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ABSTRACT
The role of social capital for socio-ecological systems is undisputed. While fostering 
cooperation in some communities, however, social capital can also lead to tight social 
control and distrust towards outsiders and new practices, contributing to the persistence 
of undesirable, unsustainable practices. This paper explores the challenges emerging 
from the “dark side” of social capital for sustainability efforts in socio-ecological systems, 
raising the question how they can be addressed and overcome. It focuses on the case 
of Paros, Greece, where decades of mass tourism and conventional agriculture have 
put a heavy burden on the socio-ecological system. In the aftermath of the 2008-2011 
crisis, returnees and newcomers leaving mainland Greece brought new ideas on how to 
reconcile the island’s economy, ecology, and society with one another. Interviews reveal 
how the specifics of social capital in Paros posed structural, cognitive, and relational 
challenges to their projects. Surprisingly, though, those challenges could be turned into 
opportunities to embed new projects on the island. Promoting sustainability in socio-
ecological systems may thus be less a matter of creating more social capital, but one of 
tailoring interventions to the specific type of social capital available.
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INTRODUCTION

The role of social capital for socio-ecological systems is 
undisputed (Ostrom & Ahn, 2009; Kizos et al., 2014; Henry 
& Dietz, 2011). In a nutshell, the sustainability of a socio-
ecological system requires cooperation among community 
members, which is made easier by solid networks of 
interaction, shared mental models and institutions, and 
mutual trust – three key components of social capital. Yet, 
scholars were also quick to point out that social capital 
can also have a “dark side” (Newman & Dale, 2005; Graeff, 
2009; McDougall & Banjade, 2015): the same social bonds 
and mutual trust that foster cooperation in a community 
may lead to tight social control and distrust towards 
outsiders and new practices in another community. 
When such negative manifestations arise, social capital 
contributes to the persistence of undesirable, unsustainable 
arrangements, hampering cooperation and preventing the 
establishment of sustainable practices (Putnam, 2000; van 
Deth & Zmerli, 2010; Kizos et al., 2014).

In line with the above, the literature on socio-ecological 
systems has relied extensively on social capital and its 
“dark side” to diagnose sustainability problems (Newman & 
Dale, 2005; Kizos et al., 2014; McDougall & Banjade, 2015). 
Little knowledge is available, though, concerning what 
follows once sustainability problems have been traced 
back to social capital. Specifically: how can cooperation 
be achieved despite “dark side” social capital? To address 
these questions, the present paper turns to the case of 
Paros, Greece – a well-known tourist destination in Southern 
Europe, characterized by a fragile ecosystem, severe 
sustainability problems and “dark side” social capital. In 
the aftermath of the 2008–2011 crisis, many young people 
moved to the island in search of new, more sustainable 
livelihoods (Benessaiah & Eakin, 2021; Benessaiah, 2021; 
Gkartzios, 2013), possibly providing a positive contribution 
to the island’s sustainability problems. Did the “dark side” 
of social capital on the island stand in the way? How did 
newcomers deal with it? Which lessons emerge from their 
experience?

Interviews with key informants and most initiators of 
sustainability projects on the island converge on the view 
that diverging mindsets, distrust, and a lack of possibilities 
for social exchange – typical negative manifestations 
of “dark side” social capital – hampered those efforts by 
newcomers to establish sustainable practices on the 
island. Surprisingly, though, newcomers found ways 
to exploit these challenges, promote cooperation, and 
contribute to the island’s sustainability despite “dark side” 
social capital. The present paper establishes a link between 
the challenges posed by “dark side” social capital in Paros 
and the attributes of sustainability projects set up by 

newcomers, showing how these could be addressed and 
overcome.

LITERATURE REVIEW
SETTING THE STAGE: SOCIAL CAPITAL IN 
GREECE AND THE COUNTERURBANIZATION 
MOVEMENT
A substantial amount of scientific work is available 
that focuses on social capital in Greece, consistently 
characterizing Greek society as poor in social capital (Jones et 
al., 2016; Karametou & Apostolopoulos, 2010; Christoforou, 
2005). Decades of occupation and authoritarian rule have 
left a legacy of distrust and individualism (Koutsou et al., 
2014; Karametou & Apostolopoulos, 2010; Jones et al., 
2008), while frequent social and economic instability has 
entrenched short-termism and eroded the willingness to 
invest in social relations (Christoforou, 2005). Widespread 
corruption, nepotism, clientelism, compounded by a 
prolonged crisis after 2011 have eroded trust in the state 
and civil society, leaving a gap which has been filled by 
family and informal networks (Koutsou et al., 2014; Jones 
et al., 2008). Limiting mutual help and trust to the extended 
family network has stifled innovation, making communities 
more vulnerable to changed circumstances (Cortinovis 
et al., 2017). Crucially, several scholars found that rural 
communities and young farmers are particularly exposed 
to such challanges (Koutsou et al., 2014; Daskalopoulou, 
2018; Zissi et al., 2009).

The above shows how Greece represents an ideal setting 
to study cooperation despite “dark side” social capital. In 
addition to that, focusing on Paros allows us to observe how 
“dark side” social capital interacts with the influx of new ideas 
and practices. Although studies of social capital in Paros are 
not available, insular Greece is generally no exception to the 
cooperation problems above (Kizos et al. 2014; Kiousi et al. 
2020; Karampela et al. 2017). In this context, newcomers 
starting a new life in Paros while contributing to local 
sustainability represents an instance of counterurbanization, 
a well-studied phenomenon observed both in Greece 
(Benessaiah & Eakin, 2021; Gkartzios, 2013) and elsewhere 
(Bosworth & Bat Finke, 2020; Halfacree, 2006), focusing on 
urban dwellers that voluntarily take up an agrarian lifestyle 
without an agrarian upbringing (Wilbur, 2013). In times of 
crisis, urbanites tend to view the countryside as a place of 
resilience and solidarity (Remoundou et al., 2016). Resettling 
there is perceived as an act of resistance, reclaiming power 
from the market through practices of ecology, self-sufficiency 
(Wilbur, 2013), and solidarity economy (Spyridakis & Dima, 
2017), often enabled by greater entrepreneurial skills 
(Bosworth & Bat Finke, 2020; Papadopoulos & Fratsea, 2020; 
Giannakis & Bruggeman, 2015).
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In light of their stronger social and ecological aspirations, 
newcomers tend to “reinvent” local traditions and practices 
(Papadopoulos et al., 2019; Spyridakis & Dima, 2017), 
which predate mass tourism and conventional agriculture 
and are thus typically closer to organic agriculture and 
sustainable tourism. Making such products and experiences 
available to tourists and foreigners, however, can quickly be 
perceived as a commodification of local traditions, and as 
a violation of local norms (Galani-Moutafi, 2013), leading 
to tensions within the host community (Anthopoulou et al., 
2017; Galani-Moutafi, 2013).

