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Abstract 

Sustainable development in protected areas demands the continuous involvement of  local stakeholders 
and citizens. However, while this principle exists on paper and has constituted a central paradigm of  
sustainable development since the Rio Conference, its implementation and enforcement often appear 
to present a number of  significant challenges. Therefore, the existence of  deeper forms of  voluntary 
involvement can be considered a decisive factor in successful sustainable development contexts and 
strategies. Strong ties between individuals, an atmosphere of  trust and mutual respect, and the will-
ingness to make a contribution to developments projects with uncertain individual benefits, are valu-
able resources; awareness of  and emphasis on social capital can have a major impact on the regional 
networks of  a protected mountain area. The Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve (BR) seems to have 
done a good job considering the significance of  deeper forms of  involvement right from the start. As 
is argued by this paper, the experiences there clearly reflect a conscious decision to recognise and utilise 
strong ties and other aspects of  social capital in the region. 

Keywords: social capital, sustainable development, protected mountain areas.

1 Introduction

Under the influence of  globalization and free markets, personal ties and relations 
between individuals have changed significantly in all European countries. New op-
portunities at home and in the labor market were accompanied by a trend towards 
increased individualism and the loss of  social contacts and links (Etzioni 1996). 
Western societies are characterized by a loss of  public spirit and the willingness to 
vouch for fellow-citizens (Putnam 2000). In addition, a loss of  trust in politics and 
state-institutions led to a decrease in voter-turnout rates and party memberships in 
the realm of  conventional political participation (Norris 2002). Taken together, all 
these trends both reflect and influence the lifestyles of  individuals within Western 
societies (Dangschat & Frey 2005). An acceleration in the pace of  everyday-life con-
tributes its bit to a vicious cycle that threatens social relationships and ways of  life 
significantly. Last but not least, social welfare systems changed in many of  these so-
cieties: the “active” or “entrepreneurial self ” who leads his/her own life instead of  
“merely living” began to be seen as the norm, and as a prerequisite to acquiring the 
benefits of  social welfare (Bröckling 2007). These tendencies were also echoed in 
spatial dynamics with segregation, an increase of  single-person households and gen-
trification as their concomitants (Borsdorf  & Bender 2010). Regional development 
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processes in protected areas must confront these challenges to ensure sustainability. 
As put forward in this paper, the Großes Walsertal region seems to have been aware 
of  the importance of  a sense of  community within the population of  the valley, and 
thus played a highly involved role from the beginning of  the Biosphere Reserve im-
plementation process. 

In the course of  this paper, however, it is argued that social capital has the poten-
tials to facilitate regional development processes within protected areas significantly. 
After a study into the theoretical underpinnings and cross-cuts between central con-
cepts, the case-study of  the Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve will be introduced, 
comprising the analysis of  already existing data from province-wide as well as re-
gionally conducted research. A final conclusion will provide the reader with an out-
look on a research project currently conducted on the concrete situation of  social 
capital in the Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve. 

Methodologically, however, this paper portrays the results of  a content analysis of  
results from a province-wide social capital analysis (Fredersdorf  et al. 2010), a study 
conducted two years ago on regional development in the Großes Walsertal region 
(Coy & Weixlbaumer 2007; Rumpolt 2009), and a study on the “Lebenswelt Großes 
Walsertal” (Fritsche & Studer 2009). This content analysis viewed key elements of  social 
capital theory as phenomena, thereby looking at the extent to which they are present in 
the region from the stance of  a phenomenological approach (Hammond et al. 1991). 

2 Social capital, community and sustainable development 

Looking at the societal dimension of  sustainability which is reflected in the social 
element of  the concept, a basic thrust of  sustainable politics and of  regional-level 
development is to make future-oriented decisions cooperatively with those who will 
feel their consequences, i. e. the local citizens (Meadowcroft 2004). First of  all, this 
demand to open up decision-making processes to public participation in policy fields 
that concern sustainability constitutes the 1993 Brundtland Reports’ suggestion on 
how to implement sustainable decisions and practices. Secondly, it is an important 
element of  UNESCO’s Seville Strategy for Biosphere Reserves (Lange 2005; Stoll-
Kleemann & Welp 2008) as well as of  the criteria set up for environmental govern-
ance in protected areas by the IUCN’s Durban accord (Mose & Weixlbaumer 2006). 
Therefore, Biosphere Reserves, as protected areas and models for the sustainable 
coexistence of  Man and Biosphere, need to acknowledge and implement govern-
ance models that enable local stakeholders to participate in development processes 
on the regional level. 

