphasise their strengths and as-
sume that they are well integrated and united when, in fact, they are comprised of 
different statuses, classes and other circumstances that may hinder social capital. 
Indeed, most rural communities experience rivalries, tensions and conflicts diffi-
cult to overcome (Shortall 2004; Midgley 2013).

•	 Authors also agree that social capital is difficult to build, and easy to destroy 
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(Putnam et al. 1994; Colletta and Cullen 2000). Even the most optimistic authors 
highlight that the building of social capital is long-term, and that the recognition 
of its impact in community development takes even longer (Durston 1998; Colletta 
and Cullen 2000).

This paper is to contribute to a more differentiated understanding of the role of so-
cial capital in agricultural and rural development. It aims to grasp what social capital 
means in more practical terms, for rural people and farmers, and how it works, and 
materialises in agricultural and rural contexts. Building on a better understanding, 
we are interested in learning how it can best be strengthened and built. The related 
analyses are based on seven comprehensive case studies in seven different countries.

Different attributes of Social Capital

Our basic understanding of social capital dates back to the 1980s and the work of 
Pierre Bourdieu (1984), James Coleman (1988) and Robert Putnam (1994). Since 
then, many authors have continued their work (Fukuyama 1995; Portes and Landolt 
1996; Knack and Keefer 1997; Woolcock 1998; Foley and Edwards 1999; Paxton 
1999; Lin 2001; Knickel and Maréchal 2018; Rivera et al. 2018). One result of this 
more recent work was the creation of different definitions leading to different ways of 
operationalising the concept, with less and less consensus on which specific aspects 
of interaction and organisation merit the label of social capital (Serageldin 1998):

•	 Fukuyama (1995) practically equated social capital to trust.
•	 Pamela Paxton (1999) and others stated that social capital consisted of objective 

and subjective associations between individuals that must be reciprocal.
•	 Knack and Keefer (1997) adopted two measures, trust and a composite index 

of norms of civic cooperation, while Paldam (2000) developed the notion of a 
‘trust-cooperation complex’.

•	 Van der Ploeg and Marsden (2008), and Von Münchhausen and Knickel (2010) 
emphasised the interplay of social capital with other elements such as endogene-
ity, novelty production, institutional arrangements, the governance of markets and 
sustainability.

Table 1 presents an overview of the different attributes that authors have used 
when conceptualising social capital.

Relations between people and interests are key

More generally accepted, and applicable, is the notion that social capital is expressed 
in the links between people that know each other (Putnam et al. 2003), and in the 
sharing of common interests (Cohen and Prusak 2001). Agricultural communities, 
in particular, tend to have a common history and shared life experiences from which 
they have built relationships and generated knowledge.
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Social capital is rooted in social relations among people who want to achieve 
shared goals. Understanding social capital therefore requires an understanding 
of social relations: their formation, transformation, vulnerabilities, and resilience 
(Reimer 2004; Reimer et al. 2008; Snider et al. 2017). These relations are commonly 
divided into two groups:

•	 Bonding social capital, which refers to the interactions between members of the 
same group and is manifested as loyalty and trust within families and close related 
people. Bonding social capital is characterised by homogenous groups, in-group 
trust and collective action (Snider et al. 2017).

•	 Bridging social capital, which refers to interactions between people from differ-
ent groups and implies trust in others, vertical social networks and inclusion 
(Svendsen and Svendsen 2009). Heterogeneity of group members, out-group trust, 
inclusive collective action and procurement of information from diverse sources 
are therefore key elements.

Rationale of this paper and research questions

From the introduction and review of previous work, three main points emerge:

•	 First, there is a far-reaching consensus that social capital plays a critical role in 
agricultural and rural development as it affects how people relate to each other, 

Table 1:  Attributes that different authors have used when conceptualising social capital

Author/year
Attributes used to conceptualise social 

capital

Cohen and Prusak (2001), Snider et al. (2017) Common interest
Knack and Keefer (1997), Kliksberg (1999a), 

Paldam (2000), Midgley (2013), Peter et al. 
(2015)

Co-operation

Kliksberg (1999a) Values and traditions
Putnam (1994), Fukuyama (1995)̧  Knack and 

Keefer (1997), Woolcock (1998), Kliksberg 
(1999), Paldam (2000), Knack (2002), 
Legatum Institute (2015), Midgley (2013)

Trust

Paxton (1999) Reciprocal associations
Münchhausen and Knickel (2010), Herran 

(2015)
Endogeneity and shared values

Serageldin (1998), Baker (2000) Shared values
Alfaro (2006), Snider et al. (2017) Shared knowledge
Snider et al. (2017) Shared past experience, common present 

and future
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organise themselves and interact for development.
•	 Second, there are different understandings on what social capital means practi-

cally, and this implies different views on whether and how social capital can be 
‘built’ or enhanced.

•	 Third, a few attributes tend to be more often connected with social capital. They 
are: trust and the quality of relations, common interest and cooperation, sense of 
community, and culture and tradition.

The aim of this paper, and research questions, follow on from this. The aim is 
to explore how social capital materialises in the context of agricultural and rural de-
velopment. In the analysis and discussion, we will pay particular attention to trust, 
cooperation, sense of community, and culture and tradition. We will examine how 
they materialise and interact in different situations.