Focusing predominantly on newcomers’ relocation 
decisions, the counterurbanization literature has so far 
neglected the analysis of what follows from such decisions 
(Benessaiah & Eakin, 2021). That includes the nature of 
available social capital in host communities and the role 
of cooperation for newcomers’ sustainability projects. With 
regards to the latter, Karampela et al. (2017) find in their 
literature review of sustainability projects in the Aegean 
Islands that cooperation is consistently highlighted as a key 
challenge for such projects, given the little experience Greek 
society has with it. This is not surprising: regular businesses 
in rural areas are already embedded in extensive supply 
chains and complex information networks (Bosworth & Bat 
Finke, 2020). Compared to a regular business, a newcomer 
straying away from mass-tourism and venturing into e.g. 
eco-tourism will be more under pressure to source as 
many local, artisanal products as possible. A newcomer 
producing organic honey rather than regular honey will be 
more dependent on the farmers nearby for the chemicals 
they may or may not use on their fields. In a nutshell, 
sustainability projects are by definition more closely 
embedded in the local socio-ecological system, making 
cooperation a key necessity.

THE ANALYTICAL LENS: SOCIAL CAPITAL 
THEORY
Popular within socio-ecological research and even 
integrated in the SES framework (Ostrom, 2009; Villamayor-
Tomas et al., 2020), the study of social capital can be 
divided in three branches. A first branch addresses social 
capital as a specific form of capital, complementary to 
human or financial capital (Bailey et al., 2019; Neelakantan 
et al., 2020). A second branch addresses the relative role of 
different forms of social capital, such as bridging, bonding, 
and linking social capital (Ros-Tonen & Derkyi, 2018; 
Dressel et al., 2020). Finally, a third branch focuses on the 
components of social capital, distinguishing structural, 
cognitive, and relational social capital (Muniady et al., 2015; 
Steinmo & Rasmussen, 2018). These three approaches are 
not mutually exclusive. This is both a curse and a blessing: 

on one hand, it reveals how the literature is still very 
heterogeneous, lacking standard definitions and common 
operationalizations (Gannon & Roberts, 2020; Salisu & 
Hashim, 2017). At the same time, this diversity makes the 
concept of social capital versatile, allowing applications in 
different contexts and to different issues.

The present work relies on the second branch to frame 
the problem, and on the third to organize the analysis. 
Specifically, the “dark side” of social capital is best 
understood in relation to the distinction between bridging 
and bonding (and linking) social capital. Putnam (2000; 
2001) introduced this distinction to explain the difference 
in economic performance between northern and southern 
Italy – the former relying on bridging social capital as a 
form of “lubricant” in social relations, fostering productivity 
and innovation; the latter being held back by a “superglue” 
(bonding social capital) making social relations tighter and 
more stable, but also ensuring that collectively detrimental 
practices persist, and social innovation is held at bay. 
This way, Putnam introduced the idea that social capital 
can have negative manifestations, leading to detrimental 
outcomes. Two decades of scholarly contributions on the 
matter added further distinctions. Two are most relevant 
here.

First, it is important to distinguish the “dark side” 
of social capital from bonding social capital. Negative 
manifestations of social capital such as tight social control, 
distrust towards outsiders and new practices, even open 
antagonism (van Deth & Zmerli, 2010; McDougall & 
Banjade, 2015; MacGillivray, 2018) are typically associated 
with bonding social capital (e.g. Newman & Dale, 2005; 
Kizos et al., 2014; Dressel et al., 2020). Yet, bonding 
social capital has proven beneficial to cooperation and 
community-based management (Call & Jagger, 2017; 
Alexander et al., 2018; Ros-Tonen & Derkyi, 2018). As a 
result, it is still an open question under which conditions 
an otherwise beneficial (bonding) social capital turns 
inward and develops negative manifestations (van Deth 
& Zmerli, 2010). Second, there is a difference between 
negative manifestations of social capital that lead to 
undesired outcomes for the community cultivating it (as 
in Karametou & Apostolopoulos, 2010), and a social capital 
that is perfectly functional but is relied upon for criminal 
purposes (as in Graeff, 2009). The literature refers to both 
as “dark side”, so it’s important to clarify that only the 
former is of interest here.

Having sketched the “dark side” of social capital and 
its negative manifestations, attention can turn to their 
impact on the sustainability of socio-ecological systems. 
Contributions on the different components of social capital 
are most helpful here. Despite a certain heterogeneity 
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within the literature (see Steinmo & Rasmussen, 2018; 
Sukoco et al., 2018 for more aggregated approaches; Marín 
et al., 2012 or Jones et al., 2014 for more fine-grained), 
components of social capital are typically three: networks; 
shared institutions and mental models; and trust. These 
are reflected in the three concepts of structural, cognitive, 
and relational social capital.