Both movements devoted entirely to restoring certain patterns of  social relations, 
environmental and communitarian movements have progressed along parallel lines 
in recent years. Each movement recognized a crisis situation: The communitarians 
were worried about a loosening of  social ties in the course of  the modernization 
process and a trend towards increased individualism within society. At the same 
time, environmental discourse raised worries about the relationship between hu-
man beings and their environments in the wake of  elements of  environmental cri-
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sis such as climate change, a loss of  biodiversity or the contamination of  rivers and 
lakes (Etzioni 2000). Thus, the bottom line of  both movements was that a sense of  
common responsibility for social and environmental relations needs to reenter the 
minds of  all individuals. 

A first international attempt to take this sense of  community seriously was made 
by the so-called Brundtland report from the World Commission on Environment 
and Development, which was published in 1987 and titled “Our Common Future”. 
Deeply rooted in the belief  that the law alone cannot enforce common interest, this 
document held that: “It principally requires community knowledge and support, 
which entails greater public participation in the decisions that affect the environ-
ment.” (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987: 63). Much 
in the spirit of  this “new ethic” (Warburton 2000), the Agenda 21 document nego-
tiated and issued in the course of  the United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development made several references to the revived significance of  community for 
sustainable development processes: the “role of  local communities” (article 3.2), 
the “empowerment of  local and community groups” (3.5), or the “capacity building 
on the local level and the support of  a community-driven approach to sustainabil-
ity” (3.12). Most prominently, the document outlined that: “Governments, in coop-
eration with appropriate international and non-governmental organizations, should 
support a community-based approach to sustainability.” (Agenda 21: 3.7). In the 
meantime, these basic ideas have managed to influence many official documents and 
development strategies at all levels of  governance (from international over national 
and regional to local ones). 

In the light of  these developments, however, several authors have called for the 
creation of  sustainable communities made up by physical, social, political and human 
environments. Additionally, “(j)ustice, equity, voluntarism, and philanthropy contrib-
ute to the sustainability of  communities” (Bray 1996: 3). The basic assumption on 
which these ideas comprise was outlined by Etzioni’s “The Spirit of  Community”, 
which basically held that “for societies to sustain a commitment to the common 
good – whether it is social, moral, environmental, or the very sustainability of  a 
community – this concern needs to be undergirded with a set of  social institutions.” 
(Etzioni 2000: 43). In its most basic sense, however, this meant that the perceived 
modernization-driven loss of  community with its transition from “Gemeinschaft”-
like social relations to contractual and business-based “Gesellschaft”-like relations 
needed to be changed if  the creation of  sustainable communities was the aim (see 
Marsden & Hines 2008: 24). In other words, Margaret Thatcher’s claim that there 
would be “no such thing as society” led many sociologists to contend that in terms 
of  “(…) nation state society (…) contemporary mobilities call into question and sug-
gest that maybe Thatcher was oddly right.” (Urry 2001: 6). According to Marsden & 
Hines (2008: 26), theories of  network society which focused entirely on the juxta-
position of  postmodern social scientific theory and a neoliberal political challenge 
advocating individualism and self-expression through mobile markets, also reestab-
lished a more ecologically embracing concept of  community. 

As many environmental social scientists recently started to rediscover the con-
cept of  sustainable development, a call for strengthening functional and progressive 

© Institut für Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung (Institute of Mountaun Research)



430 Falk F  Borsdorf

communities, networks and personal linkages acquired significant attention within 
academia. “It is now widely acknowledged that the presence of  dense networks 
within a society, and the accompanying norms of  generalized trust and reciprocity, 
allow citizens to overcome collective action problems more effectively. Social capital 
is seen as an important resource available to societies and communities.” (Hooghe & 
Stolle 2003: 1). Put differently, as environmental social science called for the creation 
of  sustainable communities, the communitarian idea of  social capital as a source of  
communal orientation and dense networks between individuals entered scientific 
discourse (Marsden & Hines 2008). Thus, looking at the contribution social capital 
offers to sustainable regional development processes within Biosphere Reserves can 
lead to a deeper understanding of  the social component of  sustainability, too. 

In public discourse, however, social capital is often inadvertently used synony-
mously with civic engagement. Civic engagement itself  is often an important pre-
requisite for the emergence of  social capital. However, civic engagement can only 
work where a relatively high degree of  social capital is already present (Rossteutscher 
2008). To this extent, the social capital concept is grounded on the key communitar-
ian assumption that individuals need a social community to develop a solid identity. 
Additionally, it assumes that bridging community relations are also essential for the 
organization of  society and its modes of  production, interpersonal exchange and 
regulation (Gertenbach et al. 2010). “Social capital is defined by its function. (…) 
Like other forms of  capital, social capital is productive, making possible the achieve-
ment of  certain ends that in its absence would not be possible” (Coleman 1990: 98). 
Society must be rooted in a commonly accepted moral base within that community. 