The two related research questions are: (1) What nuances does social capital, and 
specifically trust, cooperation, sense of community, and culture and tradition, ac-
quire in the context of agricultural and rural development? (2) Can social capital be 
‘built’ (or enhanced) in different agricultural and rural environments, and if yes, 
how?

Our basic assumption in the analysis and discussion corresponds with Serageldin 
and Grootaert (1998) who argued that the different definitions of social capital 
should not be seen as alternatives, but rather as different manifestations of social 
capital present in a society. A brief introduction and operationalisation of each of 
the four attributes is provided in the relevant Sub-sections of Section 4. Analysis and 
discussion of results.

Empirical basis and methodology

The empirical basis of this paper are seven case studies that have been carried out 
in the framework of the European RETHINK1 research project in the period 2014–
2016. The aim of the project was to spark a rethinking of the links between farm 
modernisation, rural development and resilience.

The seven case studies that are central to the project represent diverse pathways to 
modernisation, their role in rural development, as well as the diverse characteristics 
that can contribute to an enhanced resilience. All case studies are at the interface 
between agricultural and rural development. The cases are in Germany, Spain, Italy, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Denmark and Israel (Knickel et al. 2018).

The main criteria used in the selection of the case studies are (Rivera et al. 2018):

•	 The relevance and richness of available information: The case studies can help re-
thinking the links between farm modernisation, rural development and resilience 
and relevant data are available or can be obtained with given resources.

•	 Viability: The case study could be broadly analysed from the available data and had 
the sufficient national resources for further data collection and analysis.
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Maturity: The case studies are developed enough to provide meaningful insights.
Learning: These insights can be expressed in broader terms.

The main cross-cutting themes in RETHINK’s programme were: resilience, pros-
perity, governance and knowledge and learning. Each of the altogether fourteen case 
studies focused on the analysis and discussion of at least two of these cross-cutting 
themes.

The seven case studies analysed in this paper were selected because:

•	 In the case study analysis, in particular of the prosperity theme, social capital ele-
ments played a role in achieving prosperity and well-being (Rivera et al. 2018).

•	 Sufficiently detailed data was collected to allow a meaningful data-based analysis 
on social capital.

•	 The seven case studies represent a range of agricultural and rural contexts, includ-
ing different forms of organisation and co-operation, thereby illustrating different 
realities.

The analysis of the data was carried out through four main steps: (1) in-depth con-
tent analysis of the case-study reports; (2) extracting of text/information where social 
capital played a role using NVivo Software; (3) coding and analysis of the extracted 
text using different key words; (4) grouping of key words by the four social capital 
elements (trust, co-operation, culture and tradition and sense of community) and 
analysis; (5) comparative analysis and discussion in the light of previous research.

The approach used for data collection was sufficiently adaptable given that differ-
ent types of knowledge and data were available in different forms in each of the case 
studies. Generally, the teams used primary and secondary data, expert interviews 
and consultations with key actors. The interviews and consultations focused on 
local, regional and national level actors in agriculture and rural development (‘practi-
tioners’). The main respondents and participants in consultations included farmers 
and representatives of farmers’ associations, other rural entrepreneurs and actors 
(including processors, retailers, and technology developers), policymakers, and advi-
sors. Focus groups were used to complement the individual interviews and to clarify 
different views and interpretations.

Table 2 shows the main actors involved in each case study, as well as the main 
methods used for data collection.

Throughout this article, practitioners are quoted (based on the interviews) in order 
to support and illustrate arguments and nuances, and to comprehend the discussion.

Table 3 gives an overview of all case studies analysed for this paper including some 
key features of the social capital elements examined. The seven case studies cover 
a range of initiatives and situations, providing insights into the different roles the 
social capital elements play in different contexts and for different actors. 



72 Rivera et al.

﻿﻿© 2018 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis © 2018 European Society for Rural Sociology. 
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 59, Number 1, January 2019

Ta
bl

e 
2:

 M
et

ho
ds

 u
se

d 
fo

r 
da

ta
 c

ol
le

ct
io

n 
in

 th
e 

se
ve

n 
ca

se
 s

tu
di

es

C
ou

nt
ry

 o
f C

S
N

o.
 o

f s
em

i-s
ta

nd
ar

d-
is

ed
 in

te
rv

ie
w

s
In

te
rv

ie
w

ee
s

N
o.

 o
f w

or
ks

ho
ps

 o
r 

fo
cu

s 
gr

ou
ps

Pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 in
 w

or
ks

ho
ps

 a
nd

 
fo

cu
s 

gr
ou

ps

Sp
ai

n
38

Fa
rm

er
s;

 m
an

ag
em

en
t t

ea
m

 a
nd

 
as

so
ci

at
es

 o
f c

oo
pe

ra
ti

ve
; 

ch
ai

n 
pa

rt
ne

rs
; r

eg
io

na
l a

nd
 

lo
ca

l g
ov

er
nm

en
t 

re
pr

es
en

ta
ti

ve
s

1
Fa

rm
er

s;
 m

an
ag

em
en

t t
ea

m
 a

nd
 

as
so

ci
at

es
 o

f c
oo

pe
ra

ti
ve

; c
ha

in
 

pa
rt

ne
rs

; r
eg

io
na

l a
nd

 lo
ca

l 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t r
ep

re
se

nt
at

iv
e;

 
re

se
ar

ch
er

s;
 m

an
ag

er
s 

fr
om

 
ot

he
r 

co
-o

pe
ra

ti
ve

s
G

er
m

an
y

7
Fa

rm
er

s;
 r

eg
io

na
l f

ar
m

er
s’

 
as

so
ci

at
io

n;
 r

en
ew

ab
le

 e
ne

rg
y 

co
ns

ul
tin

g;
 r

eg
io

na
l a

gr
ic

ul
-

tu
ra

l o
ff

ic
e;

