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Abstract: Agri-environmental schemes have been introduced in numerous countries to combat
biodiversity loss in agrarian landscapes that are important for both food production and biodiversity.
The successful operation of such schemes depends strongly upon trust between actors involved, as
well as trust in institutions that govern these schemes. However, the interplay between interpersonal
and institutional trust in the context of collective action for agri-environmental management is not
well understood. To address this question, we explore the case of agri-environmental management in
the province of Drenthe (in The Netherlands), where a new policy model was implemented. This case
shows how both institutional design and institutional performance critically influence trust dynamics.
Under the old policy model, farmers struggled with auditing and control, which fostered mistrust and
hampered collective action. Under the new model, a landscape approach, more responsibilities were
delegated to farmers, and more room was created for interaction, which fostered trust both between
actors and in institutions. Based on our findings, we conclude that institutional designs that reflect
trust in the actors can foster interpersonal and institutional trust that, in turn, facilitates collective
action. However, old arrangements can also create path dependencies that limit trust development
and impede collective action for agri-environmental management.

Keywords: trust; collective action; agri-environmental management; the Netherlands; collectives

1. Introduction

Agri-environmental schemes are considered important tools for the conservation of cultural
landscapes and to combat biodiversity loss [1]. Particularly agri-environmental schemes that include
conservation measures, as well as restrictive measures, have the potential to enhance the conservation
of biodiversity on farmland [2].

Through agri-environmental schemes, farmers can voluntarily participate in an agreement to
implement certain measures on parts of their farmland that benefit biodiversity, the environment,
or the landscape [3]. In return, farmers are compensated for the loss of income caused by the
measures, or they are paid for measures to sustain biodiversity [4]. However, despite many efforts,
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agri-environmental policies are generally considered to be ineffective [2]. One of the main objections is
that agri-environmental schemes are often too heavily based on management by individual farmers,
while a collective landscape approach to conserve biodiversity that is carefully designed and targeted
is required [1,2].

The lack of effectiveness and the need for collective action at landscape-level were some of the most
important reasons behind the reform of the Netherlands’ agri-environmental policy in 2016. Under
the subsequent new policy model, agri-environmental schemes can only be implemented via regional
farmers’ collectives. Through these collectives, farmers cooperate to achieve agri-environmental
objectives at landscape-level. In the new model, the collectives incorporate agreements, to clarify which
measures are adopted on which parcels of land to achieve the collective objectives. The Netherlands
was not the only EU country that adopted agri-environmental schemes in which farmers’ groups
played a role, as such an approach became possible under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
of the European Union (2014–2020) as groups of farmers became eligible for CAP payments (EU
regulation 1305/2013, article 35) [5].

The new model, thus, aims to organise collective action in a particular area, rather than to
pay individual farmers for adopting voluntary measures, each on their own land. The long-term
performance of this new policy model depends, inter alia, upon the participation of a group of farmers.
Studies have shown that the willingness to participate in agri-environmental schemes is influenced
by individual factors, such as income and farm size, but also by the wider systems in which farming
practices are embedded, such as the economic and political systems [6]. Several studies also point to
the importance of trust in this context [7]. The role of trust in collectives, on the one hand, refers to
relations between different actors (e.g., trust between farmers, or between farmers and government
officials) [8], and on the other hand, to institutional trust (e.g., trust of farmers in the institutional
design through which these schemes are implemented) [9]. Farmers, for example, are more willing to
participate in agri-environmental schemes if they have positive experiences with such schemes or hear
positive stories from their neighbours or colleagues, and believe that participation in the scheme will
benefit them [6].

Although the importance of these different forms of trust is regularly mentioned, few studies
actually explore how interpersonal and institutional trust interact, and how these different forms
of trust are affected by particular institutional designs for collective action in agri-environmental
management. A better understanding of the impact of the design of such models on trust is key to the
ecological effectiveness of agri-environmental schemes because institutions influence the way in which
participation, cooperation, and management practices are organised and are perceived by various
stakeholders [7,10] and how collective action develops (2015, p. 8).

This study addresses this knowledge gap by exploring the interrelation between interpersonal trust
and institutional trust in collective action for agri-environmental schemes. We do this by focusing on
the question: “How does the institutional design of collective agri-environmental policy influence interpersonal
and institutional trust and their interrelation?” In the next section, we first elaborate the theoretical
perspectives on collective action and trust. Secondly, we use a case study approach to study the
interrelation between interpersonal, institutional, and collective action, followed by a discussion and
a conclusion.