Structural social capital describes the networks 
through which actors in socio-ecological systems interact. 
Contributions typically deliver formalized network analyses, 
assessing social capital by computing network metrics 
(see Carlsson & Sandström, 2008; Alexander et al., 2018), 
viewing frequent interactions as necessary condition for 
social exchange. The frequency of interactions, however, 
only indicates that structural social capital is available, not 
whether it is beneficial or not. Social exchange is needed 
on top of that, exposing individuals to differences in mental 
models and institutions (see Paavola, 2007; Harrison et 
al., 2016) and setting the stage for institutional tinkering 
(Beinhocker, 2011). While few interactions represent a lack 
of structural social capital, then, negative manifestations 
of it correspond to frequent interactions that only reflect 
social control, with limited possibility for actual social 
exchange.

Cognitive social capital reflects the availability of shared 
mental models and, by extension, shared institutions. 
Structural social capital will not amount to much, unless 
community members understand their problems similarly 
and/or follow the same rules of conduct (Ostrom & Ahn, 
2009; Steinmo & Rasmussen, 2018). By the same token, 
cognitive social capital fosters cooperation in that it lowers 
the transaction costs of working together, (Rudd, 2000; 
Steinmo & Rasmussen, 2018). Against this background, 
the negative manifestations of cognitive social capital 
restrict a community’s ability to cooperate under shared 
mental models and institutions. Furthermore, these very 
same mental models and institutions would prove more 
difficult to change if they ever became dysfunctional, both 

in light of the tight social control and the lack of exposure 
to alternative institutions and mental models.

Relational social capital reflects the attitude 
community members have for others, both within and 
outside the community. Often equated with mutual 
trust, relational social capital reflects the expectations 
individuals in a community have about the behavior 
and motives of others, and the degree of reciprocity 
characterizing interactions with them (Warren et al., 
2015; Steinmo & Rasmussen, 2018). The rationale here 
is to distinguish contexts dominated by opportunistic 
behavior from communities where individuals care for 
one another, since reciprocity, reputation, and mutual 
help are key mechanisms for cooperation (Ostrom, 1998; 
Henry & Dietz, 2011). From this perspective, negative 
manifestations of relational social capital translate into 
little trust within the community and/or distrust towards 
outsiders (leading sometimes to open antagonism, as 
in McDougall & Banjade, 2015), limiting the community 
members’ willingness to cooperate.

Table 1 presents structural, cognitive, and relational 
social capital in terms of 1) their typical manifestations; 2) 
the potential negative manifestations associated with the 
“dark side”; and 3) the challenges they pose to cooperation 
in a socio-ecological system. These, in a nutshell, can be 
summarized in a reduced possibility, ability, and willingness 
to cooperate. 

Addressing these challenges is arguably a necessary step 
in order to foster cooperation in communities characterized 
by negative manifestations of social capital. Therefore, we 
address two research questions with this article: 

•	 RQ1: Which specific structural, cognitive, and relational 
challenges emerge, when “dark-side” social capital is 
present?

•	 RQ 2: How do actors deal with them? 

For answers to those questions, we turn to Paros, Greece.

ELEMENT OF SOCIAL 
CAPITAL

TYPICAL MANIFESTATION NEGATIVE MANIFESTATION 
(“DARK SIDE”)

CHALLENGES FOR SOCIO-
ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS

Structural Social Capital Frequent interactions within/
across communities incorporating 
social exchange.

Frequent interactions incorporating 
only few possibilities for social 
exchange. Tight social control. 

Limited possibilities for cooperation, 
reduced exposure to different 
institutions.

Cognitive Social Capital Shared mental models and 
institutions.

Resistance to institutional change. 
Limited repertoire of mental models 
and institutions.

Limited ability to cooperate, lack of 
alternative models, persistence of 
dysfunctional institutions.

Relational Social Capital Trust and attitudes. Distrust, antagonism, particularly 
towards outsiders, new ideas and 
practices.

Limited willingness to cooperate.

Table 1 Negative manifestation of structural, cognitive, and relational social capital posing challenges for socio-ecological systems.
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CASE DESCRIPTION

Paros belongs to the Cyclades, a complex of 39 Greek 
islands in the Aegean Sea (see Figure 1). As a small island 
with a total area of 196 km2 and 13,700 permanent 
residents, Paros constitutes a socio-ecological system 
with clear physical boundaries and easily observable 
socioeconomic and socio-ecological interactions (Spilanis 
et al., 2009; Banos-González et al., 2015). As a popular 
touristic destination, Paros’ population increases to more 
than 400,000 during summer (Voivontas et al., 2003). 
Tourism and the resulting construction boom brought 
prosperity to the island, while the agricultural sector 
declined (cf. Voivontas et al., 2003; Marmaras & Wallace, 
2016). Long-established communities, particularly the 
farming community, were complemented by Greek and 

international newcomers and seasonal residents (Gavalas, 
2014). 

Demographic and economic pressures have had 
severe impacts on the island’s ecosystem, leading to 
habitat and biodiversity loss, erosion, and water scarcity 
(Geradisi et al., 2003; Karavitis et al., 2012). The transition 
from an agrarian society to a tourism-based economy 
during the second half of the 20th century caused land 
abandonment and land use changes (Spilanis et al., 
2009; Gavalas, 2014; Marmaras & Wallace, 2016). The 
intense influx of seasonal residents and visitors during 
the summer months overstrains and wears out local 
capacities and infrastructure, leading to congestion issues, 
waste management problems, and tensions within the 
community (Geradisi et al., 2003; Marmaras & Wallace, 
2016; Interview 1, 3, 5, 7, 12).