 L
E

A
D

ER
 t

ea
m

; 
re

pr
es

en
ta

ti
ve

s 
of

 H
-O

-T
 

B
io

en
er

gy
 R

eg
io

n;
 M

in
is

tr
y 

of
 

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

; r
es

ea
rc

he
rs

 
in

vo
lv

ed
 in

 a
cc

om
pa

ny
in

g 
th

e 
B

io
en

er
gy

 R
eg

io
ns

 
pr

og
ra

m
m

e

1
Fa

rm
er

s;
 fa

rm
er

s’
 a

ss
oc

ia
ti

on
; 

re
ne

w
ab

le
 e

ne
rg

y 
co

ns
ul

tin
g;

 
LE

A
D

ER
 t

ea
m

; r
ep

re
se

nt
at

iv
e 

of
 

H
-O

-T
 B

io
en

er
gy

 R
eg

io
n

D
en

m
ar

k
51

Fa
rm

er
s;

 la
nd

 o
w

ne
rs

; s
ta

ke
-

ho
ld

er
 p

ar
tn

er
sh

ip
 g

ro
up

 w
it

h 
lo

ca
l c

it
iz

en
s 

an
d 

m
un

ic
ip

al
 

w
or

ke
rs

; e
xt

er
na

l e
xp

er
t w

ho
 

ha
s 

be
en

 c
ru

ci
al

 fo
r 

th
e 

in
it

ia
ti

ve

1
B

oa
rd

 m
em

be
rs

 a
nd

 fo
rm

er
 

pr
es

id
en

t o
f i

ni
tia

ti
ve

; m
un

ic
ip

al
 

em
pl

oy
ee

, r
es

ea
rc

he
rs



The role of social capital in agricultural and rural development 73

﻿© 2018 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis © 2018 European Society for Rural Sociology.
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 59, Number 1, January 2019

C
ou

nt
ry

 o
f C

S
N

o.
 o

f s
em

i-s
ta

nd
ar

d-
is

ed
 in

te
rv

ie
w

s
In

te
rv

ie
w

ee
s

N
o.

 o
f w

or
ks

ho
ps

 o
r 

fo
cu

s 
gr

ou
ps

Pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 in
 w

or
ks

ho
ps

 a
nd

 
fo

cu
s 

gr
ou

ps

Is
ra

el
68

Fa
rm

er
s;

 fa
rm

er
s’

 a
ss

oc
ia

ti
on

; 
re

gi
on

al
 A

gr
ic

ul
tu

ra
l 

C
om

m
it

te
e;

 c
ha

in
 p

ar
tn

er
s

4
Fa

rm
er

s;
 A

ra
va

 R
&

D
 e

xp
er

ts
; 

re
gi

on
al

 A
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l 
C

om
m

it
te

e;
 in

pu
t s

up
pl

ie
rs

; 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

; m
ar

ke
tin

g 
co

m
pa

ni
es

; R
eg

io
na

l C
ou

nc
il;

 
re

pr
es

en
ta

ti
ve

s 
of

 A
ra

va
 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t C
om

pa
ny

; p
ol

ic
y 

m
ak

er
s

It
al

y
22

Fa
rm

er
s;

 p
ro

ce
ss

or
s;

 lo
ca

l 
ad

vi
so

rs
; c

on
so

rt
iu

m
 

in
sp

ec
to

rs
; p

re
si

de
nt

 o
f 

co
ns

or
tiu

m
; r

ep
re

se
nt

at
iv

es
 o

f 
R

eg
io

na
l B

re
ed

er
 A

ss
oc

ia
ti

on
; 

re
se

ar
ch

er
s

1
Fa

rm
er

s;
 p

ro
ce

ss
or

s;
 lo

ca
l 

ad
vi

so
rs

; c
on

so
rt

iu
m

 in
sp

ec
-

to
rs

; p
re

si
de

nt
 o

f c
on

so
rt

iu
m

; 
re

pr
es

en
ta

ti
ve

s 
of

 R
eg

io
na

l 
B

re
ed

er
 A

ss
oc

ia
ti

on
; 

re
se

ar
ch

er
s

Li
th

ua
ni

a
18

0
Pr

of
es

si
on

al
 a

dv
is

or
s;

 fa
rm

er
s;

 
ch

ai
n 

pa
rt

ne
rs

; a
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l 
co

m
pa

ni
es

; c
on

su
m

er
s

-
n.

a.