2. Theoretical Background: Collective Action and Trust

Agri-environmental policy is a context in which interdependent actors are connected through
“social-environmental systems that combine social organisation, human technology, biological processes
and environmental systems and their services for the production of food, fibre or biomass” [11].
To collaborate in such contexts, different actors need to be willing to cooperate and coordinate their
activities [12]. The design and implementation of agri-environmental policy, thus, requires cooperation
and collective action between a large number of actors.
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Collective action is regarded as challenging because, just like in other complex negotiation
contexts, actors involved in dealing with environmental problems often hold divergent perspectives
on the issue at stake and related solutions [13]. Issues with collective action can be interpreted as
non-cooperative behaviours (such as free-riding), which may impact on the effectiveness of the collective
action process [14,15]. This can result in negative- and positive externalities, non-marketable public
goods, trade-offs between the exploitation of multiple eco-system services (supporting, provisioning,
regulating, and cultural), and different valuation of multiple public goods [16,17].

Studies on collective action for dealing with environmental problems emphasise the importance
of trust [18]. More general, studies on collective action note the importance of both interpersonal
trust between actors involved and trust in institutional arrangements that guide interactions for
collective action [19]. Collective action typically refers to settings where individual decisions are made
independently but affect the collective outcomes [18]. Due to this dependency, collective action often
leads to typical collective action problems; i.e., “whenever individuals in inter-dependent situations
face choices in which the maximisation of short-term self-interest yields outcomes which leave all
participants worse off than feasible alternatives” [20]. However, perceptions of feasible options and
preferable outcomes might differ. The actual behaviour depends very much upon the individuals
involved and the type of problem at hand [18]. It can, for example, be influenced by psychological
biases, information asymmetry, and differing norms guiding which action is seen as appropriate in
the specific context [21,22]. Through interactions, actors show the capability of learning, and through
learning, actors are able to build reputations of being trustworthy or not [18]. The reputation of
being trustworthy can reduce transaction costs [23] because others are more likely to take the risk
of being disappointed. This can also enable collective action in contexts where individuals must
choose to give up short-term personal gain for the collective benefit but cannot control whether others
reciprocate. We conceptualise that reputations of trustworthiness can take two forms. On the one hand,
trustworthiness refers to interpersonal trust, whereby actors trust in each other as specific well-reputed
persons; on the other, trustworthiness can refer to trust in well-reputed institutions. Both types of trust
are relevant in collective action situations.

2.1. Trust

Trust has been studied in a wide spectrum of disciplines ranging from fields such as sociology
and organisational studies to environmental governance and natural resource management [24,25].
Consequently, many conceptualisations of trust and perspectives on the study of trust have emerged
that contribute to the understanding of different aspects of trust. Trust is, therefore, mostly seen as
having a multi-dimensional character [26]. This is especially evident in the field of natural resource
management. Following Stern & Coleman (2015) and other scholars [25–28], different forms of trust
play a role in the management of natural resources. Based on an extensive review, Stern and Coleman
(2015) define four types of trust: (1) dispositional trust, i.e., a general tendency or predisposition (with
no specific reasons) to trust in social norms or social and institutional environments; (2) procedural
trust, which refers to trust in systems or procedures; (3) rational trust, i.e., trust in an entity based on
calculative reasoning; (4) affinitive trust, which refers to trust based on emotions, shared identities, or
feelings of collectiveness. These types of trust play a role in both interpersonal and institutional trust.

2.2. Interpersonal Trust

Focusing more specifically on interpersonal trust, studies often mention it as a prerequisite between
actors to deal with environmental problems, as an outcome of a process (trust-building interactions)
and as ‘lubricant’ that makes cooperation possible [27,29,30]. Interpersonal trust has been the object of
study for a long time and has received increasing attention in the last decades [31,32]. Broadly, two
approaches to trust can be distinguished in the literature. The behavioural tradition looks at trust
based upon the observable actions of others in an experimental setting [33,34]. The cognitive tradition
focuses on cognitive aspects, such as uncertainties, risks, and expectations, as the basis for trust or
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distrust [35,36]. The distinction between the two is mainly analytical, and in real-life interactions, both
aspects play a role.

In addition to these two lines of research, attention is increasingly given to the dynamic nature of
interpersonal trust [36]. This dynamic approach to interpersonal trust focuses on how trust develops
over time, and how it is both influencing and influenced by the interactions between actors, leading
to both more calculative as well as more affinitive reasons for trust or distrust. Such an approach
takes into account the dynamics that characterise the negotiations and interactions within collective
action [36–38].

From a dynamic perspective, interpersonal trust can be conceptualised as individuals’ expectation
about the thoughts, behaviour, and decisions of other people within a specific trust context, based upon
past experiences and their interpretation [39,40]. These expectations are constantly revised in the light
of new experiences, interactions, unfolding information about others and changing contexts [41]. These
experiences add to the collective history and the perspective thereof, resulting in changed expectations
and giving rise to ever-changing trust dynamics. As such, interpersonal trust relations are constantly
subject to change [42].

