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obvious to local citizens. Participation consumes their 
time and final decisions are made elsewhere (in the gov-
ernment institutions).

As argued in this paper, activating social capital and 
encouraging locals as “active citizens” remains one of the 
main challenges for regional management planning in 
consultation of the public. Locals need to be motiv ated 
to bring their ideas to bear in a participatory pro cess 
and to actually turn up at meetings. Especially in the 
case of biosphere reserves, a more intense involvement 
or activation of citizens will be necessary to claim their 
social-space dimension. After a brief introduction into 
the meaning of activation, social capital and participa-
tion in biosphere reserves, this article will shed light on 
central findings of a research project conducted in the 
Vienna Woods region and funded by the Austrian Man 
and the Biosphere (MAB) programme. Conclusions 
will focus on how links between science and practice 
can be used more effectively in this regard. 

Activating social capital – a central task for bio-
sphere reserves management

Activating the participatory resources of local citizens 
becomes a necessity once the successful implementation 
of sustainable regional development is the declared aim. 
According to Robert Putnam (2000), resources activa-
tion aims to build social capital, which by definition: 
“(…) refers to the features of social organization, such 
as trust, norms, and networks that can improve the ef-
ficiency by facilitating coordinated action” (Putnam 
2000: 19). As such, social capital has a certain func-
tion, consists of a certain social structure, and facilitates 
“(…) certain actions of individuals who are within the 
structure. Like other forms of capital, social capital is 
productive, making possible the achievement of certain 
ends that would not be attainable in its absence” (Cole-
man 1990: 302). This special resource, which combines 
trust, norms and networks with a certain function and 
social structure (Jungbauer-Gans 2006), promises tan-
gible benefits for improving the social dimension of a 

Introduction

Allowing locals to play a more participatory role in de-
cision-making processes was one of the central ideas of 
the 1992 Rio Conference of UNCED (Brand & Fürst 
2002; Meadowcroft 2004). Future-oriented processes 
and decisions require the participation of those most 
immediately affected: the local citizens. As regards en-
couraging public participation, Local Agenda 21 ini-
tiatives are a success (Dangschat 2004). This broader 
understanding of the sustainability concept, i. e. that 
grassroots participation is an important aspect of sus-
tainable governance, was also implemented by the 
UNESCO Man and the Biosphere programme. Ac-
cording to the Seville Strategy, new biosphere reserves 
have to embark upon participative planning, manage-
ment and decision-making in both the planning phases 
and in their daily operation. (Stoll-Kleemann & Welp 
2008). Instead of measuring collective involvement in 
locally institutionalized decision-making processes, the 
project puts a strong emphasis on voluntary forms of 
participation: civic engagement that pinpoints actively 
involved persons within local communities. 

As we know from a variety of regional develop-
ment processes, citizens’ voluntary engagement in local 
projects often fizzles out unless rigorously supported and 
facilitated by an institutional framework. In most cases, 
the regional management boards of certain regional en-
tities such as biosphere reserves take on this facilitative 
role. Overall, the relationships between locals, their en-
vironment and their government institutions need to 
be transformed into a paradigm in which locals actively 
shape their social and cultural environments (Fürst et 
al. 2006; Lahner 2009). In long-term relations between 
actors from local and regional government institutions, 
actively involved local citizens, people from civil society 
organizations, scientists / consultants, and private en-
terprises, there are frequent changes in the objectives, 
wishes and spatial requirements of the individual par-
ties concerned. But while most of these actors have an 
interest in the success of this venture, the benefits of ac-
tive involvement in these proceedings often appear less 
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constitutes the main social norm for almost all aspects 
of human life in democratic western society (Bröck-
ling 2007). And it is almost impossible to escape this 
demand in the field of consultations on sustainable re-
gional development processes.

In the overall context of regional development proc-
esses, activation is primarily concerned with one ques-
tion: who participates? It focuses on the persons invited 
to regional participation meetings and whether they 
participated in them. Furthermore, it connects with 
questions of inclusion and exclusion. The inclusion and 
activation of all inhabitants of a region must be con-
sidered impossible, especially in larger settings like the 
BR Wienerwald. Hence, bigger BRs have to select par-
ticipants and invite them directly to workshop sessions. 
As comparative research into participation processes in 
BRs has shown, it is important to avoid creating obliga-
tions (Stoll-Kleemann & Welp 2008). Locals who turn 
up because they feel obliged are not what biosphere re-
serves managers should look for. Sustainable develop-
ment processes require active citizens.

biosphere reserve: not only network governance, but 
also trust and norms are important if participatory 
processes are to succeed in these regions. 