La
tv

ia
20

Fa
rm

er
s

3
Fa

rm
er

s;
 lo

ca
l a

gr
ic

ul
tu

ra
l 

ad
vi

so
rs

; l
oc

al
 m

un
ic

ip
al

it
y 

re
pr

es
en

ta
ti

ve
s;

 a
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l 
ad

vi
so

rs
; r

es
ea

rc
he

rs
; f

ar
m

er
 

or
ga

ni
sa

ti
on

s;
 M

in
is

tr
y 

of
 

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

; l
oc

al
 a

nd
 r

eg
io

na
l 

m
un

ic
ip

al
it

ie
s 

an
d 

ad
m

in
is

tr
at

io
ns

To
ta

l
36

9
11

So
u

rc
e:

 O
w

n 
el

ab
or

at
io

n 
ba

se
d 

on
 c

as
e 

st
ud

ie
s.



74 Rivera et al.

﻿﻿© 2018 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis © 2018 European Society for Rural Sociology. 
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 59, Number 1, January 2019

Table 3:  Short characterisation of the social capital dimension in the seven case studies

Case study Role of social capital

Germany (Peter et al. 2015) The case-study focuses on the role that 
rural areas and agriculture can play in the 
transition towards a low-carbon, 
resource-efficient economy. The social 
capital dimension is in this case study 
expressed in cross-sectoral management, 
new territorial-level arrangements, new 
forms of governance and the valorisation 
of different kinds of knowledge. The 
analysis compares the key features of an 
eco-economy with those of a 
bio-economy.

Denmark (Pears et al. 2015) The case-study focuses on the rural 
landscape as the spatial framework for 
agricultural and rural development. It 
explores how collaborative strategies can 
contribute to the design of agricultural 
landscapes that are more attractive and 
provide more services. It also asks how 
these landscapes can contribute to the 
development of rural communities.

Spain (De los Ríos et al. 2015) The case-study analyses the evolution of 
the Camposeven cooperative. The 
cooperative emphasises the use of 
sustainable horticultural techniques, 
ways of working together that are based 
on trust and transparency, prioritising 
quality over quantity, and the use of a 
diverse range of marketing channels and 
partners, and of knowledge networks 
that have allowed the cooperative to be 
successful.

Latvia (Šūmane et al. 2015) The analysis focuses on how modernisation 
influences the resilience of farming 
systems and the prosperity of farmers 
and the connections with rural communi-
ties and their well-being. It identifies 
organisational innovations and initiatives 
that have been put in place to try to 
reshape the local agricultural and food 
markets. In the analysis diverse forms of 
market, territorial, social and political 
involvement are identified that ensure 
farm development while at the same time 
contributing to viable and sustainable 
rural communities.
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Analysis and discussion of results

Based on our seven case studies, we will in this section explore how social capital 
materialises in different initiatives at the interface between agricultural and rural de-
velopment. We will investigate the nuances that social capital, and specifically trust, 
cooperation, sense of community, and culture and tradition, acquire in different situ-
ations. A closely related question will always be whether and how social capital can 
be ‘built’ (or enhanced) in support of agricultural and rural development. To focus 

Case study Role of social capital

Lithuania (Atkočiūnienė et al. 2015) The case study focuses on how farmers, 
rural citizens and consumers strive to 
maintain local added-value in the food 
sector. The focus is on higher value-
added production and the role and 
organisation of farmers’ markets. The 
case study explores farmers’ attitudes 
and the potentials for joint action in 
conjunction with changing consumer 
preferences and purchasing behaviour.

Israel (Hurwitz et al. 2015) The empirical analysis focuses on farming 
and rural entrepreneurs in the Arava 
region. The region was undergoing a 
major crisis that led to a reconsideration 
of some long-standing perceptions and 
motivations regarding the potentials of 
the region, sources of income and the 
roles of different actors. The analysis 
examines, and informs, the new 
directions for agricultural and rural 
innovation that individual farmers and 
regional institutions have begun 
developing.

Italy (De Roest and Ferrari 2015) The case-study analyses an outdoor pig 
farming system in Tuscany, which is 
based on a local pig breed, the Cinta 
Senese. The related newly established 
high value-added food chains combine 
traditional artisanal methods with 
contemporary management, modern 
technologies and marketing. The 
products add to the region’s gastronomic 
richness and are a source of local 
prestige and pride. Cooperation along 
the newly established value chains, trust 
and common goals play a central role in 
the initiative.

 Source: Own compilation based on Knickel et al. (2018).
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the discussion, only the most revealing case studies are referred to in the particular 
sub-sections.

Table 4 provides a summary overview on how social capital and the four elements 
we are focusing on played out differently across the case studies.

Trust and the quality of relationships

Trust is commonly defined as the firm belief in the reliability, truth, or ability of 
someone or something. It is a key element for the creation of strong interpersonal 
relationships – in public and private spheres – in turn promoting collaboration and 
cooperation (Dei Ottati 1987; Tisenkopfs et al. 2008). Trust can be considered as 
both, a precondition and an outcome of social capital (Tisenkopfs et al. 2008; Fisher 
2013). Putnam (2001) states that ‘trustworthiness lubricates social life’, alluding to the 
fact that it facilitates practices of co-operation and reciprocity among individuals, 
fostering interest in maintaining relationships to achieve common goals. Reimer et 
al. (2008)  emphasises that trust tends to be a matter of shared perspectives, and that 
lower levels of trust can be expected in relations characterised by asymmetrical levels 
of knowledge or power.