2.3. Institutional Trust

Institutional trust generalises trust beyond a specific interpersonal relation [43] and pertains to
the broader context in which interactions take place. Often, institutional trust forms the basis for
expectations towards individuals that are not familiar. In other words, institutions have the ability
to generalise trust among individuals [44] and precede interpersonal trust relations. Paradoxically,
to function in this way, institutions themselves must be trusted, as institutional trust is regarded as
crucial for the performance of institutions and their enabling and structuring characteristics [45,46].

Trust in institutions, also referred to as systems trust or confidence, is often defined as the
unconscious expectation that institutions will work as they always did, and is based on long-standing
experiences of the functioning of these institutions [47,48]. Such trust is partly based on their procedural
capacity, i.e., on procedural trust, as well as more generalised or dispositional forms of trust [24,27].
Well-designed institutional arrangements enhance the stability of institutions, giving scope for further
variations or specifications that fit specific contexts or cooperation contexts [49]. However, strong and
trusted institutions might also create path-dependencies, from which it is hard to diverge [50]. This does
not mean that institutional trust does not change. Institutions failing to perform can suddenly, or more
gradually, experience a decline in trust, or cause trust to decline more broadly [51], a development that
can further undermine institutions and their performance. Trust in institutions is practically hard to
restore. Consequently, institutional trust is often considered as a more stable type of trust that has a
lower dynamic then interpersonal trust and is affected by institutional performance and design.

2.4. The Interrelation between Institutional Trust and Interpersonal Trust

Interpersonal and institutional trust are two connected constructs [47]. Institutional trust is a
specific response to the complexity of modern society, based upon a large number of interdependent
interactions across large distances in space and time [52]. Therefore, institutional trust forms the context
of trust in interpersonal interactions, and trusted institutions are the guarantor of interpersonal trust
relations [53]. As such, institutional trust has a great influence on interpersonal trust [51]. However,
interpersonal trust also has a great influence on institutional trust, as it may be extended to strangers,
based on shared norms, and a sense of shared identity. Such shared norms may evolve into informal
and formal rules, supporting social exchange, and promoting institutional trust [54]. However, in other
contexts, a mismatch can occur as institutional trust may prevail, but trust in a person representing the
institution (e.g., government and government official) may be absent (or the other way around) [24,28].
Coleman and Stern (2018) state that the possible configurations between the two are nearly endless,
especially as such relations refer to specific trust on different levels and in specific trust contexts.
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In summary, institutional trust forms the context within which interpersonal trust develops, while
interpersonal trust relations can also influence trust in institutions.

From our theoretical exploration, it follows that trust is a concept with a strong multi-dimensional
character, in which interpersonal trust is highly dynamic under the influence of new experiences,
altered expectations, and contextual changes, while institutional trust is less dynamic and relates to
the design and performance of institutions. However, both types of trust are interrelated in complex
ways as trust is experienced on different levels and in different contexts may contribute to either
trust in institutions or interpersonal trust as well as their interrelation. For studying trust and the
performance of agri-environmental policies as collective action, we have to look at institutional design
and performance, and how these impact interpersonal and institutional trust and their interrelation. In
doing so, we must take into account the wider socio-ecological context in which agri-environmental
policies are embedded (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework.

3. Methods

Drawing on the theoretical considerations, three interrelated research questions can be formulated
for analysing how the institutional design of agri-environmental policy influences interpersonal and
institutional trust and their interrelation. First, what is the role of institutional trust, and how does it
structure collaboration? Second, what is the role of interpersonal trust in these collaborations? Third,
how do interpersonal and institutional trust influence each other? To answer these questions, we
used a case study methodology to gain insight into institutional design, the role of institutional trust,
interpersonal trust, and collective action in agri-environmental policy.

3.1. Case Study Design

A case study design was deemed appropriate as it allows the in-depth analysis of a specific
phenomenon in its local context [55,56]. Case study design is especially suitable for exploratory
research, in which understanding is the primary objective, and the phenomenon under investigation is
difficult to quantify, not well understood, and needs to be studied within its natural setting [55].

We selected the case of agri-environmental management in the province of Drenthe
(The Netherlands). For the selection of the case, we looked at the different agricultural collectives in
the Netherlands and the diversity of the landscape under management and related measures, as we
aimed for a case that would include different types of landscapes and related biodiversity goals in
order to prevent analysing only one set of agri-environmental measures. Second, we considered the
duration of time that the different cooperatives had been working under the new policy model as it
had not been implemented throughout the Netherlands at the same time. We aimed for a collective
that was already working under the new policy model for several years in order to allow a thorough
analysis. Third, we looked at the territorial unity. In doing so, we aimed for a case that was made up of
logical territorial unities in the sense of administrative boundaries and identity, not specially made up
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for the new policy model. In addition, the case should allow for studying a diverse group of actors
(farmers and other stakeholders) negotiating over agri-environmental management.

