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Abstract

The present study explores social capital in relation to sustainable development in rural
areas experiencing population decline, focusing on the mediating role of young farmers.
Specifically, it examines bonding, bridging, and linking capital to determine whether young
farmers can halt demographic decline, enhance regional attractiveness, and contribute
to sustainable development. For this purpose, qualitative research was conducted using
semi-structured interviews with twenty-four young farmers across twelve municipalities in
Greece experiencing the highest population decline. Findings indicate that young farmers
in these areas have strongly developed and leveraged bonding capital which reinforces their
position within the family, social and kinship networks. However, bridging and linking
capital remain weak and problematic, complicating the efforts to deal with migration
tensions and to create conditions for sustainable development. Policy adjustments are
necessary to foster bridging and linking capital.

Keywords: social capital; sustainable development; demographic resilience; new-
comer farmers

1. Introduction

Social capital is considered a critical factor in enabling rural populations to access
resources and contribute to sustainable development [1].

Building strong, long-lasting close-knit and trusting relationships within the family,
the local community, and at the institutional level contributes to sustainable agriculture
production [2,3]. Factors related to trust, collaboration, and participation in agricultural
collectives, as well as knowledge transfer channels and access to resources influence farmers’
way of thinking and acting, thereby shaping agricultural development [2,4]. However,
the socio-economic and demographic characteristics of rural areas are not homogeneous;
therefore, the support networks vary [5,6]. This means that social capital exhibits different
dynamics in rural areas with declining populations compared with areas that maintain
or increase their population [7]. Trust relations in rural areas might be strong but are
not effective in creating the conditions for sustainable socioeconomic development if not
accompanied by external networks [8,9]. The relationship among social capital, agricultural
production, and rural population contribution—when strong—generates added value for
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sustainable development [1,10,11]. To this end, the relationship between social capital and
young farmers is crucial [12,13], as young farmers are considered the key drivers of rural
sustainability [14].

According to the international literature, most studies examine social capital through
a horizontal approach to rural areas. This study exhibits novelty by shifting the horizontal
approach from ‘rural areas’ to ‘demographically shrinking rural areas.” This shift is a
theoretical distinction that highlights how the dynamics of social capital operate under
these extreme conditions. Furthermore, in most cases, young farmers are viewed as passive
recipients within the structures of local rural communities. The current study approaches
young farmers through a specialized role: that of a mediator between social capital and the
sustainable development of rural areas experiencing extreme demographic decline.

The aim of this study is to examine, through semi-structured interviews employing
a qualitative approach, the mediating role of young farmers in linking social capital to
sustainable development in rural areas experiencing substantial population decline. The
specific objectives of the study are to examine and analyze how the dimensions of bonding,
bridging, and linking social capital, as mediated by young farmers, can enhance the
attractiveness of demographically declining areas. What sets this study apart from others
is its focus on rural areas characterized by severe population decline. It also lies in the
fact that it holistically combines social capital, the mediating role of young farmers, and
the sustainable development of rural areas experiencing severe demographic decline. The
theoretical contribution of the research lies in enriching the international literature with
findings on the mediating role of young farmers in local sustainability. Empirically, the
research fills a research gap and highlights qualitative data on survival strategies for young
farmers in isolated and demographically shrinking rural areas.

Notably, in this study, social capital is not approached from the perspective of being
the root cause of the problems facing the particular demographically declining areas.
It is approached from the perspective of a mediating factor and a mechanism for the
management and resilience of the areas examined by the research.

2. Literature Review

According to the international literature, the demographic and economic pressures
faced by agricultural areas due to domestic and international challenges require the strength-
ening of local resilience [15,16]. Resilience should be based on local human resources, such
as young farmers, but simultaneously linked to external resources [17]. The research of
Yang et al. [18], which examined the role of social capital in enhancing the resilience to
multiple shocks in underdeveloped rural areas, noted that the role of social capital in
these settings remains unexplored, indicating the need for further research. This argument
was also demonstrated by Elshof & Bailey [19] whose study examined the effects of rural
demographic decline on the social capital of rural families. Prior research has also identified
similar research gaps [20,21]. Some studies have highlighted research gaps regarding how
the rural workforce experiences demographic decline and how it responds within the
context of shrinking rural communities [20-22]. In the more recent literature, there has
been an increase in research examining policies aimed at addressing the phenomenon of
population decline in rural areas [23,24].

The broader international literature of social capital has been based on the concepts
and framework developed by Putnam [25] end Woolcock [26,27]. Based on this theoretical
framework several aspects and effects of social capital have been examined [28,29]. One
of the areas that sparked research interest was the relationship between social capital
and agricultural production, agricultural enterprises, agricultural cooperatives, and food
supply chain [30]. Several studies have also examined the relationship between social
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capital and human resources engaged in agricultural production [31,32]. The relationships
and effects of social capital on farmers’ contributions [10,11], specialization in agricultural
production [1], farming decision making [10], income [18] and their willingness to adopt
rural land management plans in their activities [33] have also been explored. Furthermore,
several studies have examined how social capital influences farmers’ participation in
collective action [34], the diversification of agricultural production [35,36], their social
networks [37,38], and the adoption of new technologies [39]. Many researchers have also
examined the relationships between social capital and young farmers [12,13,40]. However,
none of these studies have explored the link between social capital and young farmers
living in demographically shrinking rural areas.

Based on the existing research, young people play a substantial mediating role between
social capital and sustainable development [41,42]. In this regard, these young farmers
leverage connections to implement sustainable practices [43] and social relationships to
diversify their agricultural production [44]. The relationship between social capital, sustain-
able agricultural production and rural communities’ sustainability has gained considerable
attention among researchers [43,45]. Social capital has been examined in relation to farmers’
attitudes towards sustainable agriculture [46], biodiversity [47], as well as the reuse and
recycling of materials [48,49]. Furthermore, studies have linked social capital with the
collection and management of resources [50], and the collective action supporting natural
capital [51].

Filling the Research Gap

The international literature examines separately relationships such as social capital
and rural development, social capital and innovation, or the effects of demographic decline
in rural areas. However, research examining the mediating mechanism of the role of young
farmers in linking and bridging the three dimensions of social capital (bonding, bridging,
linking) with sustainable development in rural areas experiencing demographic decline.
The study by Loras-Gimeno et al. [52], which examined policies implemented in demo-
graphically shrinking regions, identified a gap in scaled-up and generalized frameworks,
as most studies focus on individual factors and cases. The study by Heredia-R et al. [53]
also identified a research gap, noting that these factors prevent them from transforming
their networks and social trust into sustainable goals.