Our case studies support the view that trust can be a precondition and an outcome 
of social capital. In particular the Spanish, Danish and German case studies demon-
strate that when trust exists, co-operation, as well as participation in collective action 
becomes easier and more sustainable, thus inf luencing positively local governance 
and outcomes.

The Spanish case-study (De los Ríos et al. 2015) provides a convincing example 
of what bonding social capital means in practice. Trust, according to the main actors 
in the cooperative, acted as engine for its creation and enhances the functioning 
and success of the cooperative since then. A quote from one of the farmers involved 
illustrates this:

Now we perform much better in social and economic terms compared to when we worked individ-
ually … making compromises has become much easier (Farmer)

Trust means that members of the cooperative can rely on each other, including on 
processors, distributors, researchers etc. with whom the cooperative maintains close 
trust-based relationships.

The culture of co-operation and mutual trust is extremely favourable. There is even enough trust 
as to not need to attend the assemblies (Farmer)

The case-study supports Putnam’s (2001) finding that social capital facilitates 
practices of co-operation and reciprocity among individuals, fostering interest in 
achieving common goals. The negative side-effect is that the existence of an estab-
lished trust base, makes it extremely difficult for other farmers to enter. The compe-
tition with those outside the co-operative is nicely illustrated by the following quote:
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It is important to select well who you trust, otherwise you end up getting deceived and getting new 
ideas stolen from you (Farmer)

That trust is also an invaluable asset for the internal functioning and governance 
mechanisms is illustrated in both, the Danish and Spanish case studies: the Spanish 
case representing bonding, and the Danish case (Pears et al. 2015) representing bridg-
ing social capital. A significant difference between the two case studies is that in the 
Spanish case-study trust was a precondition while in the Danish case study, trust had 
to be completely rebuilt. In the Danish case, trust was built between farmers and the 
municipality through the creation of the Odderbæk Stream Association (OSA), where 
both groups are represented. This association emerged from the shared need to re-
spond to the current land availability crisis. The need to co-ordinate interests acted 
as a catalyst for this association. The governance within the OSA is structured by a 
trust-based type of dialogue that stakeholders consider crucial in enabling smooth 
and fair decision-making processes. A quote from an interview with a municipal 
worker illustrates this:

I had a meeting, I never thought I would experience. … The advisor said: ‘We need to find out 
what disagreements we have to overcome to get an environmental approval of the new business 
plan. After that the advisor didn’t speak at all, because my colleague and I took over the conver-
sation, and just agreed on the rest (Member of OSA)

The trust-based co-operation of very different stakeholders in the Danish case 
results in benefits for all involved: The municipality has gained an array of experi-
mental, landscape-related environmental projects, where the landowners voluntarily 
accepted and engaged in the process. Farmers, benefit from less rigid regulatory 
measures and the feasibility of projects aimed at an expansion of agricultural pro-
duction facilities.

The Lithuanian and Latvian case studies (Atkočiūnienė et al. 2015; Šūmane et al. 
2015) illustrate that the experience of forced collectivism during the Soviet period, 
has led to a lack of social skills and trust, and that trust needs to be gradually rebuild 
and nurtured. At the same time, it is clear from the case studies that many farmers 
are confronted with an increasing need for new knowledge in particular in market-
ing, management and production technologies. Renewal is needed in order to be 
competitive at local, national and international levels. Access to new knowledge can 
be achieved much easier in co-operation and exchanges with others. Building trust 
is key for these exchanges to happen successfully and sustainably. The rebuilding of 
trust also concerns the relations between farmers, processors, retailers and consum-
ers (Atkočiūnienė et al. 2015; Šūmane et al. 2015).

Common interest and cooperation

Co-operation means that different actions made by different people or organisations 
are coordinated through a negotiation process, either formal or informal. For this, it 
is necessary that each of the parties consider the preferences and interests of others 
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and adapt their behaviour in pursuit of the common interest (Afonso-Gallegos et al. 
2013). To co-operate is to assume responsibilities, share, complement, help, partici-
pate and negotiate. It is about maximising strengths, making better use of opportu-
nities, and better protecting against threats (Afonso-Gallegos et al. 2013).

In our seven case studies, we can distinguish different forms of cooperation serv-
ing different purposes. In the German case study, the common objective for the 
rural community is to increase the use of bioenergy and to have a more stable, more 
sustainable and cheaper heating network. A formal cooperation agreement was es-
tablished between the community and bioenergy providers which allows to source 
almost all heat from a local heating network based on residual heat from biogas pro-
duction. Additionally, the village community decided to set up a plant for wood chip 
production in order to be able to cover peaks in heat demand during winter. The 
outcome is that the village has become one of the first zero-emission municipalities 
that covers its demand 100 per cent from renewable energy, and to achieve all this at 
a much lesser cost (Peter et al. 2015).

In the Italian case (De Roest and Ferrari 2015), farmers also participate in infor-
mal networks through events such as the annual agricultural fairs as well as weekly 
farmers’ markets. Some of these informal networks have nothing to do with the core 
goals of the ‘Cinta Senese’ initiative, as for example local hunter’s networks. These 
informal relationships still have a positive impact on the community, as they improve 
wider co-operation, for example in managing wild fauna in areas with extensive out-
door pig farming.