Figure 1 Location of Paros. Own elaboration obtained with R (R Core Team 2021; Auguie 2017; Santos Baquero 2019; Kahle & Wickham 
2013) based on data from Wikimedia Foundation and Stamen Design available under CC BY 3.0.
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Pursuing an alternative development path, several 
projects on the island try to achieve a better balance of 
economic, social, and environmental considerations. At 
the time of this study, most projects observed had been 
in operation less than 5 years, although some operate 
since more than 10 years. Most projects represent small-
scale, private undertakings. The majority of initiators is 
constituted by Greek and international newcomers or 
returnees, people who have had prior connections to the 
island via family ties or property (Interview 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 
10). All initiators are permanent residents. Often, they are 
flexible and financially secured either by personal savings, 
family support, private property, or other income sources, 
allowing them to take risks (Interview 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 10). The 
main motivation for the projects varies. Only few initiators 
perceive themselves as environmental activists. Most 
initiators pursue a second career, starting a new phase in 
life with a stronger environmental orientation (Interview 1, 
4, 5, 6, 7), often as a reaction to the 2008–2011 crisis which 
has brought the Greek economy to its knees (Interview 1, 
4, 5, 6, 7, 9).

Living and working on a small island, long-established 
residents and newcomers interact frequently in daily 
activities. Dealing with sustainable tourism and/or organic 
farming in a context of mass tourism and conventional 
agriculture, projects are naturally affected by what 
happens in their surroundings (cf. Interview 1; 2; 4; 5; 
6). This is further strengthened by the smallness of the 
island because of the close proximity caused by limited 
space (Interview 5; 6; 7; 8), making projects even more 
dependent on cooperation within the island community. 
Such cooperation is even more crucial in an island context, 
because of the considerable transaction costs of interacting 
with other communities (e.g. on other islands but more 
typically on the mainland – cf. Interview 4; 5; 6; 9; 16).

Despite its importance, cooperation with the 
island community remains underdeveloped, and that 
independently of age, gender, and origin of project 
initiators. Indeed, project initiators were perceived as 
newcomers and/or foreigners even when they were Parian 
returnees or had lived on the island for decades (Interview 
3, 6, 10). As a result, actors engage in private, individual 
projects (Interview 4, 6, 7, 9, 10). Collaborative actions 
between projects as well as community-wide actions (tree 
planting, waste collection, cultural and ecological festivals) 
are rare (Interview 1, 4, 5, 9). Thus, cooperation on the 
island reflects the diffuse, polycentric provision of public 
goods rather than community-based management of a 
specific common pool resource. More importantly, the lack 
of cooperation despite frequent interactions proves that 
“dark side” social capital is at play, making Paros a suitable 
context for the research questions addressed herewith. 

Before turning to structural, cognitive, and relational 
challenges (RQ1) and how projects deal with them (RQ2), 
however, some methodological clarifications are due.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The present paper conducts a qualitative case study, 
focusing on “how” social capital and socio-ecological 
systems’ sustainability are linked to one another in a 
real-life setting (Westerink et al., 2020). The main data 
collection method consisted of semi-structured, in-
depth interviews carried out in late 2019. The key unit of 
observation are “sustainability projects”: situations where 
individuals voluntarily contribute to the many public 
goods making up the island’s socio-ecological system. We 
searched for projects ranging from nature conservation to 
efforts to address plastic waste, from sustainable farming 
and horticultural techniques to sustainable and alternative 
tourism, run by non-profit organizations through volunteer 
and paid staff as well as by entrepreneurs and farmers with 
alternative business models. To be clear, “projects” are not 
analyzed individually in depth but are presented in the most 
aggregate fashion possible, both in light of confidentiality 
considerations in a small island context and with the aim 
of describing the socio-ecological system rather than its 
individual parts. 

Desk research ahead of the fieldwork identified 
several potentially relevant projects, as well as several 
key informants knowledgeable about the island and 
its problems. Further projects and key informants were 
identified via snowballing during fieldwork meaning 
that respondents referred to other relevant projects and 
informants. Taking “projects” as the unit of observation, 
interview partners were selected purposefully (Yin, 2014), 
focusing first on project initiators and then expanding to 
other members of the Parian society (business owners, 
farmers, citizens, etc.) with the aim to 1) assess the 
perspective of project initiators, and subsequently 2) 
contextualize it through the eyes of key informants from 
the wider island community. Interviews were conducted 
until the saturation point was reached. 10 Scoping 
interviews with community members, including permanent 
and seasonal shop keepers, farmers, and other citizens 
provided contextual information about community life on 
the island. They were followed by twelve in-depth, open-
ended interviews with project initiators and members 
ranging between 30 minutes and 1.5 hours. Interviews 
were conducted in English (a translator was needed in only 
one case), recorded and transcribed. Written documents 
(articles in online and print media, policy documents and 
reports) were also drawn upon for triangulation purposes.
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While in-depth interviews with project initiators as key 
informants were arranged in advance, either during desk 
research or during fieldwork, scoping interviews with island 
community members were conducted more informally 
in tavernas, shops, or on farms. Overall, data collection 
yielded more than 12 hours of recorded and approximately 
95,000 words (197 pages) of transcribed interview 
material. Of course, the limited control regarding e.g. ideal 
study progress, influencing variables, or clear roles of study 
participants which characterizes fieldwork activities (Yin, 
2014) meant that the ideal sequence of interviews (main 
interviews first, context and triangulation later) could 
not be respected – i.a. because many interview partners 
(main interviews) were at the same time key informants in 
relation to other projects (context, triangulation). 

As shown in Figure 2, interviews with project initiators 
were based on guidelines addressing: (1) the project and 
its characteristics; (2) the initiator’s characteristics (3) 
barriers and opportunities for collaboration with the island 

community; (4) like-mindedness amongst project actors; 
and (5) relationships and trust with other members of 
the community. This way, interviews would allow us to 
relate project and initiator attributes (a, b) to structural 
(c), cognitive (d), and relational social capital (e), as shown 
in Figure 2. Specifically, main questions would allow to 
introduce the project (1), its initiator (2) and the challenges 
it faces (3-5). Follow-up questions linked such challenges 
to the specific attributes of each project and the initiator. It 
must be noted that by taking the island’s socio-ecological 
system as unit of analysis, we understand and assess social 
capital as community attribute rather than an attribute of 
the individual (as in Karametou & Apostolopoulos, 2010). 
Questions do not aim at assessing how interviewees 
estimate their individual relations to others but at 
capturing general social capital dynamics within the island 
community as a whole. 