An approach that proposed a community-oriented society was brought into sci-
entific discourse by Robert D. Putnam. In his “Making Democracy Work”-study, 
Putnam tried to show that differences in participation orientations between Italy’s 
north and south are relevant to the political culture in the regions concerned. He 
defined social capital as follows: “Social capital refers to the connections among in-
dividuals – social networks and the norm of  reciprocity and trust-worthiness arise 
from them” (Putnam 2000: 19). It focuses on “(…) the features of  social organiza-
tion, such as trust, norms and networks that can improve the efficiency of  society by 
facilitating coordinated action” (Putnam 2000: 19). That is to say that, “Unlike other 
forms of  capital, social capital inheres in the structure of  relations between actors 
and among actors. It is not lodged either in the actors themselves or in physical im-
plements of  production” (Coleman 1990: 98). Therefore, social capital is a participa-
tive resource that emerges from assembling persons into networks and leads to more 
trust and well-being within a community. 

According to Putnam (2000) social capital makes us “(…) smarter, healthier, safer, 
richer and better able to govern a just and stable democracy” (Putnam 2000: 290). 
With social networks, trust and community-centred norms and values inevitably 
fosters social capital and social relations within society. Members of  social networks 
such as associations, single-issue groups, as well as contacts at work, friends or rela-
tives have the potential to construct a sense of  community within society. In demo-
cratic societies, solidarity, tolerance and reciprocity in social relations constitute the 
norms and values of  the social capital concept, which further supports this assertion 
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(Jungbauer-Gans 2006). Taken together, social capital constitutes a publicly acces-
sible resource that encompasses social networks, trustworthiness, norms and values. 

In its application, however, social capital ensures that those who have acquired 
community oriented attitudes are more willing to contribute to social processes in 
the belief  that others will reward their efforts instead of  exploiting them. If  this 
trust is not misplaced, a cooperative approach can lead to a decrease in transaction 
costs because less financial resources (such as contracts, attorneys, etc.) are needed 
to safeguard transactions (Jungbauer-Gans 2006: 27). Thus, “trust is the core link 
between social capital and collective action. Trust is enhanced when individuals are 
trustworthy, are networked with one another and are within institutions that reward 
honest behavior. (…) Dense horizontal networks – referred to as bonding social 
capital – with the capability of  efficiently transmitting information across the net-
work members also create incentives to behave in a trustworthy manner even for 
those who have only selfish motivations” (Ostrom & Ahn 2009: 22). Therefore, 
social capital is a resource able to contribute to successful and sustainable regional 
development processes. 

A region that embarks upon stimulating activation of  and involvement in social 
capital faces an increased likelihood of  being supported by a broad base within the 
population. Innovations that result from these processes can rapidly lead to a deep-
ening of  trustworthiness, and social networks and citizens quickly get the impres-
sion that they can actually influence future-oriented processes and the improvement 
of  their living spaces with their ideas. Hence the activation of  social capital consti-
tutes a key task for regional managers of  protected areas (Borsdorf  2010). It’s a fact 
that, “At home, in school, on the job and in voluntary organizations and religious in-
stitutions, individuals acquire resources, receive requests for activity and develop the 
political orientations that foster participation” (Burns et al. 2001: 35). If  taken into 
account, the awareness of  community-orientations can significantly facilitate the ac-
tions taken and decisions made by regional managers, as well as local authorities.

At the same time, one should not necessarily champion communities and so-
cial capital across the board. Communities can be quite exclusionary and vicious to 
both insiders and outsiders, as the examples of  women in fundamentalist groups, 
or neo-Nazi groups demonstrate (Hardin 2006; Etzioni 2000). The same is true for 
social capital when “The flow of  benefits generated by capital may all be positive or 
a smaller group may be benefited while a larger group is harmed” (Ostrom & Ahn 
2009: 20). Therefore, it is crucial to not only involve local groups and individuals in 
sustainable development projects, but also supervise these processes to ensure that 
community-orientations and social capital in the region do not take on these par-
ticularly negative characteristics. Furthermore, the involvement of  those who usually 
follow selfish incentives takes constant motivation from the outside and the trans-
mission of  a climate of  trust within the communities concerned. “Trust is enhanced 
when individuals are trustworthy, are networked with one another and are within in-
stitutions that reward honest behaviour” (Ostrom & Ahn 2009: 22). Regional man-
agements of  Biosphere Reserves have to continuously keep this in mind to really 
profit from social capital within the communities concerned. 
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As illustrated in Figure 1, social capital is to be viewed as one of  many forms of  
capital. All of  these forms perform different functions: “Human capital, such as ed-
ucation and training, is itself  useful directly in the production of  goods. Social and 
personal capital come in later at the point of  converting the consumption of  goods 
into welfare. Financial capital is embodied in money and other financial instruments, 
physical capital typically in machinery or fixed property, and human capital in edu-
cated abilities, talents, and knowledge” (Hardin 2006: 86). According to O’Riordan 
(2004), these five models of  capital constitute crucial elements in the implementa-
tion of  sustainable development (see Figure 1): human capital, natural capital, fi-
nancial capital, manufactured capital and social capital. Build up through various 
indicative strategies, these forms of  capital are thought to significantly contribute to 
the sustainable economic performance of  a regional entity. Therefore, research into 
stakeholder dialogues, support for local economy, forms of  community investment 
or supply chain initiatives in general fall into the category of  social capital. 