Informal co-operation can also function as a buffer against competitive behaviour. 
As competition increases in importance, a key condition to stimulate a local com-
munity’s co-operation is to have a higher degree of self-governance with higher lev-
els of self-organisation. An example for this is the case of the Arava valley in Israel 
(Hurwitz et al. 2015). Their relative isolation has allowed them to create a strong 
community with their own governance structures which in turn is the base on which 
cooperation is built. The ‘returning sons’ who came back to the Arava testified that 
the ability to rely on this communal network was one of the reasons for their return 
as it made them feel supported and accompanied. If ever they want to try out a new 
practice or technology or start growing a new crop, they can learn from other farmers 
in the community.

The OSA association in Denmark and Camposeven co-operative in Spain are 
excellent examples of formal cooperation initiatives. The OSA is a formal network 
through which agreements between farmers, landowners and public or governmen-
tal organisations are developed, potential problems are resolved, and desired projects 
realised (Pears et al. 2015). Camposeven also co-operates actively with other organ-
isations, such as the European Platform Food for Life, which has led to a number 
of innovations. Co-operation partners include the Technical University of Madrid, 
providing students with a test field for research.

Co-operation allows us to be innovative and competitive (Farmer)
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That the sharing of common interests and objectives is not enough to achieve for-
mal co-operation, is shown by the Latvian and Lithuanian case studies (Atkočiūnienė 
et al. 2015; Šūmane et al. 2015). Culture, traditions and social status also play a very 
important role, often inhibiting cooperation (Shortall 2004; Midgley 2013). In both 
cases, hardly any farmers are involved in formal cooperatives or networks. The long-
time of superimposed collectivism means that mistrust in collective management is 
very pronounced, and that farmers are reluctant to formally co-operate. It is a priority 
for them to keep personal control over their work and its organisation. This very atti-
tude means that sometimes they have less possibilities for joint investments as well 
as less lesser chances to benefit from common ideas and joint projects for their devel-
opment. Collective marketing, for example, could help to develop niche production 
and or higher value-added food chains, but this idea remains largely underutilised. 
The reluctance of farmers to cooperate hinders obtaining better prices, thus missing 
an opportunity for an improved and more secure income.

Nonetheless, even if formal types of cooperation and networks are not present in 
Latvia and Lithuania, informal networks are common. Smaller farms in particular 
are involved in informal networks, which provide them with opportunities to gain 
information, and to learn to participate in community-level activities. Many of those 
networks have no strict rules or functions, and they consist of ad hoc relations that 
are activated when needed.

Culture and traditions

Culture and traditions transcend across all the dimensions of social capital, and of 
a society. If integrated adequately in the development of new activities, they may 
contribute significantly to the success of initiatives and the improvement of their im-
pact (Sastre and Fernández 2013). Chang (1997) notes that values play a crucial role 
in determining whether there will be progress. Culture can also be a key factor in 
social cohesion and in fostering a sense of community, as people can recognise each 
other’s qualities, grow together and develop collective self-esteem. Stiglitz (1998) 
and UNESCO (2009) argue that preserving cultural values is very important for 
development, as such values serve as a cohesive force at times when many others are 
f lagging. Kliksberg (1999a) stresses that strengthening and reasserting culture and 
traditions, can set free the energy needed in difficult situations and times of change.

The Italian case-study (De Roest and Ferrari 2015) stands out as the one where cul-
tural values and traditions are particularly valued, thereby enhancing the whole com-
munity’s development, and involvement in such development. The ‘Cinta Senese’ 
pig breed represents Tuscan traditional farming par excellence. Its products match 
regional gastronomic traditions. Consequently, for the local population, Cinta Senese 
products represent an element of prestige and pride they want to consume and per-
petuate. For tourists, it represents an extra element of interest and cultural and gas-
tronomic richness that complements the list of products typical of this area. These 
values strengthen farm and community persistence and promote individuals’ care 
for each other.
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Likewise, the Italian case shows that the culture and traditions of a particular 
area also have an effect, particularly, on the way farmers are viewed by the rest of 
the community. The relationships between people in turn will determine the type 
of activities and networks that may result from them and will therefore also have an 
effect on the way the area develops (Tisenkopfs et al. 2008; Sastre and Fernández 
2013). In areas where farming is not acknowledged, as is the case of Latvia (Šūmane 
et al. 2015), farmers see themselves hindered in terms of their adaptability and per-
sistence. Probably related, they also do not count on enough governmental support 
for new investments and new entrepreneurial activities. In areas where farmers are 
respected, and the importance of their work is acknowledged, farmers see their ca-
pacities reinforced and supported. The Spanish Camposeven case recently closed an 
agreement with the local football and basketball teams to provide them with organic 
fruit and vegetables, providing a great illustration of this point (De los Ríos et al. 
2015).

That culture and traditions can also dictate the type of entrepreneurship that 
can or cannot be pursued, can be observed in the Arava case (Hurwitz et al. 2015). 
Traditions may even impede someone becoming a farmer or may inf luence which 
type of product or what type of farming an individual will carry out. Most Moshavim 
(plural of Moshav) are composed of communal properties managed through joint op-
erations. According to farmers, this traditional community structure provides them 
stability and is key in their success as farmers producing for international markets. 
However, this same fact, may also inhibit innovation and new ideas that require to 
do things differently. When culture and traditions require conformity with old prac-
tices, these can create resistance to change and therefore hinder innovation (a point 
for example supported by the work of Sastre and Fernández 2013). In the Italian 
case-study, pig breeders whose work is very much grounded in traditions, did express 
concern that this could, at some point in the future, limit their development trajecto-
ries (De Roest and Ferrari 2015).