The collected evidence underwent an inductive thematic 
analysis. This was carried out manually, with the aim of 

Figure 2 Link between interview guidelines and conceptual framework.



317Gütte and Roggero International Journal of the Commons DOI: 10.5334/ijc.1140

identifying and reproducing a coherent narrative reflecting 
the issues at stake. In other words, we were not interested 
in how often a certain topic appears across interviews, or 
whether the presence of certain project features correlates 
with the frequency certain challenges were mentioned. 
Instead, we carried out a process of meaning condensation 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) in order to extract the central 
statements implied by the wording of the interviews and 
written materials. To do so, software is of little use, and 
engagement with the empirical materials becomes more 
important.

RESULTS

Results are presented in two steps. First, social capital on 
the island will be presented by the means of structural, 
cognitive, and relational dimensions, highlighting the 
respective challenges it poses to the sustainability of the 
socio-ecological system (RQ1). In a second step, attention 
turns to how projects deal with such challenges (RQ2), 
showing how they turned them into opportunities.

CHALLENGES OBSERVED
Overall, the negative manifestations of social capital in 
conjunction with the expected challenges emerging from 
it as listed in Table 1 were observed in Paros. As far as 
structural social capital is concerned, challenges relate 
to the lack of possibilities for social exchange caused by 
seasonality (“CHALLENGE_1”). Most economic and social 
activities on the island are undertaken during summertime, 
when everybody is busy making a living for the whole year 
and has little time left for social relations: 

“I get people that are very interested in helping me. 
But at the end of the day, they have their jobs, they 
have their lives. […] I’m really having a hard time to 
create a community.” (Interview 1)

Once “the season” is over, a large number of seasonal 
workers leave the island, returning to their lives on the 
mainland. This way, seasonal workers remain outsiders to 
the Parian community: 

“I think that I will not miss the island. Because I’m 
here alone, yes... I look forward to return to my 
mother.” (Interview 13) 

Social interaction is only possible among those that stay 
throughout the winter. However, with most infrastructure 
closed and most activity stopped, possibilities for actual 
interaction are very limited: 

“It’s really important to understand that we live in 
a very touristic place that almost completely dies 
down in action in the winter months.” (Interview 2, 
cf. Interview 4, 6, 9, 11)

Exchange during wintertime thus remains informal and 
non-committal, making it difficult to address problems 
collectively: 

“Yeah, (...) we see each other once in a while. 
Usually, like volunteer events for like tree plantings 
and reforestation plantings […]. But I wouldn’t say 
that there is something very concrete yet, that 
puts everyone together to do one specific thing.” 
(Interview 5, cf. Interview 9)

Surely, Paros’ permanent residents represent a small 
community, in which everybody knows everything about 
everybody else (Interview 1, 3, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11, 12), but 
informal and spontaneous encounters in public, which 
represent instances of structural social capital, do not 
translate into targeted social exchange and cooperation as 
an initiator highlights: 

“I didn’t have a lot of people in the group or 
[feedback] or things. […] But then I was out in the 
street having coffee and I meet people and they are 
like: ‘Oh, I really like your post, I am really following, 
is very inspiring, I really like what you do.’ […] But 
the thing with the group for me it’s not – it hasn’t 
reached the goal I wanted because what I wanted is 
for people to ask, to get involved […].” (Interview 1)

Concerning cognitive social capital, the main challenge 
relates to sustainability not being perceived as either 
feasible or desirable by the wider island community 
(“CHALLENGE_2”). In a nutshell, few residents understand 
the need for green and nature on a water scarce, barren, 
rock-covered island (Interview 3, 4, 6, 8, 9). Few also see 
the link between the island’s waste management problems 
and the use of disposable plastic bottles (Interview 1, 2, 3). 
An interviewee explains this as follows:

“Most of the local people here are somehow rooted 
in it [the island; authors’ note]. And they don’t … 
quite possibly don’t always see the beauty of it 
because they never lived in the city. It’s just taken 
for granted.” (Interview 10)

The typical mindset highlights the wealth brought to the 
island by tourism compared to the poverty experienced 
until the seventies (Interview 3, 5, 7, 9, 10). From this point 
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of view, residents associate sustainable lifestyles with 
self-inflicted poverty rather than a way to address actual 
problems: 

“[…] these guys, they would dream about having 
cars. They would have, you know, either their mules, 
donkeys… These were poor times. And they don’t 
want to think about them. […] They don’t use their 
feet very much because if you are walking it means 
that you are poor, I guess. In their mind.” (Interview 
7) 

When they see the problems, they don’t perceive change 
as feasible: 

“People […] don’t believe that this can be reversed 
[…]. You can even hear things like: ‘The rocks, 
everybody likes us for this. So, why would you want 
to green it all?” (Interview 9, cf. Interview 4)

To be clear, the actual challenge is not the difference in 
mindset but rather the fact that straying away from mass-
tourism is perceived negatively: 

“There is this school of those who only speak about 
the development and progress in the meaning of 
that progress is development: more constructions, 
more of everything is progress.” (Interview 3, cf. 
Interview 4,7,10)

Concerning relational social capital, the “dark side” 
manifests itself in terms of suspicion and distrust towards 
projects and initiators (“CHALLENGE_3”). Yoga classes 
can be mistaken for a cult (Interview 4), and personal 
commitment to certain causes can be perceived as 
religious fervor, turning residents away from initiatives and 
projects and generating further indifference (Interview 
4). Past collective crises (dating as far back as the Greek-
Turkish War from a century ago) have left a legacy of low 
generalized trust as well as low trust towards outsiders: 

“I mean there is a lot of distrust in Greece, like we 
don’t trust in institutions, and, yeah, we don’t trust 
each other very often.” (Interview 9, cf. Interview 4, 
5, 7, 10)

The experience of indifference and low trust represents a 
double challenge for projects in that it impairs networking 
while also leading project initiators to question the 
meaningfulness of their isolated efforts: 

“It can be very frustrating and depressing. […] And 
sometimes I thought about it. I’m like… Why am I 
doing this?” (Interview 1, cf. Interview 8)

On the other hand, a certain degree of open-mindedness 
is observed: projects will not necessarily be supported 
directly, but neither will they be impeded as long as they 
are not perceived as a threat:

“I always found that the Greek people were very 
broad minded in the sense of leaving you and letting 
you get on with what you want to do.” (Interview 
10, cf. Interview 4, 6, 8)

Table 2 presents an overview of the observed challenges. 
Overall, it can be explicitly noted that similar challenges 
were reported by all interviewees. No differences were 
observed with regards to the type of project (agricultural, 
touristic or other activities) or the initiators’ socioeconomic 
or sociocultural background (age, gender, financial 
resources). 