Figure 1: The Five Capitals Model and Sustainable Development according to O’Riordan (2004: 137) .
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Last but not least, special attention in both social capital research and practice 
must center on gender differences in community orientations. Thus far, the main 
focus of  social capital research has rested upon male-dominated activities, while the 
informal sociability that characterizes women-dominated engagement was largely 
discounted. The only reference Putnam (2000) made to gender differences in com-
munity-orientations was that “(…) informal social connectedness is more common 
among women (“schmoozers”), while formal involvement is more frequent among 
men (“machers”)” (Stenbacka & Tillberg Matson 2009: 79). However, current re-
search seems to be well aware of  the fact that “(…) there are large gender differ-
ences concerning both the roles within the associations and the type of  associations 
engaged in” (Stenbacka & Tillberg Matson 2009: 79). For instance, men hold more 
positions related to leadership and educational tasks in voluntary associations, while 
women more frequently work in the fields of  information, opinion sharing, gather-
ing and direct help. At the same time, men are more directly involved in sports clubs 
while women focus their engagement on fields like health, education and social serv-
ices. On top of  that, male engagement appears to more frequently cross the lines 
between networks (is more “cross-sectional”) while women engage more narrowly 
within the field of  their interest. Additionally, women’s engagement is often under 
strain due to the dual burden of  combining career and family in their everyday life. 
It is far from seldom that this leads to an abandonment of  voluntary and commu-
nity-oriented activities (Stenbacka & Tillberg Mattson 2009). Therefore, in terms of  
the issues discussed as well as regarding the strategies developed, gender differences 
in social capital significantly influence the way in which regional development proc-
esses are pursued.

Based on these assumptions, however, Sally Lerner (2007) developed a virtuous 
circle of  governance for sustainability in protected areas (see Figure 2) which “(…) 
links civic engagement, social capital, and community capacity to governance for 
sustainable development. Each of  these elements is seen to both support the con-
ditions for effective collaboration and network participation” (Pollock & Lerner 

Figure 2: The virtuous Circle of  Governance for Sustainability according to Lerner (2007) (own illustration).
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2008: 7). Once taken seriously, civic engagement is soon accompanied by active in-
volvement within the frame of  participation processes, thereby strengthening the 
capacities of  the citizens, which in the end results in their empowerment. This em-
powerment will generate new civic engagement and thus sparks the virtuous proc-
ess of  strengthening citizens’ capacities to influence sustainable development proc-
esses in their surroundings (Lerner 2007; Pollock & Lerner 2008). As Szerszynski 
(1997) lines out, self-generating initiatives are closer to the lives and sustainability 
concerns of  locals: “(…) their agendas and activities are more likely to be owned by 
their participants, as opposed to being felt to have been determined and imposed 
from outside” (Szerszynski 1997: 151). Applied in participative governance for sus-
tainable development processes, the virtuous circle logic holds that drawing on the 
knowledge of  engaged citizens can foster active involvement and thereby increase 
the capacities of  those involved. As a consequence, however, the empowerment that 
results from these dynamics constructs even more engaged citizens to consult in the 
course of  participative landscape governance. Taken together, this also means that 
virtuous circles for sustainable regional development can only work if  regional man-
agements abstain from using paternalistic approaches in their participatory proc-
esses and instruments. 

3 Social capital as a facilitating factor for sustainable devel-
opment in protected areas: the case of  the Großes Walser-
tal biosphere reserve