3. Research Landscape

Greece is among the European Union countries experiencing a severe decline in
its rural population [35,54]. In addition to general population decline, rural areas are
characterized by an aging population and low participation rate of young people in the
agricultural sector [55-57]. This demographic shift is accelerating annually. For instance,
between 2024 and 2025, more than 18.5% of individuals exited the farming profession [58].
The concrete deployment is illustrated in Figure 1. This continuous decline in the rural
population generates socioeconomic and territorial effects, severely hindering the broader
vision for sustainable rural development [59].

While young farmers account for 11.9% of farm managers in the European Union,
the equivalent percentage in Greece is just 7.2% [60]. Among the EU member states, only
Cyprus (5.1%) and Portugal (6.4%) report a lower percentage of young farmers. In Greece
to be officially classified as a young farmer an individual must be between 18 and 40
years old, act as the manager of a farm and be registered in the Register of Farmers and
Agricultural Holdings.
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Figure 1. Percentage of employed people by broad groups of economic activity (2014-2025). Source:
Hellenic Statistical Authority [58] Labour Force Survey: 4th Quarter 2025.

4. Theoretical Background

This study is based on the theory of social capital as developed by Putnam [25] towards
bonding and bridging social capital, and by Woolcock [26,27] with regard to linking social
capital. Additionally, the research incorporates the theoretical approaches of sustainable
rural development [61,62], the demographic decline and generation renewal [63,64].

The theory of social capital is widely explored in studies across the fields of sociology,
economics, agriculture, and rural communities” development [4,26,65]. The theory of social
capital sheds light on and explains how social relations are transformed into productive
resources [66,67]. Additionally, it provides a lens to identify the benefits individuals gain
through their involvement in social structures and social networks [68]. Putnam empha-
sized the importance of social networks and trust, arguing that social capital is shaped
and strengthened by the connections among individuals, networks and a climate of trust
and reciprocity [25]. According to Putnam, social capital is formed at two dimensions [25].
The first dimension, bonding social capital, refers to the formation of strong bonds within
an individual’s immediate social circle, encompassing relationships based on trust and
mutual support with family, relatives, friends, and neighbors [25]. The second dimension
involves the formation of strong bonds with the wider local community, such as building
relationships with local associations, cooperatives, and farmers’ groups [25].

Building upon these concepts, another dimension of social capital emerged, the linking
social capital by Woolcock [26,27]. Linking social capital is a factor that contributes to
social integration and economic development [26,27]. Specifically, it connects individuals
or shrinking and marginalized local communities with individuals or groups of people
who hold political and economic power [26,27]. It is referred to the formation of strong
relationships with various institutional stakeholders such as central government, local
government agencies, and financial institutions [3,26]. The framework within which
an individual is embedded and the nature of their relationships with a social network,
continuously foster relationships which generate benefits [69]. Through their individual
and collective actions, individuals capitalize on opportunities by leveraging their social
connections to gain access to resources aiming at improving their quality of life and
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social status [69]. Consistently, through social relationships individuals access resources
embedded in their social networks [70]. According to Putnam [25] the most important
indicators of social capital include the level of existing trust, perceived reciprocity, and
the degree of participation in civil society. It should be noted that the lack of trust directly
impacts reciprocity and without widespread reciprocity, social capital tends to diminish
significantly [71].

Social capital, as a concept, is compatible and interrelated with the concept of sustain-
able development, since trust, reciprocity, social cohesion, and networks lie at its core [72].
Social capital is considered a key element of social sustainability [73,74]. According to
the theoretical approaches of sustainable rural development [61,62] sustainability in agri-
culture sector is based on the interplay of economic sustainability, social cohesion, and
environmental protection [75,76]. The fundamental theoretical principles of sustainable
development are determined by three pillars. The first includes the responsibility towards
future generations, which dictates that consumption of resources should not exceed nature’s
regenerative capacity [77,78]. The second pillar is the fair distribution of resources [79,80].
Finally, the third pillar emphasizes the interdependent relationship among economic, social,
and environmental activities [81,82].

Social capital and social sustainable development are linked to the sociodemographic
and socioeconomic characteristics of local communities [25,83]. Demographic aging, eco-
nomic stability and social decline are often explained on the basis of theoretical approaches
related to demographic decline and generational renewal [84,85]. The socioeconomic char-
acteristics of people in local communities—such as those related to educational attainment
and home ownership—are positively associated with social capital [86]. Furthermore, social
capital is positively related to high-quality services and existing infrastructure [86]. The
more stable population an area has the higher its social capital is [86]. This does not imply
that the existing problems of disadvantaged areas are necessarily linked to the lack of social
capital [86]. Notably, there exist also critiques acknowledging that strong ties do not always
lead to the development process but, under certain conditions, can also limit opportunities
for external networking and the development of innovative actions [87,88].

To ensure conceptual consistency and avoid ambiguities, this study has integrated
these interrelated concepts into a comprehensive conceptual framework that examines
the social mechanisms through which social capital, with its three dimensions (bonding,
bridging, and linking), acts either as a catalyst or as a barrier to sustainable development.
The problem is the demographic decline and the aging population; the analytical tools used
are the bonding, bridging, and linking dimensions of social capital; young farmers have
undertaken the mediating role to connect social capital with sustainable development, with
the ultimate goal (final objective) being the sustainable development of demographically
shrinking rural areas. The above integrated model was precisely reflected in the Discussion
section demonstrating its functionality.

It should also be noted that this study does not address or examine, in a statistical
sense, the ‘mediation’ between an independent and a dependent variable. The ‘mediating
role’ as a concept was used by the research team at a conceptual level rather than a
quantitative one. Young farmers in demographically shrinking rural areas are the ones who,
through their actions, transform social capital resources into drivers of development. The
mediation mechanisms operate on the basis of access to information, knowledge transfer,
collaborations, access to nationally and EU funded programs, participation in collectives,
as well as the adoption of innovations and best practices.
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5. Methodology
5.1. Research Design and Data Collection

In the present study the qualitative approach was employed as it effectively captures
people’s experiences, beliefs, and attitudes, as well as the social context [89,90]. It is suitable
for highlighting and understanding human behavior and interpersonal relationships [91],
enabling the interpretation of the complex effects of the phenomenon [92]. It captures
behaviors and the ways in which people experience phenomena and facts [93]. According
to Gibson et al. [94] qualitative research gives a platform and voice to human experiences,
thereby capturing key insights of the phenomenon under investigation. For data collection
semi-structured interviews were employed, as they can effectively facilitate the focus
on the phenomenon under investigation and reveal aspects that are otherwise difficult
to uncover [95]. Semi-structured interviews adequately convey views and experiences,
reflecting how the individual perceives and experiences the phenomenon [96].