3.2. Case Introduction

The province of Drenthe (see Figure 2) is situated in the northern part of the Netherlands and
comprises around, 2600 square kilometres. For Dutch standards, the province, with just under 500,000
inhabitants, has a low population density of about 200 persons per square kilometre. It is characterised
by a diverse landscape with extensive natural creek systems in the north, forest and higher sand
grounds running from north to south-east, large wetlands (peat and heather), and vast agricultural
areas, partly on former peatland. The cooperative Agricultural Nature Drenthe (AND) has over 200
members (farmers) that participate. Their farms mainly produce arable crops ranging from potatoes
to sugar beets and grains, as well as dairy products. Consequently, the agri-environmental schemes
mainly focus on cropland field edges and leaving parts of the grains unharvested so they can serve
as bird feed during the winter. The province does not have any large cities or industries, making
agriculture as well as tourism important economic sectors.
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3.3. Interview Design

Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews between April 2018 and May 2019, and
through the analysis of policy documents. In total, 16 interviews were conducted with 20 people. Most
interviews were held one-on-one. However, some farms were run by a partnership of brothers or
father and son, while in interviews with (governmental) organisations, sometimes two people were
involved based on complementary expertise. This resulted in interviews with two interviewees at
the same time. To cover the diversity of farms, 6 dairy and crop farmers were interviewed, with
both organic and conventional farmers in each group. To cover the direct network around farmers
and the collective, representatives working at the office of the collective Agricultural Nature Drenthe
(AND) were interviewed, as well as two important buyers and input providers (for crops Agrifirm, for
dairy Friesland Campina). To cover the wide network of organisations involved, representatives of all
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relevant governmental bodies were interviewed (Province, National government, European Union,
and the executive body of the provinces). In addition, the NGO coordinating interactions between the
different collectives in the Netherlands was interviewed, as well as three nature organisations (NGO’s):
one involved in auditing at the national level, one involved at the provincial level, and one involved
in landscape management on provincial level (see Table 1). The interviews were held in Dutch, took
about one-and-a-half hours, and were audiotaped. On the initiative of the interviewees, interviews
were accompanied by field visits.

Table 1. Overview of interviewees.

# Interviewees

Farmers 6 Crop, dairy and organic

Government officials 6 Province, national, European
Union, executive body

Farmers collective 2 Drenthe (province)

Nature organisations 3 National level, provincial level.

Farmer collectives representative 1 National level

Supply companies 2 Dairy and crop

The interviews were semi-structured around a list of themes and questions. These themes were
based on the theoretical framework and focused on experiences with the old and the new policy model,
how the models structured collaboration (RQ1), how it influenced social relations, specifically trust
(RQ2) in other actors, institutions, and the policy itself (RQ3). Under these five themes, 29 questions
were asked. This approach was chosen to give the interviewees the opportunity to share their
perspective on the particular matter. The interview topics focused on various events and experiences
with agri-environmental management on farmland over time and compared the new and old policy
models. In addition, interviewees were given the opportunity to share topics that were not raised by
the interview but felt to be relevant to their perspective.

After the interviews, the audiotapes were transcribed. This data was analysed using coding.
In the first round of coding, the focus was on the specific concepts presented in the theoretical section
(interpersonal trust, institutional trust, and collective action), and how they were discussed by the
interviewees. In the second round of coding, these findings were related to each other and to the
policy models in order to establish the interrelation between interpersonal trust, institutional trust, and
institutional design. In the third round of analysis, the quotes were structured over time to reconstruct
experiences with the old and the new policy models, and how these experiences influenced each other.
This structure guided the presentation of the results, as shown in this paper.

3.4. Potential Limitations

This research focusses on the relation between institutional design and interpersonal and
institutional trust. To do so, we focused on the case of agri-environmental schemes in the province of
Drenthe and their experiences with two successive policy models. Through interviews, we aimed to
cover all the perspectives and experiences present amongst the actors involved, including a wide and
diverse range of actors. However, the network is extensive, and agri-environmental management in
Drenthe alone already includes over 200 farmers. Consequently, only a minor share of the involved
actors were interviewed. However, the interviews reached a point of theoretical saturation, i.e., in the
last interviews, we did not observe new information or themes in the data on the role of interpersonal
trust and institutional trust that would have justified further interviews in the case study region.
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4. Results