An interesting example of  a region that already exhibits intensified community ori-
entations and social capital is the Großes Walsertal. Located in the Austrian province 
Vorarlberg, the region successfully established itself  as a Biosphere Reserve in 2000. 
Initially, the idea of  establishing a protected area in the region was born of  a crisis 
situation in the valley. The valley’s remote location with all the problems typical of  
rural regions (Fritsche & Studer 2009) – weak infrastructure and public transport, 
few jobs, large numbers of  commuters, an ageing population, and so on – led the 
six villages to contemplate how to confront this situation. The goal of  this process 
was to come up with an idea of  how to establish the Großes Walsertal as a model 
region for sustainable development. It did not take long until a model suitable to fit 
this purpose was identified, and joining the UNESCOs worldwide network of  Bio-
sphere Reserves appeared to be an appropriate course of  action (Reutz-Hornsteiner 
2009: 18). Public support for this idea was quickly generated, not only through a 
bundling of  the preexisting “Livable living”-initiatives and networks, but also by 
opening up the planning phase to broad citizen participation. Additionally, the newly 
established supra-municipal REGIO-organisation provided a legal framework upon 
which a protected area could rest. As often the case in regionalization processes 
(Köstlin 1980), a charismatic person promoted the establishment of  the Biosphere 
Reserve, namely the farmer, chairman of  the REGIO and member of  Vorarlberg’s 
provincial parliament Josef  Türtscher (Jungmeier et al. 2010: 64). With the official 
acceptance of  UNESCO, Großes Walsertal became a Biosphere Reserve in 2000.
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Even more striking than the impressive speed of  its implementation is the public 
spirit and deep sense of  community that facilitated this process. An overwhelming 
feeling of  togetherness among important stakeholders in the region became evident 
in almost all regional development projects conducted in the region (Jungmeier et al. 
2010), which has persisted to the time of  writing. Therefore, it appears quite fruitful 
to take a closer look at community-orientations and social capital in the Großes Wal-
sertal Biosphere Reserve as a model region for sustainable development. 

Overall, social capital in Großes Walsertal appears to have fallen on very favora-
ble ground in a province that has been quite active in measuring and facilitating it 
throughout recent years. An Office for Future Issues of  the provincial government 
is entirely devoted to themes such as civic engagement, social capital and sustain-
able local and regional development, and has run continuous province-wide stud-
ies to measure social capital in Vorarlberg. Additionally, it has initiated a number 
of  projects with diverse target groups including entrepreneurs, public management 
institutions and local inhabitants of  some municipalities. Within its province-wide 
Network on Civic Engagement, though, the Office also attempted to strengthen 
coordination, communication and networking among politics, public management, 
municipalities, private enterprises, associations, and schools (Hellrigl 2006: 93). In 
short, the region was able to gain crucial support and the advice of  a provincial in-
stitution already working in the field of  community orientations (a fact that was of  
enormous help throughout the implementation phase of  the Biosphere Reserve). 

In its third and most recent study on social capital and civic engagement, the of-
fice not only wanted to measure the current situation in the province regarding com-
munity-orientations, but also attempted to install a basis for constant representative 
monitoring on these topics. Using a representative sample, the study figured out that 
social capital and civic engagement are strongly present in Vorarlberg’s society: Four 
of  six dimensions of  civic engagement (sense of  community, engagement in local 
associations, and materialist as well as postmaterialist orientations and values) and 
eight of  nine dimensions of  social capital (strong ties, weak ties, trust on the per-
sonal level, trust towards state institutuions, an absence of  fear and negative social 
capital, sanity, and a good quality of  life) scored high values in the entire sample. 
Interestingly, not even societal cleavages such as education or job status play a ma-
jor role in community orientations in the population of  Vorarlberg (Fredersdorf  et 
al. 2010: 4). Thus, judging from the data gathered in the province-wide studies, we 
could easily assume that a lively stock of  social capital is present in the Großes Wal-
sertal Biosphere Reserve as well.

Taking a closer look at dense networks (bonding social capital) in the region, it 
appears evident that these exist in the Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve: solu-
tions to common problems in the region have always been found collaboratively, 
such as a cheese-shop for the entire valley in Thüringerberg, a grocery-store for all 
municipalities in Sonntag, or a ride-sharing platform for all inhabitants of  the region 
(Fritsche & Studer 2009: 15). Additionally, the commonly developed and quickly 
implemented Biosphere Reserve framework would not have been possible with-
out the regional collaboration of  many local associations (Reutz-Hornsteiner 2009). 
Furthermore, the large and active stock of  111 associations in the region is simply 
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quite impressive (Fritsche & Studer 2009: 83). As the common establishment of  the 
REGIO as a regional development platform by the six municipalities demonstrates, 
dense networking not only concerns private but also public forms of  cooperation 
and collaboration. It is within the committees (in the fields of  farming, education, 
schools & culture, tourism, commerce, environment, social services, and youth) of  
this supra-municipal body where most of  the networking between local citizens, 
representatives from municipalities and the local economies takes place. On top of  
that, municipalities managed to establish a common building authority for all villages 
in the valley in Raggal (Fritsche & Studer 2009: 33), an effort which saves them a 
great deal of  money. 

Due to a largely congruent social structure in the Großes Walsertal, networks 
across societal cleavages (bridging social capital) are not as vital for the region as 
they would be for cities like Bregenz or Dornbirn. Secondly, the minor role that dif-
ferences in education and job status play in social capital in Vorarlberg (Fredersdorf  
et al. 2010) partly diminishes the need for bridging social capital, which is usually 
a matter of  great urgency in other places, such as deprived areas of  metropolises. 
Nevertheless, the high diversity of  associational foci and the forms of  cooperation 
and collaboration between them indicates that the capacities for problem-solving in 
this realm clearly exist. 