5.2. Sample

The sample of the study consists of twenty young farmers from twelve munici-
palities that experienced the greatest population decline between two official censuses
(2011-2021). From each municipality two young farmers were selected. Table 1 lists the
selected municipalities along with their population decline rates. All twelve municipalities
are purely rural.

Table 1. Data from the municipalities where the sample was collected.

Population Decline Between the

Municipality Two Last Official Censuses Decline Percentage
Municipality of Nea Zichni —4.130 residents _33.31%%
(Regional Unit of Serres) (from 12.390 to 8.267) o
Municipality of Kato Nevrokopi —2537 _30.08Y%
(Regional Unit of Drama) (from 7.860 to 5.323) eern
Municipality of Thermo —2.537 —30.70°%
(Regional Unit of Aetolia-Acarnania) (from 8.242 to 5.712) SR
Municipality of Paranesti —1058 97129
(Regional Unit of Drama) (from 3.901 to 2843) e
Municipality of Dodoni —2494 95,739,
(Regional Unit of Ioannina) (from 9.693 to 7.199) e
Municipality of Irakleia —5.432 95,699
(Regional Unit of Serres) (from 21.145 to 14.713) 7
Municipality of Oichalia —2.724 24260
(Regional Unit of Messenia) (from 11.228 to 8.504) R
Municipality of Pogoni —2.112 23,579
(Regional Unit of Ioannina) (from 8.960 to 6.948) e
Municipality of Amfikleia-Elateia —2.546 _23.31%
(Regional Unit of Phtihiotis) (from 10.922 to 8.376) o
Municipality of Prespes —346 29379
(Regional Unit of Florina) (from 1.560 to 1.211) e
Municipality of Amfipoli —2014 —91.93%%
(Regional Unit of Serres) (from 9.182 to 7.168) o
Municipality of Gortynia —2.194 —21.70%
(Regional Unit of Arcadia) (from 10.109 to 7.915) SR
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The twelve municipalities were selected based on their common characteristics. Ac-
cording to the latest census, they exhibit the highest population decline among all Greek
municipalities. Their economies rely predominantly on the primary sector and are cur-
rently experiencing a downward trend. On top of that, they are geographically isolated,
encompass a heavily aged rural population, and rely on family networks. In the past, they
experienced some of the largest migration flows, leading to a sharp decline in primary
sector production. In these municipalities, traditional farming methods prevail, which are
low-yield. The concrete facets form a unified whole for all twelve municipalities and ensure
that our sample is adequate, in terms of a diversity of experiences, for examining social
capital and sustainable development through the mediating role of young farmers.

The selected young farmers participated in the survey fulfilled the aforementioned
criteria, and the official requirements to be considered young farmers in Greece, being
between 18 and 40 years old and registered in the Register of Farmers and Agricultural
Holdings. For the selection of the sample, convenience sampling was employed [97,98].
This method is effective at extracting data by exploring people’s views and experiences [97].

In municipalities facing demographic challenges, such as aging rural populations,
and social isolation, identifying an adequate sample presents difficulties. These areas
are characterized by limited social networks and institutional distrust. However, the
convenience sampling strategy reduces distrust and bias. To ensure both geographic and
production diversity, we selected twelve different municipalities that share the common
characteristic of having the largest population decline in Greece. Additionally, our sample
includes different sectors of crop and livestock production. Towards sample selection,
we applied convenience sampling by leveraging the network we had already established
within local and regional government. This network connected us with young farmers
in the regions matching the specific criteria we set. Specifically, they introduced us to
thirty young farmers. Thematic saturation was observed after the twentieth in-depth
semi-structured interview, when it was determined that no new issues were emerging at
the time. However, four additional interviews were ultimately conducted to confirm that
saturation persisted across different rural areas and agricultural sectors.

We observed that the interviewees were repeating themselves without adding any
new information. The sample was deemed adequate, as the use of small samples in
qualitative research has been validated in the international literature. Guest et al. [99]
argue that saturation is usually reached after the twelfth interview, while Mason [100] and
Bertaux [101] claim that fifteen interviews ensure the validity of the sample.

The characteristics of the participants in the survey are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Participant characteristics.

Respondent Geographical Age Years Since Assuming
(Young Farmers) Area Farm Management
R1 Municipality of Gortynia 27 5
R2 Municipality of Oichalia 31 6
R3 Municipality of Nea Zichni 25 2
R4 Municipality of Irakleia 33 7
R5 Municipality of Amfikleia-Elateia 28 4
R6 Municipality of Kato Nevrokopi 36 10
R7 Municipality of Thermo 38 9
R8 Municipality of Paranesti 27 3
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Table 2. Cont.

Respondent Geographical Years Since Assuming

(Young Farmers) Area Age Farm Management
R9 Municipality of Paranesti 30 5
R10 Municipality of Irakleia 29 3
R11 Municipality of Prespes 35 7
R12 Municipality of Pogoni 37 9
R13 Municipality of Pogoni 25 1
R14 Municipality of Oichalia 29 4
R15 Municipality of Prespes 32 6
R16 Municipality of Dodoni 35 6
R17 Municipality of Dodoni 28 3
R18 Municipality of Nea Zichni 39 11
R19 Municipality of Kato Nevrokopi 29 4
R20 Municipality of Gortynia 33
R21 Municipality of Thermo 38 10
R22 Municipality of Amfikleia-Elateia 27 3
R23 Municipality of Amfipoli 25
R24 Municipality of Amfipoli 38 12
Source: Authors” own work.
Table 3 supplements Table 2 and provides additional information about the survey
participants.
Table 3. Additional information about the survey participants.
Educational . . .
Gender Level Type of Holding Farm Size Location Facets
R1 Male High school Livestock farming Medium Severely depopulated
graduate (sheep and goats) mountainous settlement
R2 Female University Crop cultivation Small Moderately depopulated
graduate (organic farming) lowland settlement
. . Crop cultivation
R3 Male University (vegetables and Medium Moderately depopulated
graduate grains) lowland settlement
. Plant and livestock
R4 Male High school breeding (corn, Small Moderately depopulated
graduate : lowland settlement
grains, and cattle)
R5 Male High school Livestock farming Small Severely depopulated
graduate (sheep and goats) mountainous settlement
. . Plant ?nd livestock Severely depopulated
University breeding (potatoes, . .
R6 Female Small semi-mountainous
graduate beans, and sheep 1
and goats) settlement
R7 Male High school Livestock farming Small Severely depopulated
graduate (sheep and goats) mountainous settlement