PROJECT ATTRIBUTES AS ANSWERS TO OBSERVED 
CHALLENGES
The above has shown how structural, cognitive, and 
relational aspects of social capital pose challenges to the 
projects. In the following, interviews with project initiators 
reveal how projects address such challenges and how 
specific aspects of their projects are best understood in 
light of such challenges.

ELEMENT OF SOCIAL 
CAPITAL

EXPECTED CHALLENGES OBSERVED CHALLENGES

Structural Social Capital Limited possibilities for cooperation, reduced exposure 
to different institutions.

CHALLENGE_1: lack of possibilities and structures for 
social exchange

Cognitive Social Capital Limited ability to cooperate, lack of alternative models, 
persistence of dysfunctional institutions.

CHALLENGE_2: sustainability not seen as either feasible 
or desirable

Relational Social Capital Limited willingness to cooperate. CHALLENGE_3: suspicion and distrust

Table 2 Expected and observed challenges posed by negative manifestations of social capital on Paros.
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CHALLENGE_1 pertains to the lack of possibilities and 
structures for social exchange. The projects address this 
challenge by investing in sociality, and by harnessing the 
lack of anonymity on the island. In terms of sociality, 
projects address the lack of opportunities for social 
exchange within the island community by investing time 
and resources in creating such opportunities (Interview 1, 
2, 3, 4, 9). They actively contribute to organizing festivals 
and workshops, including and often explicitly targeting the 
long-established community: 

“You know what was amazing about this event? That 
farmers that are hundreds of years here – farmers 
come to listen. They want to talk.” (Interview 4, cf. 
Interview 9)

Furthermore, project initiators are well aware that residents 
interact little, but that information spreads fasts among 
island residents (Interview 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11): 

“It’s a small place […] We are not so many. So, and 
from time to time we do some gatherings. […]And 
of course it’s the internet and social media – that 
type. It’s interconnected. When I post something, 
everybody sees. When they post something, I see it.” 
(Interview 6, cf. Interview 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11)

They thus ensure that their projects have sufficient visibility 
– a key precondition for “leading by example” as shown 
right next.

CHALLENGE_2 pertains to the fact that long-established 
residents do not see a transition towards greater 
sustainability of the local socio-ecological system as either 
feasible or even desirable. Projects address this challenge by 
consciously avoiding a confrontational stance against the rest 
of the island community, trying instead to lead by example 
(Interview 1, 2, 4, 6, 9, 10). An interviewee elaborates on how 
they employ eye-catching practices for this purpose: 

“So when we started putting straws on the grass, 
the guy over there, he was sitting and looking and a 
couple of days later he came and said: ‘Look, guys, I 
noticed that you are doing something which I never 
thought of. What’s the use of this?’ [...]Then he was 
skeptical and a day later I saw him doing the same 
thing. And then a year later, after, he said: ‘I mean, 
how stupid I am, so many years and nobody told me 
that is a very simple approach to make things […].” 
(Interview 6) 

Avoiding moral suasion, initiators aim at proving the 
economic validity of their choices over time, which is 

expected to have a pull-effect, also in light of the little 
anonymity: 

“(...) most people here know each other and if you 
do something that you think is good or worthwhile 
or making you famous or bringing you more 
customers and I’m just across the road, well, I might 
start just as well doing the same.” (Interview 2, cf. 
Interview 6)

Furthermore, initiators are well aware of being in a 
privileged position, having time and resources to invest in 
their projects: 

“I don’t need to really bother. At the beginning, I 
was not comfortable but after I relaxed. [..] And, 
I mean now I got a paid job […], my website is 
developing as well. […] I was very lucky to have this 
time to develop all this. Most of the people, they 
don’t – So, this is for me the key, I think.” (Interview 
1, cf. Interview 4, 6, 9, 10)

They have an understanding for other community 
members that need to make a living first and do that the 
way they can (Interview 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 10). Far from preaching 
self-exploitation for the sake of sustainability (cf. Interview 
4), they aim at projecting what they do as a prospectively 
viable source of income, one without the downsides of 
mass-tourism: 

“People, who do these things, don’t think ‘Ah, the 
island needs sustainability projects, therefore I make 
a sustainability project’. [...] It’s their interest to do 
that. Then they have to somehow make money from 
it, get the rewards from it in order to have the spirit 
to keep doing it.” (Interview 10, cf. Interview 1, 4, 5, 
6, 9)

Finally, CHALLENGE_3 relates to suspicion and distrust 
towards outsiders and newcomers. Projects tackle this 
in two ways. First, they stress communality of interests, 
highlighting how their projects benefit the island as a 
whole (that is: not only project initiators or “mother 
earth”). Second, they highlight community and belonging 
in the way they organize and communicate their 
projects. The first point (communality of interests) is the 
(relational) extension of the (cognitive) point raised above 
concerning economic viability. Projects are not meant to 
restore the damage made to nature through decades of 
overexploitation. Rather than that, they are meant to 
preserve the island’s main competitive advantage: its 
landscape. 
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“People expect a certain quality but they also 
expect a certain atmosphere and if it suddenly turns 
into the middle of Athens, it’s not a Greek island 
anymore. And the people who come to a Greek 
island will stop coming.” (Interview 12; cf. Interview 
3, 4, 7, 9, 11)

Projects contribute to the island looking like a Greek island 
also in the future – a narrative everybody on the island is 
likely to understand and, crucially, endorse as one’s own.