As is evident from previous studies in the region, a high level of  acceptance of  
the Biosphere Reserve (84.2% approval within a group of  532 people interviewed 
in the course of  a household survey) as well as a high degree of  readiness to partici-
pate in regional participation and development processes (25.2% of  the same group 
have already participated in a workshop of  the Biosphere Reserve, while a total of  
40% would be ready to take part in one) indicate that trust (an important prerequi-
site of  participation) is clearly present in the region (Rumpolt 2009: 52). These facts 
become even more striking when compared with the Austrian average: According to 
Plasser & Ulram (2010: 167–168) only 30% of  Austrians are active participants and 
would take part in unconventional forms of  participation. Thus, embarking upon 
a bottom-up involvement and thereby giving locals the impression of  having a say 
right from the start (Weixlbaumer & Coy 2009) may have contributed to increased 
trust (interpersonal as well as between citizens and local authorities) in the region. 
The common search for an overall concept for regional development – which more 
than 70 people participated in (Reutz-Hornsteiner 2009: 21) – appears to back such 
assumptions. In addition, it was possible to involve important opinion-leaders of  the 
region right from the start and thereby increase trust among the inhabitants of  the 
Biosphere Reserve. Last but not least, an overly congruent self-perception and out-
sider’s perception prevails in the Großes Walsertal (Coy & Weixlbaumer 2009; Weix-
lbaumer & Coy 2009) and serves as another indicator for decent trust in the region.

Attesting the experiences made relating to gender differences in community ori-
entations, the province-wide social capital studies conducted in Vorarlberg discov-
ered that men are more frequently involved in organized forms of  voluntary asso-
ciations and are more often those leading the associations (Fredersdorf  et al. 2010). 
Nation-wide studies on civic engagement in Austria underline that the same is true 
for gender differences in community orientations on the national level (More-Hol-
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lerweger & Heimgartner 2009). Much in the tradition of  these more general experi-
ences, the Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve reinforced that men are more deeply 
involved in organized forms of  regional networks and social capital than women. 
To correct this imbalance, the regional management of  the Biosphere Reserve has 
started some initiatives which specifically focus on empowering women, such as 
the “Alchemilla herbs”-project (Moser 2009). However, though the representation 
in the committees of  the REGIO is still quite traditional (with women being more 
concerned with social issues than men), the overrepresentation of  women in the 
regional management of  the Biosphere Reserve is also evident. Even this situa-
tion is quite similar to that present in many regional initiatives, projects and entities 
throughout the country (Oedl-Wieser 2010; Oedl-Wieser 2006). To sum up, despite 
male dominance in official associations and most regional committees, the regional 
management has been aware of  informal networking and gender issues as a whole. 

4 Conclusion

As experience in many biosphere reserves has shown, the desired results of  broad 
integration of  local citizens into participative regional development processes were 
far from long-lasting in regions that lacked the initiative of  engaged citizens and an 
active stock of  social capital. Indeed, we can state that a true culture of  sustainabil-
ity in protected areas is impossible without central elements of  social capital. In this 
understanding, the ideal of  a sustainable social capital concerns first and foremost 
the organization of  self-organization. In fact, collective action without institutional 
coercion to cooperate requires alternative linkages between individuals concerned – 
linkages that social capital can enhance. Some Biosphere Reserve managers (like 
those of  the Großes Walsertal) have shown awareness of  the contribution commu-
nity-orientations provide for sustainable regional development processes. A current 
research project in the Großes Walsertal Biosphere Reserve will try to acquire more 
in-depth knowledge on the true status of  social capital in the region before propos-
ing an appropriate virtuous circle scenario. To sum up, social capital is doubtlessly 
of  crucial relevance for the success of  regional development processes in protected 
areas. 

References

Borsdorf, A. & O. Bender 2010: Allgemeine Siedlungsgeographie. Vienna.
Borsdorf, F. 2010: Regional Management is Social Work! Activating Social Capital as a Key Task for 

Regional Managers – the case of  the Biosphere Reserve Wienerwald. In: Borsdorf, A., G. Grabherr, 
K. Heinrich, B. Scott & J. Stötter. (eds.): Challenges for Mountain Regions – Tackling Complexity. Vienna: 
162–169.

Bray, C.W. 1996: Fostering Sustainable Communities. Wingspread Journal 18, 2: 3. 
Bröckling, U. 2007: Das unternehmerische Selbst. Soziologie einer Subjektivierungsform. Frankfurt a. M.
Burns, N., K.L. Schlozman & S. Verba 2001: The Private Roots of  Public Action. Cambridge (Mass.).