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18136560


https://doi.org/10.3390/su18136560

Sustainability 2026, 18, 6560 9 of 26
Table 3. Cont.
Gender Edtic:‘tgnal Type of Holding Farm Size Location Facets
University Beekeeping and Sever.ely depop ulated
R8 Male . . Small semi-mountainous
graduate livestock farming
settlement
High school Livestock farming Severgly depopulated
R9 Male Small semi-mountainous
graduate (sheep and goats) settlement
R10 Female University Crop production Medium Moderately depopulated
graduate (cotton) lowland settlement
Crop and livestock
High school breeding (beans, Severfely depopulated
R11 Male Small semi-mountainous
graduate cattle, and sheep
settlement
and goats)
High school Beekeeping and Sever.ely depop ulated
R12 Male . . Small semi-mountainous
graduate livestock farming settlement
High school Livestock farming Severely depopulated
R13 Female & and local food Small Y A€pop
graduate . mountainous settlement
production
R14 Female University Crop plfoductlon Small Moderately depopulated
graduate (olives) lowland settlement
High school Livestock farming Sever('ely depopulated
R15 Male Small semi-mountainous
graduate (sheep and goats) settlement
. . Livestock farming Severely depopulated
R16 Male I';Irl:c’lf;tey and dairy Small semi-mountainous
production settlement
High school Livestock fe.lrmmg Sever(?ly depopulated
R17 Female graduate and dairy Small semi-mountainous
production settlement
. Crop production
R18 Female High school (almonds, grains, Small Moderately depopulated
graduate corn) lowland settlement
High school Crop production Severgly depopulated
R19 Male Small semi-mountainous
graduate (potatoes) settlement
R20 Female High school Beckeeping Small Severe!y depopulated
graduate mountainous settlement
R21 Female High school Beekeeping Small Severe%y depopulated
graduate mountainous settlement
University Crop production Moderately depopulated
R22 Male graduate (olives and legumes) Small lowland settlement
. Crop production Moderately depopulated
R23 Female H;;il dsl(;ilt(:e ol (almond trees and Medium semi-mountainous
grapevines) settlement
. Livestock farming Severely depopulated
R24 Male H1§£1 dsizt(; ol (sheep, goats, and Medium semi-mountainous
& cattle) settlement

ource: Authors” own work.
S Authors’ k
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The semi-structured interviews were conducted from January to March 2026, each
lasting approximately one hour. Ethical research practices were strictly followed; partic-
ipants provided their consent after they were fully briefed about the study’s objectives
and that their anonymity was guaranteed [102,103]. Although small, the sample size was
sufficient to prevent the loss or alteration of participants’ personal characteristics [104,105],
in providing rich information [106], and ensuring accurate results in the analysis of each
case [107,108]. Semi-structured interviews were conducted via telephone, since according
to the international literature, telephone interviews are as equally reliable as in-person
interviews [109]. Lastly, the qualitative interview guide utilised is available in the supple-
mentary material via the relevant link at the end of this research article.

5.3. Data Analysis

Data collected were analyzed performing thematic analysis. The codes were ini-
tially developed identifying interconnected groups and organizing the data based on the
research questions [110,111]. Subsequently, themes and subthemes were identified and
retrieved [112,113]. During the review of the themes, those that did not meet the estab-
lished criteria were identified and dropped. The emerged thematic codes and sub-codes
are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Themes and subthemes.

Emerged Thematic Codes Emerged Sub-Codes
e  Relationship with local community
Integration into the local community, : ﬁ;iiisletg rssti;;g?esr channels
networking, and participation in collective hf 8¢ P .
actions e  Search for information

e  Participation in collective bodies
e Collaborations
e Bonding

Social Capital e Bridging
e Linking

e  Attitude towards sustainable
agriculture
Introduction of innovations
European programs and long-term
strategy

e Environmental certification

Sustainable development and innovation

Impact of population decline
Rural population retention

The role of young farmers in areas
with declining populations

Population decline

Level of trust in institutions

Social bonds and trust . . . .
oclat bonds and trus Degree of satisfaction with services

Source: Authors” own work.

To ensure transparency in this study, the six-step reflective analysis outlined by Braun
& Clarke [114] was followed. Specifically, these steps are: data familiarization, generation
of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, and producing
a report.

Coding Table 5 illustrates how the initial codes, subthemes, and themes were developed.
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Table 5. Indicative table listing initial codes, subthemes, and thematic areas.

Excerpt from the Narrative

Initial Code

Subtheme

Thematic Section

“Our municipality has small and scattered
villages. This makes the establishment of

Participation in

Integration into the
local community,

cooperatives difficult. There used to be one, Reluctance to join collectives .
I o . . . networking, and
but it is now inactive. In my village people cooperatives Involvement in L
. participation in
used the say that few houses make a bad partnerships . )
. ” collective actions
village
“If it weren’t the family’s support and the .
. Strong family
help of my friends, I would have a hard
. ) . networks . .
time get-ting through it Bonding, Bridging,
" ) . ) Weak external . ¢ . )
We are disappointed with government networks Linking Social Social Capital
services. They promise us a lot but deliver o . Capital
. Disillusionment with
very little. All of us who got loans have e
e institutions
regretted it
“Few of us have been involved in organic
farming. However, there is potential for it to
become more widespread if there is ongoing
information and government support” Lack of information
“We are open to such programs, but my Low participationin =~ Access to resources Sustainable
own experience has shown that they are funded programs Strategy development and
bureaucratic and complicated” Interest in certified development innovation
“It is very important to us that our products products
are certified as a result of environmentally
friendly cultivation practices. They are in
greater demand and have greater value”
“The elderly pass away and young people
seek better conditions in urban centers.
Here, you learn firsthand what isolation 1 .
” Social isolation
means . . The Impact of
" . .. Economic uncertainty . .
I am not at all sure if my decision to stay population decline . .
: . Trends toward ) Population decline
here and continue the agricultural L and ageing
. . migration away from .
profession of my parents was the right one. population
these areas

If you ask me whether I would like my
children to stay here too, I would say with
certainty, no”

“For us, everything seems distant and hard
to reach. Our trust in everyone and
everything has been shaken. I am not
exaggerating. This is the harsh reality”
“In our area, almost all services have been
relocated to the capital of the prefecture.
The schools closed and banks closed their
branches that used to be here. The same
applies to public services. Everything is
being done to reduce costs. Once upon a
time, our village had five coffee shops and
now there is only one left.”