Sense of community

Sense of community is the way individuals interact and relate to others in commu-
nities (Pooley et al. 2005). McMillan and Chavis (1986, p. 9) define sense of com-
munity as ‘a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to 
one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through 
their commitment to be together’. Sense of community allows us to understand the in-
dividual’s connection to the community, which is central to the social capital concept 
(Pooley et al. 2005; Vera-Toscano et al. 2013). Bengoa (2006) argues that sense of 
community seems to play a greater role in rural communities.

Through the different case studies, we can see that the stronger the sense of com-
munity, the more resilient and open to cooperation communities are, thus enhanc-
ing rural communities’ potential and development. In the case of the Arava (Hurwitz 
et al. 2015), the actors involved in the case-study emphasised that the relative isola-
tion of the region fostered the creation of a very strong sense of community, and 
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that this is connected with mutual solidarity, trust and responsibility. The massive 
return of third generation residents to the region is considered a ref lection of this 
social strength. Residents of the Arava attest that the region’s source of strength is its 
strong sense of identity, which has played a major part in the ability to persist, adapt 
and prosper.

The ability to persist, adapt and prosper fostered by a sense of community is also 
acknowledged by the actors involved in the German case study (Peter et al. 2015). 
Farmers in the case study felt that sense of community is not only an intangible 
advantage, but rather a modus operandi: regional actors are characterised by a prac-
tice- and implementation-oriented ‘hands-on’ mentality, mobilising the capacities 
necessary for realising ideas, as well as by a ‘culture of co-operation’. This mental-
ity becomes apparent in the implementation of joint projects, in which farmers are 
well-acknowledged and serve as active partners for instance in elaborating a business 
plan for a shared local heating network.

The Camposeven co-operative managed to create a community of farmers mini-
mising direct competition as all producers work for the same cooperative with the 
same shared goals. This sense of community feeling allows them to be more effec-
tive and innovative as they feel at ease and motivated to work harder.

Our case studies also show that an overly pronounced sense of community might 
lead to an exclusion problem: Where sense of community becomes too predominant, 
people may become wary of whatever comes from outside the community, causing 
rejection, and thereby possibly inhibiting further innovation and development. In 
the Arava case, for example, until very recently, the great majority of the farmers were 
exclusively focused on producing peppers (Hurwitz et al. 2015). However, a major 
crisis has forced them to look for alternative solutions and they have now started 
exploring possibilities for diversification such as seaweed for medical purposes or 
crops for ethanol production.

Conclusions

In this article, we explored how social capital materialises in the context of agricul-
tural and rural development. The seven case studies that we examined, help to better 
understand different expressions, and distinct roles, of social capital in diverse situa-
tions. In the analysis and discussion, we paid particular attention to four elements of 
social capital: trust and the quality of relationships, common interests and co-oper-
ation, sense of community, and culture and tradition. The case studies show that all 
four dimensions play in various ways a very significant role in agricultural and rural 
development initiatives. The seven case studies also showed how closely agricultural 
and rural development are related, and how much the one inf luences the other.

The following conclusions are structured by the two main research questions that 
oriented the analysis and the four elements of social capital that we focused on.
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Nuances of Social Capital in the context of agricultural and rural development

In our seven case studies, we found very different expressions of social capital. Often 
it was trust and the quality of relationships that played a central role. Vivid examples 
are the case studies in Spain, Denmark, Germany, Italy and Israel. Interestingly, in 
the same case studies, common interests and co-operation also played a key role.

In those cases where trust-based relations are strong, as in the Spanish and Italian 
cases, all actors involved highlighted this as their main success factor. In particular 
the Spanish case-study shows that trust contributes to good local governance, and 
vice versa. The same case study also illustrates that trust and a sense of community 
are key to overcoming conflicts and crises by promoting both individual engagement, 
as well as co-operation and collective action. A good balance between individual en-
gagement and collective action, tends to contribute to lasting initiatives with shared 
common objectives that in turn reinforce the sense of belonging of all involved. The 
Spanish, Italian and German case studies illustrate this finding.

Farmers who are linked to other stakeholders via trust-based relationships have 
access to a wider pool of knowledge and other resources that can be deployed. In 
particular the Spanish, German and Israeli case studies show that the capacity for 
learning, and being part of knowledge networks, are the cornerstones of successful 
development. A continuous engagement in learning, according to the case studies 
in Latvia, Spain and Israel, raises awareness on environmental, technical, economic 
and social issues, and contributes to a more balanced development. This in turn al-
lows farmers to be more competitive, and increases their confidence in their ability to 
adapt, to innovate and to collaborate. The cooperation with universities and research 
institutes in the Spanish, German and Israeli cases, provide great illustrations. In 
situations where formal knowledge institutes only partly respond to small farmers’ 
knowledge needs, such as the Latvian and Lithuanian cases, informal knowledge 
exchanges serve as valuable source of inspiration and innovation (a point that is elab-
orated in more detail by Šūmane et al. 2018).

