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Structure  

1 - Bridging the gap between the individual and collective 
level within the CA: a complex issue 
 
2 - Context of the study 
 
3 - Material and methods 
 
4 - Analysis of the emergence of collective agency and 
capabilities 
 
5 –Discussion/conclusion : redefining collective agency, 
collective action and collective capabilities 



1. Bridging the gap between the individual and 
collective level within the CA: a complex issue 

 
• Collective agency is agency exercised by groups 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) 
 

• Collective capabilities differ from individual capabilities (Ibrahim, 2013): 
-first, by the process through which they are generated i.e. individual engagement in 
collective action;  
-second, because collective capabilities benefit both the individual and the group. 
 

 No consensual definition, very limited number of case study and CA remains weak in taking 
into account social interactions (Zimmermann, 2006) 

 
 Goal of this presentation: reach a better definition of these concepts and to explore their 
heuristic power through the analysis of the creation of a new grassroots organization 

 
 

Definitions of collective agency and capabilities 



2. Context of the study 

• Area of study: La Campana-Peñuelas Biosphere Reserve in Central Chile 
= socio-ecological vulnerability 

 

• People we are interested in: Grassroots innovative actors (social 
entrepreneurs) implementing small scale sustainable activities = they 
suffer several barriers, they are not organized and they remain 
individually weak and vulnerable in the adverse context of centralized 
neo-liberal  Chile 

 

• Governance of the BR: Lack of participation of local population, the 
Board is only compounded of powerful public and private stakeholders. 
Only legal entities can be part of the board.  

 



3. Material and methods 

• Survey to identify innovative actors (June to August 2011), snow-balling 
method 

 

• Participatory workshop gathering 22 innovative actors (29th of August 2011) 

 

• Main result of the workshop : creation of a new grassroots organization 
called Acción Biosfera  

 

 



4. Analysis of the emergence  
of collective agency and capabilities 

Analysis of the creation of Acción Biosfera in three steps: 
 
1st :  emergence of collective agency 
 
2nd : from individual to collective capability 
 
3rd : collective capabilities of the group/organization 



Participatory 
Workshop 

= 
Empowerment process 
+ installing the idea of 

creating a new 
grassroots organization 

and a basis of trust 

Iterative discussions 
 and meetings 

= confronting personal 
 motivations, values 
 and understanding of 
sustainability 

Convergence of values, 
 interests, motivations,  

= a common set  
of representation 

 of what the group 
 should “be” and “do” 

 start to emerge 
 

Definition of a set of  
common values 

 and goals  
=  

writing the statutes 

Individuals’ agencies are  
geared  to reach 

 the defined common goals 

Building  
of the first  collective capability 

 of the group 
= 

“being able to create 
 a formal organization” 

1st sequence: the emergence of collective agency 



Resources 
 

Pooling individual 
goods and services 

(money, time, assets, 
tools facilities, etc.)  

Conversion factors 
 

Organizational: 
-Pooling individual human 

and social capital 
 

Social: 
-Legal context: promulgation 

of a new law facilitating 
association 

-Territory assigned biosphere 
reserve 

-Unesco official documents 
advocating 

participative governance 
 and the inclusion of civil 

society 
-Empowerment process led 

by foreign scientists 
 

Environmental: 
-Biodiversity hotspot 

-Vulnerability to land use 
change and climate change 

-Cultural identity 
-”green lung” for the cities of 

Valparaiso and Santiago 
 

Collective 
capabilities 

 
Being able to  

create a formal 
organisation (to gain 

access to the board of the 
biosphere reserve and to 

actively participate in 
sustainability 

implementation) 
 
 

Collective 
Achieved 

functionings 
 

Creation of Acción 
Biosfera a non-profit 

foundation 

2nd : From individual to collective capability 

+ 



Resources 
 

-The goods and 
services pooled by the 

individual actors to 
create the foundation 

(money, time, building, 
facilities, etc.) 

  

Conversion factors 
Organizational: 

-Organizational structure 
defined by the statutes 
-Board of management 

-The “know-how” obtained 
during the process of creation 
(shared experience, methods 

for decision making, etc.) 
 

Social: 
-Partnerships with others 

organizations existing within 
and outside the BR perimeter 

-Unesco official documents 
advocating 

participative governance 
 and the inclusion of civil 

society 
 

Environmental: 
-Biodiversity hotspot 

-Vulnerability to land use 
change and climate change 

-Cultural identity 
-”green lung” for the cities of 

Valparaiso and Santiago 
 

(collective) 
Capabilities 

 
-Being able to participate 

in the governance board of 
the biosphere reserve 

 
-being able to apply for 

various grants (public and 
private funding bodies) 

 
 

(collective)  
Achieved 

functionings 
 

-Membership of the 
biosphere reserve 

board 
 

-Funding applications 
submitted to public 
and private funding 

bodies 

3rd : The collective capabilities of the group/organization 

+ 



5. Discussion/conclusion : redefining collective agency, 
collective action and collective capabilities 

• Collective agency corresponds to a situation where the interests of several actors  
converge, but also where we observe the convergence of their values, 
responsibilities and individual agency, thus leading to a voluntary engagement in 
a shared project in favor of a chosen cause. 

 

• Collective agency encompasses the capacity of the group to define common 
goals and the freedom to act to reach the chosen goals, whereas, at least in our 
framework, the notion of collective action is restricted to the effective actions of 
the group.  

 

• The notion of collective capability refers to the real opportunities that the group 
has to achieve functionings that will enable it to reach the chosen common goals. 
Collective capabilities are built up by pooling some elements of individual 
capabilities. Collective capabilities are specific to the collective/group level. 
Collective capabilities ≠ relational and socially-depend capabilities. 
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