Lack of trust in
institutions
Low level of
satisfaction with
services

Trust in institutions

Social bonds and trust

Source: Authors” own work.

In order to ensure the reliability of the research findings and to avoid subjectivity
during the coding process, a peer-review procedure was followed. Initially, the two
members of the research team responsible for coding the findings worked separately.
Subsequently, they discussed any differences of opinion. They did not operate on the basis
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of calculating percentages but rather on the basis of carrying out amendments through
dialogue and the presentation of arguments in order to reach an agreement.

5.4. Thematic Map

At the phase of data analysis, thematic maps were developed to delineate the content
and dimensions of each theme. Drawing upon the emerged thematic codes and sub-codes
and positioning young farmers from rural areas experiencing population decline at the core
of this study, two distinct thematic maps were designed. Figure 2 depicts young farmers as
agents of transformation in local rural communities, driving sustainable development.

Young Farmers

Social Capital Participation Sustainable Demographic
and ftrust in and Networks Development Resilience
institutions and Innovation

* Relationships * Decline
* Bonding with residents » European consequences
* Bridging * Relationships programs * Rural
* Linking with farmers « Sustainable population

* Collaborations production retaining

* Access to « Innovations policies

resources " Enviromenta]_
Certification

Figure 2. Depiction of the role of young farmers as agents of transformation in rural areas promoting
sustainable development and addressing population decline.

In Figure 3, young farmers were depicted as active contributors to social capital,
promoting sustainable development.

The two thematic maps present thematic and conceptual categories as they emerged
from the analysis of the findings. To achieve positive outcomes, social capital and insti-
tutional trust, together with participation and networks—through the mediating role of
young farmers—must be transformed into sustainable development, innovation, and demo-
graphic resilience. The inflow of social resources through the role of young farmers should
be transformed into environmental certifications, innovative interventions, and forces that
will help make demographically shrinking rural areas attractive. However, the findings
indicate that bonding social capital is strong at the local level but is not linked to bridging
social capital to produce results. The mediating role of young farmers is not effective.
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Social
Capital

* Bonding
* Bridging
* Linking

Sustainable
Development
* Environmental

Re Su\i 5

certifications

Social :
* Innovations

Resources

In Introduction
put
Young
Farmers
Demographic
Resilience

* Population
retaining in
ruralareas

Figure 3. Input of social resources based on social capital and outcomes focused on young farmers.

6. Findings

The findings are organized into five thematic sections comprising “Integration into
the local community, networking and participation in collective actions”, “Social Capi-
tal”, “Sustainable development and innovation”, “Population decline” and “Social bonds
and trust”.

e Integration into the local community, networking, and participation in collective
actions

In this thematic section the following subthemes were identified: relationship with
local community, access to resources, knowledge transfer channels, search for information,
participation in collective bodies, and collaborations. The study showed that family and
local community networks in areas with population decline are strong. While family accep-
tance and knowledge transfer regarding traditional farming practices exists, this knowledge
is often considered outdated. Weak bridging social capital was described in highly emo-
tional terms by the majority of the respondents. Disappointment was widespread. The
mention of R2 is characteristic.

“I live in a village with just 65 permanent residents. The decision to stay in my hometown
and work in agriculture was a difficult one. My parents are elderly and depend on me.
The land I cultivate was passed down to me by my parents” (R2)

“We were taught by our parents how to cultivate our land. Today everything has changed.
This way of doing things is outdated, and no one can expect to make an income with those
methods” (R23)

“The village has been deserted by its residents. There are just two of us young people left,
and we work in agriculture. Our parents are too old to help us in the farms” (R19)

The study revealed that the open networks of local communities are not strong. Com-
munal gathering places are absent, as most villages lack even basic social venues. They
do not even have coffee shops, and the only source of information are television and the
internet. While collaboration among the few young farmers does occur, it remains highly
limited. Furthermore, the participation in cooperatives or farmer groups is also limited.
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The explanation given by the study participants in their accounts is that most cooperatives
are bankrupt, have become stagnant, and are run by boards that have remained in place
for years, renewing their terms through manipulative practices. They state that they pre-
fer to operate independently without dependencies. Their strong bonding social capital
has trapped them in a person-centered operating model. A lack of trust regarding their
integration into collective structures is pervasive in their narratives.

“The village doesn’t have a coffee shop. The exchange of views is done through phone. The
information gets to us through television and the internet” (R11)

“In our village, we are only four young people. We collaborate in the crops from time to
time; however, each one of us has his own pace” (R12)

“Our municipality has small and scattered villages. This makes the establishment of
cooperatives difficult. There used to be one, but it is now inactive. In my village people
used the say that few houses make a bad village” (R7)

“Most cooperatives are stuck in debt, and their leadership is perpetuated through closed-
door mechanisms. All decisions are made by small, exclusive groups. It’s better to operate
independently and not be controlled by others” (R23)

e  Social Capital

In this thematic section the following subthemes were identified: Bonding, Bridging
and Linking. The study showed that in the areas with declined populations there is a sense
of community that primarily stems from family, relatives, and friends. In these regions,
where family structures are strong and the influence of the local community is significant,
there is pressure against the introduction of external knowledge and pressure to continue
traditional farming practices, as well as resistance to adopting change. The accounts of R11
and R19 are characteristic:

“We still follow the traditional farming methods we learned from our parents, with only
minor changes. Major changes require money and information, and we don’t have those
resources. Our village is very remote, and that contributes to our isolation. Our village is
very remote, and that contributes to our isolation.” (R11)

“They tried to get me to change the way I farm the land I inherited from my parents, and
everyone in the village treated me with suspicion.” (R19)

The collaboration through collective actions is ineffective. The institutional links
are particularly problematic when it comes to government and banking services. This
indicates strong bonding social capital. However, the deficit in bridging and linking
social capital appears to be linked to geographical and social isolation, as well as to the
deficit in institutional information channels. The end result is a lack of cooperation at the
interregional level. Young farmers are unable to incorporate interregional collaborations
into their plans and adopt innovations through best practices to make demographically
shrinking regions more attractive. This is illustrated by excerpts from the narratives of R4,
R3, R20, and R5.