By emphasizing bottom-up processes, however, the 
Seville Strategy assumes a participation paradise that in 
most instances does not mirror the reality in biosphere 
reserves (Stoll-Kleemann & Welp 2008). Without the 
invitation of regional managers, turnout for participa-
tory meetings would be significantly lower and meet-
ings would run in a less structured manner. In the worst 
case, these consultations would not even yield any ap-
plicable results that biosphere reserve managers could 
implement in their policies and strategies. As a research 
project in the BR Wienerwald has shown, intense ef-
forts were necessary to contact locals and get them to 
the workshop sessions (Jungmeier et al. 2009). The en-
tirety of these measures and techniques can be termed 
activation.

Much in the sense of Mead (1934), activation means 
facilitating the “active self ” of a human being, i.e. the 
potentials to direct one’s own life rather than merely 
living it. Harshly criticized by leading social scientists 
(Bröckling 2007), this norm has become perhaps one 
the most important components of capitalism (Less-
enich 2009; Rosa 2009). The active self is a normative 
demand inasmuch as it portrays a number of self and 
social techniques that enable us to readjust our lifestyles 
to the model of entrepreneurship. It assembles a variety 
of rules governing how we should act and behave. An 
active self is not something that one simply is, but is 
something one must become. We are never active enough 
(Bröckling 2007; Rosa 2009). Activation is designed to 
help us find and sustain the active self in ourselves. It 
aims to enable us to act as if we were all entrepreneurs. 

Applied in the context of activating social capital 
within regional development processes in BRs, it means 
getting locals to the point in which they actually are – as 
Putnam (2000) held – “smarter, healthier, safer, richer 
and better able to govern a just and stable democracy” 
(Putnam 2000: 290). Obviously, these changes are 
embedded in social developments within the country 
where they are taking place. The model of the active self 

Fig. 1: Participatory workshops with local citizens of a Vienna Woods 
community. Source of photograph: Daniel Zollner.
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nities were planned and conducted. Tullnerbach – a 
municipality 15 km west of Vienna – was chosen as the 
meeting site. The idea was to invite a group of sixteen 
people from three parts of society: four members of the 
“Gemeinderat” (local council) of Tullnerbach, four civil 
society activists, and eight local residents. These Tull-
nerbach locals were invited by letter and telephone. 
Additionally, one of the local politicians helped these 
efforts by talking to every single one of the intended 
participants before the actual date of the workshop.

One of the elements explored in the first workshop 
was motivation. What motivated locals to take part in 
a BR’s participation process? What did they think they 
could contribute to the community in this respect? 
What did they perceive as the key areas of responsibility 
of the regional management? A first round of discussion 
led to three themes to focus on: information & public 
relations, awareness-raising and networks  & coopera-
tion. Each of these issues was connected to coordinates 
with the importance of action by regional managers on 
the X axis and that of individual action by locals on 
the Y axis. Workshop participants were asked to express 
their motivation and preference by sticking a dot into 
each of these coordinates. A result long on the X axis 
and short on the Y axis meant that the participants in-
terpreted that theme as being more in the hands of re-
gional managers, while high values on the Y axis and 
low values on the X axis would signal that locals could 
see themselves taking the lead here (Fig. 2). 

First results

The results of these tests (see Fig. 2) were quite striking 
with respect to motivation and active selves involved in 
participation processes of a BR: 
• information / public relations: although two partici-

pants saw themselves as more responsible for spread-
ing information on the BR within their community, 
most others wanted to see a more balanced ap-
proach in this regard by attributing the same values  
to both axes. Interestingly, none of the participants 

Activating social capital

With 51 municipalities in Lower Austria and seven Vi-
ennese districts, the BR Wienerwald is the largest Aus-
trian BR. Extending over an area of 105 645 hectares, 
the BR includes the forest areas of the Vienna Woods 
as well as a large proportion of grasslands. The total 
area is divided into three zones along an intensity of use 
scale: core areas with absolute environmental protection 
of 5 576 hectares, buffer zones around them make up 
19 840 hectares. 80 229 hectares of transitional areas 
constitute the third part, indicating the regional man-
agements’ focus on regional development. UNESCO 
gave the BR Wienerwald its designation in 2005. Until 
recently, the BR underwent an institutionalization and 
consolidation process that did not require too much 
public involvement. Preliminary attempts at setting up 
participatory committees have proven successful (Lange 
2005; Köck et al. 2009). Broader success of regional de-
velopment processes will require the activation of social 
capital and intensified networking in the regions’ com-
munities. The BR has to be tied to the hearts and minds 
of its local population. 