4.1. Short History of Agri-Environmental Management on Farmland in the Netherlands

Nature management on farmland has been practised for decades under various successive
agri-environmental policies in the Netherlands. The aim of these policies was to improve biodiversity
in the Dutch rural areas outside designated protected natural areas. These policies were based
on voluntary management schemes under which farmers went into an agreement with the Dutch
Government to adopt specific management measures on parts of their farmland that would benefit
biodiversity, the environment, or the landscape. Such measures included, but were not limited to,
sowing flower seeds on farmland, delayed mowing of grass to support ground birds, and leaving part
of the grain unharvested so that food was still available for birds in the winter. The farmers were
compensated for the loss of income caused by the measures taken. Each individual farmer could make
an agreement with the Dutch Government, after which the relevant governmental agency checked if
all obligations were met and handled the payments. This model resulted in a lot of administrative
duties for both farmers and governmental agencies. Minor administrative mistakes often caused
a lot of friction and irritation between the partners involved and delayed administrative processes.
Consequently, the model became associated with high transaction costs and mistrust. Furthermore,
in this model, there were almost no informal, direct relations between the governmental agency and
individual farmers. From an ecological perspective, the model also faced a lot of critique and was
regarded as ineffective, because it addressed individual farmers and their farmland instead of larger
contiguous farm areas that are essential for biodiversity [57,58]. For this reason, the new Agrarian
Nature and Landscape Management policy (Dutch acronym: ANLb) was introduced in 2016 (hereafter
is referred to as the new model). In the new policy model, coordination was transferred from the Dutch
Ministry of Agriculture to provinces and farmers’ collectives (a total of 40 for the entire Netherlands).
In this model, there are more informal and direct relations between the actors involved, as, for example,
farmers need to discuss measures and environmental outcomes. The new model resulted in changing
actor networks and ways of working that have given rise to new dynamics and changing relations.

4.2. Experiences with the Old Model

In addition to the critique of the effectiveness of the old model for agri-environmental schemes, it
also led to negative experiences among farmers and government officials. For farmers, especially, the
administrative processes created uncertainties and risks as small mistakes could result in financial
penalties. Government officials, on the other side, were especially unsatisfied with the (mostly
indirect) mode of cooperation with the individual farmers and the high transaction costs involved.
These negative experiences strengthened the feeling among farmers that ‘those people of the Ministry’
were not knowledgeable about their local situation. As a consequence, a decreasing trust among
farmers and farmers’ organisations in the Ministry of Agriculture (LNV) and the policy could be
observed. The main reason for this was that: “the old policy represented a lot of problems and bureaucracy”,
as a farmer explained. This point was also underlined by a civil servant of the province: “the old model
was more bureaucracy, we had 330 contracts to manage.”

Because the policy targeted individual farm operations, all farmers had to fill in data forms about
their land and file them directly to the Ministry of Agriculture. Consequently, none of the actors
experienced the policy as collective action: “We were working on our own,” remarked a farmer. “And we
never discussed it with others”, another one added. Over time, a common feeling emerged among the
farmers that they had become dependent on the Ministry of Agriculture. This decreased trust and
created mistrust towards ministerial staff and related executive management organisations, making
it more difficult to reach agreements. At the same time, various government agencies and nature
organisations were critical about farmers in the old policy: “The farmers at that time were real ‘post-WWII’
farmers, educated to produce, not to take care of the landscape,” remarked a Dutch government official, while
a conservation manager explained: “especially the young farmers, they know nothing about biodiversity, they
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are only educated to produce”. These experiences show that the way that the policy was organised created
an individualistic focus, undermined any feeling of a common responsibility and led to uncertainties
(risk of small but expensive errors) among actors involved. These experiences resulted in mistrust
between farmers and officials and a general feeling of mistrust towards the agri-environmental policy.

4.3. The New Policy Model

The start of the new model and the concurrent introduction of farmers’ collectives faced some
difficulties after the experiences with the old model. In particular, the mutual feelings of mistrust made
a long-standing discussion necessary about the freedom that should be given to farmers and collectives,
and the role of monitoring and auditing the progress and results. As one of the auditors recollected:
“The collectives [i.e., the new model introduced by The Netherlands] nearly didn’t make it”, which was also
underlined by an interview partner from the province: “The process towards the new model was a tough
one, but we are happy now.” The complicated establishment of the new model resulted in the involvement
of a wide range of organisations, including governmental bodies, nature organisations, and farmers. In
this structure, farmers were organised into collectives which develop their agro-environmental plans
together with the provinces. In turn, at national-level, BoerenNatuur (an agri-environmental NGO)
represented the farmer collectives in meetings with the governmental organisations. Government
organisations are part of a dense network of various involved actors from different governmental levels
(provincial, national, and European) and with different tasks (management, certifying, and controlling).
There are also different nature organisations involved to monitor progress and to provide advice on
monitoring and nature management. As part of this dense network, controlling agencies, such as
the NVWA (Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety Authority), are involved to monitor
ecological indicators and the measures taken at farm-level.