“Our products are of excellent quality. We're having a hard time marketing them. We
don’t know how others manage to market them without any obstacles at good prices.
There’s no organization to connect us with producers from other regions” (R4)

“If it weren’t the family’s support and the help of my friends, I would have a hard time
getting through it. Fortunately, in Greece people help and support one another and
especially within the family” R3)
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“Villages here are dominated by elder people. Young farmers are very few. This makes the
organization in cooperatives very difficult. Wherever they have been established, if not
supported by the state, they struggle to survive” (R20)

“We are disappointed with government services. They promise us a lot but deliver very
little. All of us who got loans have regretted it” (R5)

e  Sustainable Development and Innovation

In this thematic section the following subthemes were identified: Attitude towards
sustainable agriculture, introduction of innovations, European programs and long-term
strategy, and environmental certification. The study revealed an interest in organic farming;
however, limited progress has been made due to a lack of information and insufficient
support from institutions and public agents. This difficulty in moving beyond traditional
farming practices, explains the slow adoption of innovative approaches.

“Few of us have been involved in organic farming. However, there is potential for it to
become more widespread if there is ongoing information and government support” (R2)

“Unfortunately, the traditional way we cultivate doesn’t leave much room for innovative
actions, though that doesn’t mean that no steps have been taken in that direction” (R6)

The survey indicated minimal engagement of young farmers with European programs,
with the exception of four participants who reported facing significant bureaucratic hurdles.
While no long-term strategic plans were identified, a favorable climate for environmental
certifications exists.

“We receive subsidies from the European Union for our production. However, few of us
have been involved in other European programs. We are open to such programs, but my
own experience has shown that they are bureaucratic and complicated” (R24)

“It is very important to us that our products are certified as a result of environmentally
friendly cultivation practices. They are in greater demand and have greater value” (R9)

e Population decline

Within this thematic section, the following subthemes were highlighted: impact of
population decline, rural population retention, and the role of young farmers in areas
with declining populations. The survey results show that demographic decline makes
rural areas less attractive to young people, negatively affecting their income and quality
of life. Furthermore, this decline hinders population retention, increases production costs,
complicates labor recruitment, and fosters social isolation. Consequently, young farmers in
these areas experience uncertainty regarding their long-term stay and often express desire
for their children to avoid following agriculture carriers in the area.

“It is not easy for young children to stay in this place. You walk through the village streets,
and you do not meet any other person to talk to. There is no school, and to find a doctor
you have to travel for several kilometers” (R4)

“The elderly pass away and young people seek better conditions in urban centers. Here,
you learn firsthand what isolation means” (R16)

“I am not at all sure if my decision to stay here and continue the agricultural profession of
my parents was the right one. If you ask me whether I would like my children to stay here
too, I would say with certainty, no” (R8)

e  Social bonds and trust

In this thematic section the following subthemes were revealed: level of trust in
institutions, and the degree of satisfaction with services. The survey revealed a gen-
eral lack of trust in government structures and institutions in these areas among local
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residents. Furthermore, participants reported feeling isolated, forgotten, and neglected
by the central government. The lack of linking social capital was expressed in a highly
emotionally charged manner by the majority of the study participants. R1’s comment is
particularly indicative.

“Even “God” has forgotten us here. They only remember us during the election season.
For us, everything seems distant and hard to reach. Our trust in everyone and everything
has been shaken. I am not exaggerating. This is the harsh reality” (R1)

“In our area, almost all services have been relocated to the capital of the prefecture. The
schools closed and banks closed their branches that used to be here. The same applies to
public services. Everything is being done to reduce costs. Once upon a time, our village
had five coffee shops and now there is only one left.” (R14)

7. Discussion

The aim of the study was to explore the linkage between social capital and sustainable
development in rural areas experiencing demographic decline, with particular attention to
the mediating role of young farmers. The research explores the dimensions of social capital
in these areas to assess whether young farmers can mitigate population decline, increase
the attractiveness of these areas, and consequently contribute to sustainable development.

The study presents empirical evidence that bonding capital is strong in rural areas with
declining populations. Farmers in these areas rely heavily on closed networks of family,
relatives, and friends, where trust plays a crucial role. Strong ties within the family and
local community result in a phenomenon referred to in the international literature as the
“bonding trap” [115,116]. Robust structures within the family and local environment create
pressures to exclude any knowledge and best practices that may originate from the external
environment. This situation leads young farmers in demographically shrinking rural areas
to be unable to move beyond traditional practices and to maintain their closed systems.
Networks formed mainly through bonding capital are associated with a lower capacity of
implementing changes in farming practices which could encourage innovation [19].

According to Putnam [25], while bonding capital reinforces the capability of small
family groups to succeed, bridging capital is needed to move forward. Bridging capital
has the potential to generate benefits for farming societies such as increased appreciation,
collaboration, cooperation, and social ties with stakeholders [25,117]. The inability of young
farmers in demographically declining areas to participate significantly in cooperatives and
farmers’ groups is not merely a matter of limited participation. Weak external networks and
the failure of young farmers to participate in collective actions deprive them of seamless
access to new resources and modern environmentally friendly technologies. This fact
intensifies isolation and highlights the inability of bonding social capital to connect with
bridging social capital. This limited bridging capital creates obstacles to larger collaborative
initiatives and leads to low availability of resources related to information and innovation
as well as to new technologies [37]. This phenomenon might be further explained by a
weak culture of volunteerism within Greek society, alongside the declining popularity
of the cooperative movement [118]. The corruption, patronage and direct political con-
trol experienced in previous decades which have formed a negative attitude towards the
formation of agricultural cooperatives which has been passed down from generation to
generation [118]. Furthermore, the absence of ties with other heterogeneous community
networks and groups (i.e., agri-business enterprises, farmers advisors, etc.) hinders their ac-
cess to research-based knowledge and innovative experiences that could offer opportunities
for new production forms or business models [6].

The problem is exacerbated at the level of the linking social capital. The study revealed
that young farmers in rural areas with declining populations have lost their confidence
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in institutions and public agencies and simultaneously are poorly informed about the
European funded programs designed for them. Consequently, the networks connecting
these young farmers with the decision-making centers are inactive. This means that the
vertical link that should connect young farmers in demographically shrinking rural areas
with the political and economic centers of power that shape policy is problematic because
it does not exist. Linking social capital does not function. The lack of trust in institutions
and the low participation of young farmers in domestic and European programs can be
explained by the asymmetrical power relationship. Institutions are unable to connect
with young farmers in these regions, and consequently, institutional integration cannot be
achieved on a practical level. Drawing from the international literature, these phenomena
are mostly found in closed rural communities [26,119]. The aforementioned analysis also
illustrates the interconnection mechanism between bonding, bridging, and linking social
capital. Bonding social capital hinders bridging social capital, and at the same time, the
difficulty in transitioning from bonding social capital to bridging social capital has an
impact on linking social capital.