Second, projects make additional efforts to underscore 
their link to the island community: 

“Trust is also in the fact that we live here. Ahm, we 
haven’t just been send here from a foreign NG0. You 
know, parachuted on the island to come and tell the 
locals in some sort of colonial way.” (Interview 2)

Initiators take pride in being permanent residents and 
communicate that openly: 

“The reason for my coming here full-time was [that] 
we have property here. So, it’s not like I am an alien.” 
(Interview 7)

In some cases, they make the effort to stay open all year 
even though that’s not rational in strict financial terms: 

“You know what this means? To a local? To see this 
is ‘open all year’? It’s very simple. It means that your 
money stays here.” (Interview 4) 

Focusing on the off-season is a way to stress embeddedness 
in the community: 

“For the workshops, I really would prefer it to be 
something more, most for locals and, ah, so it really will 
be something more in the wintertime.” (Interview 1)

By the same token, building social relations and community 
can take precedence over the substantial goals of the 
projects: 

“[The workshop] was mostly some people coming 
for tea. […] And so it was like for tea, the cookies and 
just to chat. We had some people, they just came 
to hang out. But it was very, very interesting. It was 
nice.” (Interview 1)

Table 3 summarizes project attributes related to the 
observed challenges.

DISCUSSION

The previous section has identified the challenges 
sustainability projects face because of the negative 
manifestation of social capital (RQ1), and has shown how 
these are addressed (RQ2). This is summarized in Table 4.

With regards to RQ1 asking which structural, cognitive, 
and relational challenges emerge when “dark-side” social 
capital is present, Table 4 shows that the “dark side” of 
social capital did actually manifest itself in structural, 
cognitive, and relational challenges – as expected. 
Structural challenges incorporate the lack of possibilities 
and structures for social exchanges, reflecting expected 
limited possibilities for cooperation. Cognitive challenges 
incorporate that sustainability is neither seen as feasible 
nor desirable within the island community, reflecting 
the expected limited ability to cooperate due to a lack 
of alternative models. Relational challenges incorporate 
the prevalence of suspicion and distrust, reflecting the 
expected limited willingness to cooperate. 

Regarding RQ2 asking how project initiators address 
those challenges, Table 4 shows a broad range of project 
attributes that reflect such challenges and, interestingly, 
go well beyond that. The lack of possibilities for social 
interaction is not only merely compensated by actively 
providing such possibilities (the “investment in sociality” 
addressing CHALLENGE_1): it’s also exploited in order to 
establish relations (the “sense of community” addressing 
CHALLENGE_3). The lack of anonymity is not only addressed 
through enhanced visibility (addressing CHALLENGE_1): it is 
also exploited in order to “lead by example” and change 
attitudes towards sustainability (CHALLENGE_2) in a non-

ELEMENT OF SOCIAL CAPITAL OBSERVED CHALLENGES PROJECT ANSWERS

Structural Social Capital CHALLENGE_1: lack of possibilities and structures for 
social exchange

Investment in sociality and visibility; harnessing 
the lack of anonymity.

Cognitive Social Capital CHALLENGE_2: sustainability not seen as either 
feasible or desirable

Avoiding confrontation; projects portrayed as 
viable alternatives to mass-tourism.

Relational Social Capital CHALLENGE_3: suspicion and distrust Emphasis on common interests; emphasis on 
sense of community.

Table 3 Observed challenges and respective attributes of sustainability projects.
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confrontational way (CHALLENGE_3). In a nutshell, the 
challenges posed by the negative manifestations of social 
capital were actively exploited in order to further establish 
the projects in the island’s socio-ecological system: projects 
faced challenges and turned them into opportunities.

Before exploring the implications of these results, it is 
important to highlight the limits of the present analysis. 
First, some considerations are due concerning the limited 
number of sustainability projects: 7 projects may seem 
too few, but they are arguably not for a community of 
about 14,000 stable residents. Three further projects were 
identified but could not be accessed for an interview. It 
can’t be ruled out that interviews with the initiators of 
these projects would have led to completely new insights. 
Even that, however, could at best complement, but not 
fundamentally question the narratives above – the more 
so since key informants from the wider island community 
were relied upon in order to contextualize the interviews. 
It is very unlikely that the cases misrepresent the situation 
in Paros. Rather, they may not fully exhaust the diversity 
of specific challenges emerging from “dark side” social 
capital, apart from covering all its three components.

Furthermore, the possibility to generalize from the Paros 
case study needs clarification. Results presented here are 
well in line with the available literature on social capital 
in Greece (Jones et al., 2014; Kizos et al., 2014; Koutsou 
et al., 2014). This is important because generalizing from 
a qualitative case study is a matter of analytical (and 
not statistical) representativeness: whether a case study 
clearly observes an instance of the phenomenon at stake 
(Yin, 2014). The negative manifestations of social capital 
are both expected and observed in Paros. As a result, cases 
with similar characteristics, where social capital limits the 
possibility, ability, and willingness of community members 
to cooperate (in insular Greece or elsewhere) can draw 
lessons from the Paros case.

Our results have implications for both theory and 
practice. Concerning theory, several considerations are 
noteworthy. First and foremost, Crona et al. (2017) suggest 
that social capital is a latent variable rather than a direct 

driver of cooperation. The present analysis expands that by 
relying on social capital for contextualization (specifically: 
case selection). The key question is indeed not whether 
cooperation or a lack thereof can be explained by social 
capital, but how negative manifestations of it shape efforts 
to address sustainability. Several strategies are identified, 
answering those calls from the literature concerning the 
role of mechanisms in the study of social capital (Alexander 
et al., 2018; Crona et al., 2017; Henry & Dietz, 2011).