© Institut für Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung (Institute of Mountaun Research)



438 Falk F  Borsdorf

Coleman, J. 1990: Foundations in Social Theory. Cambridge (Mass.).
Coy, M. & N. Weixlbaumer 2007: Der Biosphärenpark Großes Walsertal: Ein Beitrag zur nachhaltigen 

Entwicklung im alpinen ländlichen Raum? In: Innsbrucker Geographische Gesellschaft (ed.): Alpine 
Kulturlandschaft im Wandel. Hugo Penz zum 65. Geburtstag. Innsbruck: 179–196.

Dangschat, J.S. & O. Frey 2005: Stadt- und Regionalsoziologie. In: Kessl, F., C. Reutlinger, S. Maurer,  
& O. Frey (eds.): Handbuch Sozialraum. Wiesbaden: 143–164.

Etzioni, A. 1996: The New Golden Rule: Community and Morality in a Democratic Society. New York. 
Etzioni, A. 2000: A Communitarian Perspective on Sustainable Communities. In: Warburton, D. (ed.): 

Community and Sustainable Development: Participation in the Future. London: 40–51. 
Fredersdorf, F., P. Roux & D. Lorünser 2010: Endbericht zur Studie “Bürgerschaftliches Engagement und Sozi-

alkapital in Vorarlberg 2010 – Soziales Monitoring für Sozialkapital und Engagement”. Band 1: Hauptergeb-
nisse. Dornbirn. 

Fritsche, A. & L. Studer 2009: Lebenswelt Großes Walsertal. Regensburg.
Gertenbach, L., H. Laux, H. Rosa & D. Strecker 2010: Theorien der Gemeinschaft zur Einführung. Hamburg. 
Hammond, M., J. Howarth & R. Keat 1991: Understanding Phenomenology. Oxford.
Hardin, R. 2006: Trust. Cambridge (Mass.). 
Hellrigl, M. 2006: Zukunftsfrage Sozialkapital. In: Gehmacher, E., S. Kroismayr, J. Neumüller & M. 

Schuster (eds.): Sozialkapital: Neue Zugänge zu den gesellschaftlichen Kräften. Vienna: 93–105. 
Hooghe, M. & D. Stolle 2003: Generating Social Capital: Civil Society and Institutions in Comparative Perspec-

tive. New York.
Jungbauer-Gans, M. 2006: Einleitende Betrachtungen zum Begriff  Sozialkapital. In: Gehmacher, E., 

S. Kroismayr, J. Neumüller & M. Schuster (eds.): Sozialkapital. Neue Zugänge zu den gesellschaftlichen 
Kräften. Vienna: 17–43.

Jungmeier, M., I. Paul-Horn, D. Zollner, F. Borsdorf, S. Lange, B. Reutz-Hornsteiner, K. Grasenick, 
R. Moser & C. Diry 2010: Part_b: Partizipationsprozesse in Biosphärenparks – Interventionstheorie, Strat-
egieanalyse und Prozessethik am Beispiel vom Biosphärenpark Wienerwald, Großes Walsertal und Nationalpark 
Nockberge. Band 1: Zentrale Ergebnisse. Klagenfurt. 

Köstlin, K. 1980: Die Regionalisierung von Kultur. In: Köstlin, K. & H. Bausinger (eds.): Heimat und 
Identität. Probleme regionaler Kultur. Neumünster: 25–38.

Lange, S. 2005: Inspired by diversity. UNESCO’s biosphere reserve as model regions for a sustainable interaction be-
tween human and nature. Vienna. 

Lerner, S. 2007: Governance for Sustainability: Dynamics of  Collaborative Arrangements. Working Paper 3, Bio-
sphere Sustainability Project. Waterloo.

Marsden, T. & F. Hines 2008: Unpacking the Quest for Community: Some Conceptual Parameters. In: 
Marsden, T. (ed.): Sustainable Communities. New Spaces for Planning, Participation and Engagement. Oxford: 
21–44. 

Meadowcroft, J. 2004: Participation and sustainable development: modes of  citizen, communal and or-
ganisational involvement. In: Lafferty, W.M. (ed.): Governance for Sustainable Development. The challenge 
of  Adopting Form to Function. Cheltenham: 162–190.

More-Hollerweger, E. & A. Heimgartner 2009: Freiwilliges Engagement in Österreich. Studie im Auftrag des 
Bundesministeriums für Arbeit, Soziales und Konsumentenschutz. Vienna. 

Mose, I. & N. Weixlbaumer 2006: Protected Areas as a Tool for Regional Development? In: Siegrist, 
D., C. Clivaz, M. Hunziker & S. Iten (eds.): Exploring the Nature of  Management. Proceedings of  the Third 
International Conference on Monitoring and Management of  Flows in Recreational and Protected Areas. Rapper-
swil: 144–149.