Upon examining the internal variations and comparing the evidence revealed, three
variations ultimately emerged. Female interviewees in the study, regardless of their level
of education, expressed their experience of social isolation more strongly, emphasizing
the lack of infrastructure and services for education and healthcare. A second element
showing that the more mountainous and remote the settlement and the more severely
it is demographically shrinking, the stronger family dependence becomes. The concrete
dependence, which indicates substantial bonding social capital, presents early signs of
differentiation without, however, diminishing in intensity within settlements experiencing
moderate population decline. A third factor that emerged is that young farmers who have
graduated from universities show greater interest in certified and branded products and in
environmental certifications generally. However, simultaneously, they appear to feel the
lack of information about domestic and European funding programs more acutely.

Certain excerpts from the narratives of the study participants, which are presented in
fragments in the findings section, give the impression that they are scattered, emotionally
charged accounts. However, these emotionally charged references are adequate samples
selected from the participants’ narratives and used in the systematic coding and thematic
analysis. These references are empirical evidence. For example, the statement “I live in
a village with just 65 permanent residents. The decision to stay in my hometown and
work in agriculture was a difficult one” is an empirical piece of evidence suggesting that
these specific areas are not attractive and that uncertainty and risk prevail for young
farmers in these areas. These factors are linked to demographic decline and, of course,
to weak bridging social capital. But the emotionally charged expression “Even ‘God” has
forgotten us here” also suggests isolation and is reflected in the subtheme regarding trust
in institutions and satisfaction with the state services provided. These factors are linked
to a lack of connection with centers of power, a fact that contributes to geographical and
social isolation. In other words, a deficit of “linking social capital.

Extending the research findings further reveals that the identified lack of bridging
and linking social capital deprives young farmers living in demographically shrinking
rural areas of the opportunity to participate in collective action through cooperatives and
farmers’ groups. It deprives them of the opportunity to contribute to creating a sense
of attractiveness for their regions. This situation creates negative feelings towards their
continued residence in these regions. Therefore, an effective combination of new support
policies is needed to foster the creation of strong open networks and improve the relation-
ship of young farmers with decision-making centers. Low trust must be addressed, and
the currently problematic channels of knowledge transfer must be improved. According
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to Sabet and Khaksar [120] mutual trust and common action have significant effect on
sustainable rural development. New tools are needed for young farmers to facilitate the
adoption of new farming practices, such as organic farming, for which the participants in
the survey demonstrated enthusiasm and expressed the need for the increase in linking
social capital. Drawing from the international literature, strong relationships of trust and
close ties at the levels of bonding, bridging, and linking capital contribute to sustainable
rural development [3,4]. According to Coleman [121], building trust within a social struc-
ture contributes to collective action and collaboration. Collective action, considered by
many scholars as the core value of social capital, should be reinforced, as this can lead
to adaptive capacity and rural sustainable development [8,37]. The interpretation of the
research findings suggests that since networks in these areas remain problematic, it will be
highly challenging to enhance the areas’ attractiveness for residents. Moreover, the low
level of young farmers’ satisfaction revealed in the present study is a significant factor con-
tributing to the abandonment of these areas. Reversing the regressive population pyramid
therefore requires strengthening the bridging and linking capital through targeted policy
interventions and financial instruments.

The confinement of young farmers in demographically shrinking rural areas within
family, kinship, and local networks, and their inability to expand into external networks, is
also observed in other regions of southern Europe. Studies by Llorent-Bedmar et al. [122]
and Camarero & Oliva [123] conducted in Spain showed that young people in Spain’s
rural areas experience geographical and social isolation. The same was shown by the
studies by Lorente et al. [124] in Portugal and Grignoli et al. [125] in Italy. However,
research by [126] conducted in Eastern Europe also highlighted the lack of trust among
rural populations in institutions, which has the effect of widening their economic isolation.
Hegewald [127] research showed that the lack of trust in institutions felt by rural residents
creates dissatisfaction because they believe that governments are not interested in solving
their problems.

In Table 6 we capture the unified functionality model that we mentioned in the
theoretical background.

Table 6. Overview of the unified functionality model.

Theoretical Aspect . . 1.
Concept Examined Thematic Units Findings
e Negative appeal for these
, , , areas
) e Population decline (The impact of Social isolation
Demographic ThE lellllia)?icotnOf demographlc decline, population Negative effect on young
decline popU retention, and the role of young people’s finances and quality
decline farmers) of life
Increased costs
e Insecurity and uncertainty
e Integration into the local
community, networking, and
Bonding Social =~ Bonds across the gar’g?gatlgn n Cclillec:lVBe e}f(’:cll'ons e Strong fa@ily, kinship, and
capital same group ° ocial bonds and trust (Building community networks

relationships with the local
community, family networks,
social ties)
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Table 6. Cont.
Th ical A . . ..
eoretica Spe ct Thematic Units Findings
Concept Examined
e Integration into the local e  Weak external networks
community, networking, and e Low participation in
Bridging social Bonds among participation in collective actions cooperatives and farmers’
capital different groups e  Social Capital (external networks, groups
partnerships, participation in e Limited collective action
cooperatives and farmers’ groups)
Relationships . ) o
with individuals Soqal Capital . e  Shaken tr.u.st in 1nsjc1tut10ns .
Linking social or groups of .Soc1'al bpnds and trust (trust in e Low participation in domestic
capital people in institutions, access to resources, and European funding
positions of level of satisfaction with services) programs
authority
e Integration into the local o ) .
Young farmers as community, networking, and ° D1ff1.cglty m chapgmg
Mediation agents of new participation in collective actions tradltlor}al practices
practices (channels for knowledge transfer, ®  Lack of information
tracing information)
Sustainable S nable devel d
. developmentof ®  >ustainable developmentan e Interest in certifications and
The ultimate 1 1 mnovation
A ; oca ‘ . branded products
outcome is communities (sustainable agriculture, :
tainable e : B e  Absence of long-term strategic
sus through the certifications, innovative
development Ous initiati plans
evelop adoption of good initiatives, long-term strategy)
practices

Source: Authors” own work.

The findings of the study highlight and confirm the usefulness of the unified model
analyzed in the theoretical framework. The lack of trust in institutions explains why the
linking dimension of social capital is weak among young farmers in demographically
shrinking regions. Furthermore, the weak linking of social capital hinders the development
of long-term sustainability as well as access to National and European funding programs.