In addition to the formal structure of the new model, the collectives also had to build a good
relationship with other actors involved, especially in light of the negative perceptions of the old policy.
This took some time as, according to an interviewee from the farmer collective in Drenthe: “The whole
social capital and the social system was absent. And now the collectives are there, it is a whole new social system.
That is what needed to be built between each other; and they did this.” A point that was also emphasised
by the respondent from BoerenNatuur: “the farmer collectives have a hard job, but I have to say they are
doing well in connecting with wide networks in the regions.” While, also, a representative of the European
Union states: “the motivation and will to learn and work collectively is great, we saw that during our visits.”
As such, the collective in Drenthe invested heavily in developing social relationships. This happened
through meetings with individual farmers, farm visits, and various evening events for questions
and discussions. However, most important was that the representative of the collective were easy to
reach for questions, to discuss issues, or carry out the administration together. According to many
respondents, this investment in the development of social relationships was considered as successful.
The initial concerns by the involved governmental organisations and nature organisations about the
motivation of the farmers to join the collective disappeared over time. Farmers also expressed strong
motivations to stay involved. One farmer explained: “For me as a farmer it is important to also take care of
nature, the landscape.” While another stated: “That [taking care of the landscape] is what we already do for
years, also with our management in the nearby nature area.”

Despite the doubts about the motivation of farmers, the often critical nature organisations
emphasised the importance of cooperation and a constructive attitude towards the farmer collectives.
One of the reasons for this is that the new model has already created more interaction among farmers and
between farmers and nature organisations, creating opportunities to share experiences, uncertainties,
and opportunities.

Indeed, the interviewees from the farmers’ collective and the representatives of the collectives
(BoerenNatuur) shared the observation that, due to the establishment of the collective, the relationships
changed towards more direct collaboration between the farmers and the collective, while the earlier,
formal, and bureaucratic mode of interaction with the government had decreased. This was experienced
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as positive by all parties involved: “Now everything is done through the collective, they [the collective]
come here and help you. We sit together. That is better than doing it alone”. The farmers in our interviews
particularly indicated that they appreciated that the ‘bureaucratic’ issues, such as digitalising and
registering the size and type of their property, were now much easier to handle due to the establishment
of the collective. The practical and positive experiences took away many initial uncertainties and
contributed to a positive attitude towards the new agri-environmental policy; they were instrumental
in creating trust in the people of the collective. While the collaboration evolved, a positive history,
shared between different actors, started to take shape.

4.4. Evolving Relationships

As the cooperation with and within the collective developed, relationships started to evolve.
One of the key issues identified in the interviews was that governmental authorities recognised
that giving the collectives responsibilities and a certain extent of freedom in agri-environmental
management, as well as learning from each other, sent a signal of trust towards the collectives and
farmers. Or as an EU civil servant stated: “The cooperative structure has the advantage that you can use
the knowledge exchange between farmers and their motivation.” While a province representative stated:
“the model is now functioning very solid. And because it is such a success we look for possibilities to extend it.
That is, I think, very positive”. Also, at the level of the collective, we see that the cooperative structure
supported trust relations as it encouraged cooperation and interaction among farmers. This created a
communicative space to share experiences and understand how fellow farmers were implementing
nature management. These experiences stimulated interaction over a common goal and fostered
interpersonal trust development among farmers. In other words, the new policy model and how it
functioned was experienced as a signal of trust to the farmers by the Dutch government and stimulated
the interaction at the level of the collective, creating interpersonal trust among farmers and within the
farmers’ collective in Drenthe, as well as institutional trust of farmers in the new model.

With the trust in the new policy model, stronger interpersonal trust relations started to evolve.
This was especially fuelled by the shift towards collective actions. A collective feeling was developed
through the shared experience, as indicated by several farmers during the interviews that they “love
the landscape of Drenthe”, leading to the shared idea that together they could take more responsibility
for the landscape and achieve more. This shared experience appealed to the preferred identity of
farmers as ‘guardians of the Dutch landscape’. This experience was also shared by respondents from
the farmer representative organisation, BoerenNatuur, and officials of the province. The latter also
emphasised that this communal sense was grounded in the greater responsibilities now given to the
farmers (collectives): “organising it in collectives gives more responsibility to farmers, but also more trust that
they can do it together.”

