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Twenty years after the first Rio Earth Summit sustainable practices are still very rare, and not 
very widespread. Biosphere Reserves are sites designated by the Unesco where new and 
optimal practices to manage nature and human activities should be tested and demonstrated 
through participative governance. Within this framework it is important to identify the 
innovative actors within the Biosphere Reserves whose activities contribute to the values of 
sustainable development.  

The research reported here was conducted in the La Campana-Penuelas Biosphere 
Reserve in Chile. The aim of study was to identify innovative actors within the Biosphere 
Reserve (BR), and to demonstrate how collective action can be used not only to share 
“sustainable practices” but also to spread “values”. 

To do this, we started from a theoretical background derived from social learning and 
community of “practices” and we introduced new concepts derived from human development 
through “collective agency and capabilities” into the field of community resource governance. 
We demonstrate that the concepts of agency and capability which embrace people’s values 
and offer a broad analytical framework of the “agent” which goes far beyond homo 
economicus, can help to explain the underpinning of collective action. Indeed, collective 
agency could be defined as “a group of individuals acting as agents not only to improve their 
own living conditions but also to bring about changes in their societies thus transcending the 
limits of their individual well-being concerns (Ibrahim 2008: 67)”. Collective capabilities 
emerge from social interactions guided by a shared perception of responsibility enabling the 
interacting group of persons to carry out things and achieve states of being that would not be 
possible when acting alone. 

Innovative actors are inventing tomorrow’s sustainable lifestyles by adapting 
themselves to global change. They are, therefore, key stakeholders who should be supported 
by the BR so that “green” development can be implemented. However, these actors are often 
invisible individuals who are neither organized, nor empowered. Consequently, they are not 
represented on the BR management committee and their voices are not heard alongside those 
of powerful institutions and interest groups. Individually they may have a good level of 
education, income, etc… but in isolation they are vulnerable, especially in the adverse, neo-
liberal socio-economic context of Chile. 

Drawing on this basis we formulate the following hypothesis: “if actors who develop 
innovative practices for sustainable development remain isolated, only collective action will 
allow their innovations to achieve the recognition and consolidation required to propagate 
the values that underlie their development”. 

 
Material and methods 
We first conducted a sociological survey in order to identify the innovative actors within the 
BR. We then organized an experimental workshop involving the individuals identified 
(30 people, involved in sectors such as alternative agriculture, eco-tourism, recycling, 
education, civil society and eco-building, etc.). The workshop involved 4 steps: first, the 
participants collaborated to formulate their own definition of innovation; they then 
collectively constructed a tree of the problems they are facing in the field of innovation; next, 
they characterized their relationships with the BR, and finally they devised an “exchange of 
capabilities,” i.e. each participant identified three products, services, or knowledge that s/he 
could exchange with the others. 
Results 
The construction by the group of a definition of the generic term of “innovation” enabled a 
common identity to emerge, thus strengthening the identity of the group; the collective 
construction of the tree of problems allowed the group to identify the obstacles preventing 



them from being agents of change in terms of access to ecosystem services and substitutable 
goods and services, entitlements, internal and external conversion factors, and values. 
The exploration of their relationships with the BR allowed them think about reciprocal 
interactions (or benefits); the organization of a “exchange of capabilities” made them realize 
that a lot of the problems could be solved through internal cooperation. 
 
Discussion 
The group as a whole, and the individuals composing it, were empowered because they 
realized that the solutions to many of the problems facing them were already in their own 
hands. They gained visibility and the ability to access the governance body of the BR. 
However, it was not possible to designate or elect a person to represent the group on the BR 
board of management, because the participants were all very suspicious about conventional 
forms of organization, which according to them encourages relationships of domination. A 
new form of social organization has to be found to give sustainability to this brand new group.  
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