© Institut für Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung (Institute of Mountaun Research)



439Social capital as a key source for sustainable development in protected mountain areas

Moser, R. 2009: Der Biosphärenpark Großes Walsertal. Aktuelle Problemstellungen und Perspektiven 
aus Sicht der Praxis. In: Coy, M. & N. Weixlbaumer (eds.): Der Biosphärenpark als regionales Leitinstru-
ment. Das Große Walsertal im Spiegel seiner Nutzer. Innsbruck: 109–122.

Norris, P. 2002: Democratic Phoenix: Reinventing Political Activism. Cambridge.
Oedl-Wieser, T. 2006: Frauen und Politik am Land. Vienna.
Oedl-Wieser, T. 2010: Frauen und Politik. Ermächtigung und Partizipation. RAUM. Österreichische 

Zeitschrift für Raumplanung und Regionalpolitik 77: 30–32. 
O’Riordan, T. 2004: Beyond Environmentalism: Towards Sustainability. In: Matthews, J.A. & D.T. Her-

bert (eds.): Unifying Geography. Common Heritage, Shared Future. London: 117–143. 
Ostrom, E. & T.K. Ahn 2009: The meaning of  social capital and its link to collective action. In: Svend-

sen, G.T. & G.L.H. Svendsen (eds.): The troika of  Sociology, Political Science and Economics. Cheltenham: 
17–35. 

Plasser, F. & P.A. Ulram 2010: Bürger und Politik in Österreich. In: Gabriel, O.W. & F. Plasser (eds.): 
Deutschland, Österreich und die Schweiz im neuen Europa. Bürger und Politik. Baden-Baden: 147–216.

Pollock, R. & S. Lerner 2008: Citizen Engagement in Governance for Sustainability. (Working Paper 4, Bio-
sphere Sustainability Project). Waterloo. 

Putnam, R. 2000: Bowling alone: The Collapse and Revival of  American Community. New York. 
Reutz-Hornsteiner, B. 2009: Der Biosphärenpark Großes Walsertal. Die Ausgangslage – Entstehung 

und Umsetzung. In: Coy, M. & N. Weixlbaumer (eds.): Der Biosphärenpark als regionals Leitinstrument. 
Das Große Walsertal im Spiegel seiner Nutzer. Innsbruck: 17–30.

Rossteutscher, S. 2008: Social Capital and Civic Engagement: A comparative perspective. In: Castigli-
one, D., J.W. van Deth & G. Wolleb (eds.): The Handbook of  Social Capital. Oxford: 208–240.

Rumpolt, P.A. 2009: Das Selbstbild im Biosphärenpark Großes Walsertal. In: Coy, M. & N. Weixl-
baumer (eds.): Der Biosphärenpark als regionales Leitinstrument. Das Große Walsertal im Spiegel seiner Nut-
zer. Innsbruck: 43–62.

Stenbacka, S. & K. Tillberg Matson 2009: Gendered Social Capital. Exploring Relations between Civil 
Society and the Labour Market. In: Árnason, A. & M. Shucksmith (eds.): Comparing Rural Develop-
ment. Continuity and Change in the Countryside of  Western Europe. Aldershot: 73–99. 

Stoll-Kleemann, S. & M. Welp 2008: Participatory and Integrated Management of  Biosphere Reserves. 
GAIA 17, 51: 161–168. 

Szerszynski, B. 1997: Voluntary Associations and the Sustainable Society. The Political Quarterly 68: 148–
159.

Urry, J. 2001: Sociology Beyond Societies. London. 
Warburton, D. 2000: A Passionate Dialogue? Community and Sustainable Development. In: Warbur-

ton, D. (ed.): Community and Sustainable Development: Participation in the Future. London: 1–39.
Weixlbaumer, N. & M. Coy 2009: Selbst- und Fremdbild in der Gebietsschutzpolitik. Das Beispiel des 

Biosphärenparks Großes Walsertal. In: Mose, I. (ed.): Wahrnehmung und Akzeptanz von Großschutzge-
bieten. Oldenburg: 37–57. 

World Commission on Environment and Development 1987: Our Common Future. Oxford. 

© Institut für Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung (Institute of Mountaun Research)



ZOBODAT - www.zobodat.at
Zoologisch-Botanische Datenbank/Zoological-Botanical Database

Digitale Literatur/Digital Literature

Zeitschrift/Journal: IGF-Forschungsberichte (Instituts für Interdisziplinäre
Gebirgsforschung [IGF]) (Institute of Mountain Research)

Jahr/Year: 2011

Band/Volume: 4

Autor(en)/Author(s): Borsdorf Falk F.

Artikel/Article: Social capital as a key source for sustainable development in protected
mountain areas: experiences from Großes Walsertal biosphere reserve 427-439

https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_series.php?id=20816
https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_volumes.php?id=44564
https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_articles.php?id=245267