One of the aspects that was not experienced as very positive was the monitoring system. The main
reason for this discomfort was that under the new policy, both the NVWA (Dutch Food Safety
Authority) and the Stichting Certificering (certification institute) execute controlling and auditing.
The representative of the collective in Drenthe expressed: “we don’t like the control.” This was confirmed
by the respondent from Stichting Certificering: “the collectives cooperate but it is not with great enthusiasm.”
Therefore, although the new model gave greater responsibilities to the farmers, which was generally
experienced as a sign of trust, the auditing had the opposite effect, as it was experienced as an expression
of mistrust towards the farmers and the collective. This was especially the case as it provided a
reminder of the experience of mistrust and control in the old model. This affected the trust in the new
agri-environmental policy system, as one interviewee explained: “We see that people complain not about
the organisation doing the auditing but about the policy system in general.” Similarly, the interviewee from
Stichting Certificering observed: “we notice especially a negative attitude when also the NVWA did an audit
just before we came in. Then people saw this as a flaw in the system!” Due to these experiences, different
interviewees perceived this discrepancy as a future risk for the agri-environmental policy.
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Interviewees, especially non-farmers, indicated that over time, trust between people became less
important because the systems functioned so well. As a consequence, a sort of generalised trust towards
the new agri-environmental policy started to emerge. Among other factors, this resulted in the situation
that all actors showed a commitment to secure the budgets in the long-term. Furthermore, different
governmental actors (province, Ministry of Agriculture), as well as the collective in Drenthe, explored
opportunities to extend the collectives model into other policy areas, such as energy and climate.

The dominance of positive feelings does, however, not mean that there was no criticism of the
new policy model. At the higher levels, between the ministry and national partners such as the
NGO BoerenNatuur, interviewees indicated that there remained a sceptical attitude whether farmers
were able to perform well within agri-environmental schemes. As one of the interviewees explained:
“yes, you still notice a certain scientism towards farmers when talking about agri-environmental schemes”.
Especially the nature organisations were sceptical towards the policy model in general. As one of
their respondents stated: “I see agri-environmental schemes as a short-term solution, you cannot make up
on a few hectare what you mess up on the majority on of the land.” Just as experiences of farmers with the
monitoring, this observation was based on experiences with the old model. And, while BoerenNatuur
aims to pass their trust in farmers on to higher levels, complaints about farmers lacking the ability to
contribute to biodiversity pop up now and then. Similar perceptions could also be found at lower
levels. While farmers and employees of AND (Agrarian Nature collective Drenthe) felt positive about
the new agri-environmental policy, farmers still experienced occasional inconsistencies or ‘hiccups’.
When discussing this issue with them, most explained that these experiences reminded them of the
old policy model and how they had been treated at that time (e.g., budget cuts), reviving emotional
responses, giving some a reason not to trust the new policy and the actors involved. This shows that
despite the generally positive trust dynamics and a more open environment in which people can
learn from mistakes and improve their work, changes in the policy and any inconsistency experienced
evoked, at least in some respondents, feelings of mistrust, which negatively influenced trust in the new
policy and the collective.

4.5. Wider Context and Future

Most farmers indicated that they had intense business relationships with their agrarian
cooperatives. After working with the new agri-environmental policy for a few years, it was experienced
that also FrieslandCampina (a milk cooperative) and AgriFirm (an agricultural cooperative) had a
positive attitude towards the new agri-environmental policy. As the interviewee from FrieslandCampina
explained: “yes, we give additional financial support when farmers take part in agri-environmental schemes.”
This shows, in line with the farmers’ account, that these cooperatives provided financial incentives
to produce in more sustainable ways (for example, the farmers received a bonus of one cent per litre
of sustainably-produced milk). This indicates broader support among actors in the value chains for
agri-environmental management and the new policy model, with a potential to further enhance trust
and confidence in the new model among both farmers and other actors.

Another important group, the local communities living in areas around farmers, also influenced
experiences with the new policy positively. Different farmers explained that flowers around their fields
or little patches of natural areas on their land were appreciated by local communities. In addition,
several farmers also shared that because of the agri-environmental policy they were involved in, schools
and the local communities approached them with requests to visit the farm: “The schools see that we have
fields with nice flowers, so they approached me. Now I regularly have a group of 30 children visiting our farm.
This is very important for me as it is great to show others the work we do and it increases our license to produce.”
Other farmers indicated that they were in contact with local ornithologists. As a result, several farmers
felt that the agri-environmental policy added to their license to produce, creating more opportunities
to connect to local communities and, therefore, had a positive impact on the farm more broadly.