Common interests and co-operation, that have been found to be very important 
in previous research, also played an important role in our case studies. Both seem 
essential for collective development, and positive outcomes. Trust stimulates the cre-
ation of strong bonds between groups of actors, and this in turn provides the founda-
tion for sustainable co-operation. The Danish case-study provides a great example for 
facilitation and success in cooperation projects that cut across sectors and diverging 
interests.

Case studies such as the Italian, Spanish and Israeli, show that engagement in 
producer groups and other forms of collective action is an important success factor. 
In two of our case studies – Latvia and Lithuania – the lack of co-operation hampered 
farm development.

Co-operating in both formal and informal networks helps to elaborate and imple-
ment new strategies and approaches. However, in particular the Latvian case-study 
shows that there is no one way of co-operating. All forms of co-operation can be valid 
depending on the context in which they occur. What matters is that there are positive 
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repercussions from this co-operation for all involved, individuals and the community 
as a whole.

In difficult economic contexts, such as the Spanish and Israeli cases, coopera-
tion seems to become more a necessity, thereby, in the ideal situation, lessening the 
tendency to compete against one another. The actors involved in both case studies 
highlight the importance of being part of networks of producers, co-operatives, inter-
mediaries, processors, wholesalers etc., because it allows them to adapt and to make 
a better use of the diversity of opportunities this generates.

Culture and traditions, and the values that come with both, also affect the way 
in which people interact and cooperate. It may sometimes inhibit innovative ideas, 
for example when having to conform to well-established practices as was the case in 
Israel. Generally, however, cultural capital can contribute to maintaining interest in 
an area, which in turn may foster the promotion of entrepreneurial activities and 
innovation amongst those that want to stay and live in that territory. The Italian case 
study provides an illustration of the positive role of, in this case, culinary traditions.

The sense of community was particularly important in the Italian and Israeli case 
studies. A sense of community also helps to more closely coordinate different eco-
nomic, social and environmental activities. In particular the Danish, German and 
Italian case studies show that a better coordination, and sometimes integration, of 
different household and communal or local level activities can be a very important 
success factor.

Being part of the community and participating in community life encourages peo-
ple to look beyond their individual benefits and relate themselves and their activities 
with broader community goals and wellbeing. The creation of local markets that 
serve local communities in the Italian, Latvian and Lithuanian case studies are an 
example. Such markets tend to create strong bonds between consumers and produc-
ers, enhance the capability to collaborate, and contribute to f lourishing rural com-
munities. All of this also contributes to enhancing the attractiveness of a region for 
incoming people and businesses, thereby counteracting demographic change.

Can Social Capital be ‘build’ in support of agricultural and rural development?

Based on our seven case studies, and the rather context-specific data that we an-
alysed, we can only derive an initial understanding of the processes that are un-
derlying social capital building. The related analysis can therefore just be seen as 
exploratory. And yet, two conclusions seem possible (and these conclusions are also 
supported by other authors referred to in Sections 1 and 4):

•  First, social capital plays a very important role in agricultural and rural develop-
ment. From the four elements that we examined, the ones that were most often 
referred to by the actors involved in the case studies were trust and the quality of 
relations, common interests and cooperation. Sense of community, and culture 
and tradition are also appearing as critical elements in development, but probably 
less frequently and in less tangible ways. That sense of community can be key for 
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f lourishing rural areas is for example shown by the Spanish, Italian and German 
case studies. The Israeli case study, in particular, shows that cultural values, and 
tradition, contribute to strengthening the sense of community by contributing to 
a common identity.

•  Second, it is therefore very clearly worth investing in social capital building. All 
case studies show how different elements of social capital can enable, and re-
inforce, each other. The more recent reorientation in EU agricultural research 
funding, and agricultural and rural development support, and the emphasis on 
multi-actor projects, with the establishment of thematic networks and operational 
groups are also, very clearly, investments in social capital building. Our analysis 
shows that both, relationships and knowledge, are tools that can be used to foster 
development. This is a finding that is in line with for example research carried out 
by Alfaro (2006) and Kliksberg (1999a, 1999b).

It is also obvious that social capital, and in particular trust and the quality of 
relationships, but likewise sense of community, and certainly culture and tradition, 
cannot just be ‘built’. All of these, grow and manifest themselves over rather long 
periods.

And yet, actions can be taken to enhance trust building or strengthen the sense of 
community. Interventions promoting intergroup encounters can reinforce trust and 
help to minimise the reluctances that exist because of cultural differences and tradi-
tions. Some rural development measures, including in particular the LEADER pro-
gramme, are meant to foster social capital building through dedicated programme 
elements, including cross-regional and cross-national exchanges. The problem is of 
course that social capital is relatively difficult to measure and not suited to the indi-
cator-based approaches currently used in the Common Agricultural Policy.

Note

1 RETHINK is a transdisciplinary research project supported by the European Commission 
and funding bodies in 14 countries under the umbrella of FP7 and the RURAGRI ERA-NET. 
Its aim has been to identify and better understand the conflicting goals and potential syner-
gies facing rural areas, while explicitly recognising the complexity of the challenges and the 
diversity of different rural localities (Knickel et al. 2018).
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