8. Conclusions

The study presents a first systematic attempt to explore the social capital in areas with
declining populations through the lens of young farmers and explore its connection with
sustainable rural development, identifying young farmers’ role in this linkage. The deficit
in bridging and linking social capital identified in this study deprives young farmers living
in demographically declining rural areas of the opportunity to participate in collective
actions such as cooperatives and farmers’ groups. It also deprives them of the opportunity
to develop initiatives to enhance the attractiveness of their regions. As long as networks
beyond family, friends and relatives remain problematic the attractiveness of new farming
practices that go beyond the traditional ones will be difficult to establish. Information
channels and knowledge will remain weak and problematic and national and European
policies will struggle to achieve their intended results. Policies to reinforce bridging and
linking social capital are particularly needed and are very important for sustainable growth
in areas that experience deficiencies in human capital capabilities [128], with this need being
even more acute in rural areas with declining populations. The increase in bridging and
linking capital will enhance the efficiency of young farmers and will facilitate information
transfer and cooperation and will also prevent the fragmentation and vulnerability of local
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rural communities [37]. In this way young farmers’ social capital will become stronger at
all levels, transforming their mediating role into drivers of sustainable development. It
should be noted that the data from this study reflect the behavioral intentions of young
farmers who live and work in demographically declining regions and do not pertain to
either migration flows or macroeconomic trends. The study’s findings stem from the
social dimension of sustainability rather than from economic and environmental indicators.
Biological, environmental, and economic indicators were not among the study’s objectives;
rather, the study focused on factors such as social cohesion and institutional trust.

8.1. Policy Recommendations Based on Empirical Findings

Based on the empirical findings, and in order for social capital—through the me-
diating role of young farmers—to improve the latter’s position and contribute to the
attractiveness of demographically shrinking rural areas, changes are needed in the mix
of policies currently in place. Moreover, the institutional deficit could be mitigated by
establishing an agricultural advisory structure in each municipality, involving represen-
tatives of young farmers, local government, and universities. This structure, through its
work, will strengthen linking social capital. It will enable young farmers to effectively
design development strategies. Additionally, establishing a rural innovation structure in
shrinking municipalities would help address the information deficit. Such a body should
serve as a channel for knowledge transfer and guidance to transform traditional farming
practices and ensure seamless access to domestic and European funding programs. On top
of that, to address the issue of limited participation by young farmers in cooperatives and
farmer groups, the government should offer tax incentives for participation. Specifically,
it should also provide incentives for participation in European funding programs while
simultaneously supporting collective schemes. The concrete schemes should include a
quota for young farmers. The aforementioned aspect will strengthen bridging social capital.
To increase the attractiveness of demographically shrinking rural areas, the government
will need to implement stronger policies to reduce the cost of living for young farmers in
these regions. Policies will need to be developed to subsidize heating, the fuel required for
farming, transportation, digital connectivity, and support for social networking.

8.2. Theoretical Contribution

This study contributes to the body of literature, firstly by qualitatively exploring
the interplay between social capital and rural sustainable development in regions with
declining populations. The most recent body of knowledge on rural sustainability studies
echoes the existence of a gap in relation to the connection between social capital and
sustainable development in rural communities with declining populations. The study
also provides an empirical operationalization of the multiple dimensions of theories of
social capital [25,26] within rural settings. This approach allows for precisely showing
how sustainable development is affected by social capital in rural areas. Finally, the study
introduces a new discussion about the role of young farmers in leveraging the dimensions
of social capital towards sustainable development and revitalization of rural areas with
declining populations.

8.3. Practical Implications

The understanding of the role of young farmers in the linkage between social capital
and sustainable development in rural areas experiencing demographic decline, also has
significant practical implications. The study offers an empirical foundation and concep-
tualization of social capital dynamics in rural areas with demographic decline which is
of vital importance for developing strategies for the revitalization of these areas. The
research results provide agricultural policy makers at national and European level with
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comprehensive knowledge of existing open networks” dynamics and operations that can
be reinforced and utilized for better identification of gaps, targeting of interventions, and
development of effective policies and initiatives to support young farmers.

The current relationship between young farmers and formal networks such as institu-
tions and public agencies was perceived as being bureaucratic, reducing young farmers’
willingness to adopt new farming practices and leverage support provided by EU programs
and public agencies. This knowledge can be used by policy makers to shift toward fostering
more close ties within young farmers’ formal networks, and promote the efficient exchange
of information, facilitating social learning to enhance long-term supportive strategies for
sustainable development in rural areas.

Moreover, understanding the connection between the dimensions of social capital
with sustainable rural development and the inherent role of young farmers could enable
training providers and other organizations involved in the farming supportive ecosystem to
develop effective training and capacity building tailored to young farmer’s needs. Through
capacity building initiatives designed to foster the development of bridging capital, young
farmers in rural areas will gain access to diversified knowledge resources. This learning
can enhance their creativity and innovation, cooperation, and help them overcome negative
effects associated with conventional farming practices and ultimately promote agricultural
growth and the attractiveness of rural areas.

8.4. Research Limitations and Future Research Directions

While the study findings provide valuable insights about the role of young farmers
in the linkage between social capital and rural sustainable development in Greece, some
limitations should be considered and serve as a basis for future research. While the
study results offer a rich context, they are limited in their generalizability to other rural
agricultural settings. Therefore, future research attempts could extend this research to
other European countries to explore regional and cultural differences. On top of that,
there is a need for further research on rural areas using different theoretical approaches.
The study provides some exploratory findings; the social capital approach to sustainable
development in areas with declining population was based on the views, experiences,
and perceptions of young farmers themselves, who live in these areas and are directly
affected by this phenomenon. Future research could also focus on the perceptions of
local community leaders in these areas, as well as those responsible for policies aimed
at the sustainable development of these regions and the strengthening of the position
and role of young farmers. Furthermore, future research could also focus on exploring
in more depth the factors that hinder the development of bridging and linking social
capital in rural populations, as well as the role of other variables such as shared value
in the community [129], or personality characteristics of young farmers through the lens
of personal values [130,131] and personality traits [132]. Furthermore, this study does
not examine social capital through quantitative demographic and economic data, and
this is a limitation of the study. A future study combining qualitative and quantitative
findings would provide a more complete picture of the impact of social capital on the
sustainable development of demographically shrinking rural areas and the mediating role
of young farmers.
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