A second implication relates to the role of structural, 
cognitive, and relational social capital. Scholars 
acknowledge the multidimensional nature of social capital 
(Call & Jagger, 2017; Ido, 2019; Westerink et al., 2020), 
yet they often focus on structural aspects alone (Carlsson 
& Sandström, 2008; Crona et al., 2017; Alexander et al., 
2018), assuming that frequent interactions are enough 
to foster cooperation. The present paper shows instead 
how structural social capital (“investment in sociality” 
and “high visibility”) carries along cognitive (“leading by 
example”) and relational elements (“sense of community”) 
that transcend the frequency of interactions. This casts a 
long shadow on those assumptions of transitivity (“the 
tendency of friends of a friend to also be friends” as in 
Alexander et al., 2018:522; see also Henry & Dietz, 2011) 
inferring cooperation from structural social capital alone, 
without cognitive and relational considerations.

Further implications are more specific to the study of 
common pool resources. First, the link between social 
capital, cooperation, and sustainability is typically addressed 
in the context of individual common pool resources and 
community-based management (Alexander et al., 2018; 
Carlsson & Sandström, 2008; Westerink et al., 2020). The 
present analysis shows how the concept can be put to work 
also in the broader context of socio-ecological systems, 
answering previous calls in these respects (Henry & Dietz, 
2011). Second, the Paros case raises questions about the 
role of long-established communities in the sustainable 
management of socio-ecological systems. Work on 
common-pool resources typically puts the local community 
center stage (Ostrom, 1990; Call & Jagger, 2017; Alexander 

ELEMENT OF SOCIAL 
CAPITAL

EXPECTED CHALLENGES OBSERVED CHALLENGES PROJECT ATTRIBUTES

Structural Social Capital Limited possibilities for cooperation, 
reduced exposure to different 
institutions.

CHALLENGE_1: lack of possibilities 
and structures for social exchange 

Investment in sociality and 
visibility; harnessing the lack of 
anonymity.

Cognitive Social Capital Limited ability to cooperate, lack of 
alternative models, persistence of 
dysfunctional institutions.

CHALLENGE_2: sustainability not 
seen as either feasible or desirable 

Avoiding confrontation; projects 
portrayed as viable alternatives 
to mass-tourism.

Relational Social Capital Limited willingness to cooperate, 
limited access to external help.

CHALLENGE_3: suspicion and 
distrust 

Emphasis on common interests; 
emphasis on sense of community.

Table 4 Expected and observed challenges and respective attributes of sustainability projects.
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et al., 2018), yet not all local communities have the cognitive 
and relational social capital they need for cooperation even 
at the local level. By the same token, managing shared 
resources sustainably may require borrowing institutions 
and mental models from newcomers or even outsiders – a 
seldom perspective in socio-ecological research. 

On a similar line, the present work answers recent calls 
from the counterurbanization literature, with its strong 
emphasis on motivations and mindsets of newcomers 
but a comparatively less attention to later interactions 
with the host community (Benessaiah & Eakin, 2021). Our 
case study provides a closer look into those processes. An 
interesting but underinvested aspect herein lies in the role 
of newcomers’ heterogeneity. Our results did not detect 
significant differences in the challenges newcomers faced 
– regardless of age, gender, socioeconomic background, or 
place of origin. This knowledge gap represents an important 
point of reference for future research. 

Leaving research implications aside, questions remain 
about what communities can learn for the sustainability 
of their own socio-ecological systems, when facing the 
negative manifestations of “dark side” social capital. First, 
project attributes provide an important starting point for 
those individual efforts addressing sustainability problems: 
avoiding confrontation, leading by example, investing in 
sociality and stressing economic viability are strategies 
that can be replicated elsewhere, and stand in contrast to 
more activist approaches to preserving shared resources. 
Second, the case stands in contrast to the tendency to 
build more social capital, suggesting instead that the social 
capital already available may be good enough to support 
local projects, if these feature the right attributes. This may 
be particularly relevant for the work of external agencies 
in the realm of conservation and rural development, which 
may mistake the negative manifestations of social capital 
for a lack of social capital, and/or may mistake frequent 
interactions with actual social exchange. Diagnostic tools 
may be revised accordingly.

CONCLUSION

The present paper has addressed the “dark side” of social 
capital and the challenges it poses to the sustainability 
of a socio-ecological system. After spelling out such 
challenges in terms of their structural, cognitive, and 
relational aspects, the question was raised whether such 
challenges could be observed empirically and how they can 
be addressed. Through a case study from Paros, Greece, the 
paper introduces several projects promoting sustainability 
on the island, ranging from nature conservation to waste 

management, organic agriculture, and sustainable tourism. 
Interviews with project initiators, residents, and various key 
informants reveal that, indeed, projects experienced the 
negative manifestations of social capital.

Several project features could be identified addressing 
such challenges. Next to attending to their core business, 
projects actively invested in sociality, addressing the 
structural challenges of superficial and non-committal 
interactions posed by the social capital characterizing the 
island community. This investment in sociality is closely 
intertwined with investments in cognitive and relational 
social capital. To overcome barriers of cognitive social 
capital, they also present themselves as viable, alternative 
livelihoods, consciously avoiding a confrontational stance 
with a community which is not like-minded. Finally, 
they underscore communality of interests and sense of 
community, addressing relational challenges. Overall, 
projects exploit these challenges to further establish their 
place on the island, effectively turning a challenge into 
an opportunity for the sustainability of the local socio-
ecological system.

Lessons for theory and practice can be drawn from this: 
under certain circumstances, promoting sustainability may 
be a matter of tailoring interventions to the right type of 
social capital available locally, rather than building it anew. 
In other words, there may be less need for community 
building than presently assumed, and more need for 
careful, nuanced diagnosis of the social capital available, 
designing interventions accordingly. To see that, however, 
one needs to look past network structures and address 
cognitive and relational social capital as well.
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