As mentioned before, a research project on partici-
pation processes in BRs focused on improving govern-
ance processes and initiating more public support for 
the new regional context. Participatory workshops with 
local citizens of a Vienna Woods community were con-
ducted in this style to gauge how aware citizens were 
of the BR and what role-models existed at local level 
(Fig. 1). The project applied a transdisciplinary research 
approach to measuring the discursive dimension of the 
BR’s operation in the community. BR managers, mem-
bers of local civil society organizations and locals with 
no direct attachment to either local politics or the BR 
were to discuss the BR. How did they perceive the new-
ly developed regional context? Were they aware of the 
opportunities inherent in such a setting? What did offi-
cials know about citizens’ roles within the community? 
Which of these roles fit with requirements of a BR? 

Two workshops aimed at assessing and (if possible) 
improving social capital in one of the regions’ commu-

© Institut für Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung (Institute of Mountaun Research)



167

Falk F. Borsdorf

cal system offers (Ulram 2000). Hence the activation of 
Tullnerbach locals and their social capital needs to oc-
cur in unfavourable circumstances. Given the less-than-
participatory social background, the first workshop in 
Tullnerbach enjoyed satisfactory attendance rates. Two 
out of four local politicians and two out of four civil 
society activists paid their respects to the project team 
by attending at the workshop, while the attendance rate 
was even higher among the local citizens group, where 
5 out of 6 persons accepted our invitations. 

A central obstacle to democratic regional develop-
ment processes is the existence of “problem groups” 
with respect to participation, an issue for which we have 
found no reliable and practicable solution (Zumaglini 
2007). In most instances, these groups are women, the 
socially unprivileged, adolescents and people from im-
migrant families (Walter & Rosenberger 2007). It is a 
fact that, “At home, in school, on the job and in volun-
tary organizations and religious institutions, individuals 
acquire resources, receive requests for activity and de-
velop the political orientations that foster participation” 

thought that information and public relations was 
an issue only the BR management should deal with.

• knowledge transfer / awareness-raising: here too, the 
workshop participants wanted to see a balance be-
tween individual engagement and efforts of BR 
managers. While one participant viewed the col-
lective level as slightly more important here, two 
others were sure that their own undertakings were 
of considerable importance within these processes. 
Again, two other Tullnerbach locals found that a 
balanced approach with both actively engaged in-
dividuals and committed BR managers was vital 
if awareness-raising should lead to a more efficient 
implementation of the BR’s central issues. 

• networks & cooperation: not surprisingly, the work-
shop participants thought that BR managers had 
more to contribute to successful networking and 
cooperation-building in the Vienna Woods region. 
Three stakeholders expressed their willingness to 
make substantial contributions and put their dots 
into a balanced position between X and Y axe. 
None of those present at the workshop thought 
that networking was his/her own responsibility. 

While all three categories refer to activating social capi-
tal at local level (to achieve more public involvement 
in regional development processes), the last one points 
directly at this necessity. Networks and cooperation are 
at the centre of social capital theory (Jungbauer-Gans 
2006; Putnam 2000). And the results of this motivation 
analysis clearly showed that the challenge of activating 
these resources within local communities rests in the 
hands of regional managers.  

Nevertheless, regional managers have to bear in 
mind special features of their country’s social structure 
and political culture. According to Ulram (2000), po-
litical culture in Austria falls into the category of a cul-
ture of subjects (on the old scale of Almond & Verba 
1963), which means that Austrians have sound know-
ledge of political developments in their country and 
positive feelings for their government but abstain from 
taking advantage of existing input structures the politi-

Fig. 2: Coordinates of action needed by locals or BR management.
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ture and political culture of the region. Preparation for 
workshops has to reflect that to ensure participation. 
The BR Wienerwald in Austria, for instance, is situ-
ated in a country with a “culture of subjects” attitude 
among its citizens. This aspect is completely different 
from some other countries that host BRs. Nevertheless, 
regional managers should aim to involve a variety of dif-
ferent people from the community into their participa-
tive meetings to make sure that outcomes work for a 
wide range of individuals and groups within society.

In conclusion, we hold that it is important for BR 
managers to activate social capital at local level. This 
activation needs to involve a wide range of stakehold-
ers into the decision-making processes. Not only does 
the EC’s White Paper on European Governance call 
for openness, participation, accountability, effective-
ness and coherence in all decision-making processes, 
but it also directs institutions for sustainable regional 
development, such as biosphere reserves, to aim to ful-
fil this criterion (as best they can…). Drawing lessons 
from community intervention projects and implement-
ing them while taking the political culture of the region 
into account is worth attempting and may prove quite 
fruitful. This is important because, to some extent, re-
gional management within BRs is a form of social work. 
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