The positive experiences with the new collective model for agri-environmental management
signalled to many policy-makers that the model has potential for application in other policy areas.
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Especially policy-makers from the province saw such a potential: “The current policy is solid and
operational, now we are looking at extending it to other fields, such as climate.” Despite this positive attitude
by many interviewees, some concerns were expressed as well, in particular with regard to the future
of the policy. One respondent saw the collective model as “the last chance for agri-environmental
management.” Other respondents vented doubt whether the collective model would be successful in
ecological terms, for example, a civil servant of the EU: “We are positive about the new model, but also
cautious as we do not have the results yet of the ecological monitoring.” The main concern expressed was that
if the results turn out to be disappointing, the policy would need to be revised again or even cancelled
(see for an overview of findings Figure 3). Such a policy change would have the potential to undermine
the trust relationships built around and through the new policy model.Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 18 
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5. Discussion

This research explored the development of interpersonal and institutional trust relationships
around agri-environmental management in the Netherlands after the shift towards a new, collective
policy model. The findings are confined to one case and quantitative generalisability is, therefore,
limited. However, with regard to agri-environmental schemes and trust, our findings have
important implications for theory and policy. The results of our study show how, at least in
the case of agri-environmental management in Drenthe, both interpersonal trust and institutional
trust were affected by the institutional design of the agri-environmental scheme. Our findings
support the proposition that both interpersonal trust and trust in institutions are highly relevant for
agri-environmental management [59–61] and for collective action for addressing environmental issues
more broadly [47,62,63]. More specifically, our case shows that institutional designs can encourage
particular forms of interaction and collectiveness, and thereby influence interpersonal trust development
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between actors involved. Whereas the old policy model was designed for minimal interaction through
audit and control, the new policy model strongly stimulated interaction and cooperation, although
audits and control still remain in place. Handling uncertainties and disappointments, therefore,
becomes a key issue. Overall, the findings shed light on the complex and dynamic interplay between
interpersonal and institutional trust.

The results also show that trust in institutions not only develops through performance [64] but
also that the institutional design of a policy can be a signal of trust towards actors (in this case, towards
the farmers), thereby encouraging reciprocal trust in the policy. The institutional trust in the policy
appeared to be grounded in decreased feelings of uncertainty and the assignment of responsibility
to the collectives. This necessitated more frequent and more horizontal interaction, which, in turn,
created a communicative space for the development of new and stronger interpersonal trust relations
between all actors involved. The shared experience of successful cooperation, in turn, enabled the
development of more affinitive aspects of trust, such as shared feelings of collectiveness, efforts, and
identities. In addition, the case analysis shows that positive experience with the system, its structures
and procedures, as well as between actors, mutually reinforced each other, creating positive feedback
loops and fostering trust in people and the policy model. This finding suggests that institutional
design can address mismatches between interpersonal and institutional trust and related experiences
of uncertainties, vulnerability, and disempowerment, which are often associated with avoidance and
lack of participation [26,65,66].

It has been argued that trust in institutions is essential for their functioning [67–69]. However,
it remains unclear how trust plays a role in the context of emerging institutions or institutional
change when people are not familiar with the novel institutions. By studying the role of trust in the
establishment of a new policy model, our results suggest that in cases of institutional change, system
design and use in connection to the wider social and institutional context shape trust development.
Appropriate institutional designs can encourage trust, especially if it allows for connections to wider
social systems that are important for individual actors within a policy. However, the trust effects
depend also on a shared discourse; for instance, strong dispositional trust or the general tendency to
trust each other [26] will facilitate connections with wider networks. The findings, therefore, suggest
that institutional designs can be a precondition rather than a determining factor for trust development
during institutional change [47]. Such insights may be highly relevant for policies that aim for
trust development, which are often designed along principles of participation and interactive policy
processes [70–73]. Institutional designs that communicate trust through delegating responsibilities
and reduce bureaucratic burdens associated with uncertainties and risk might be an alternative way
for policies to create trust and social capital.

The results also bring attention to the way in which path dependencies of the governance systems
impact trust dynamics. In the case of agri-environmental policy in Drenthe, the negative experiences
with the old model lingered on and kept some organisations in the critical camp. Negative experiences
from the old model resulted in a continuing emphasis on auditing and control, which contrasted
efforts for trust development under the new model. Farmers recalled negative experiences with the
old model when facing ‘hiccups’, which undermined the feeling of collectiveness and undermined
trust development. Thus, on the one hand, we found that trust can develop under institutional
change and within a particular institutional design [63,74–76]. On the other hand, however, it is
clear that path dependencies and policy legacies can constrain trust development. In other words,
prevalent expectations about the institutional arrangements learned under the old model continue to
play a role in the design and use of the new model. This has an impact not only on collaboration in
general and how it is organised, as people can remain critical about control mechanisms, but has an
especially strong influence on trust dynamics, which are strongly built upon past experiences and their
interpretation [42].

The experiences so far, and the trust developed in relation to different policy models in
agri-environmental management, requires a more critical look towards the evaluation of such policies.
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Although this study was not focused on ecological targets, different interviewees raised the question:
“What would happen with the new policy when biodiversity targets are not met?” In other words, despite
the positive outcome of the new policy in social terms and for collective action, its future is likely
to depend on its ecological achievements. Therefore, and based on the impact of the new model on
trust development, we argue for a broadening of policy evaluations that take trust development into
account. Especially, as lessons learned from such evaluations might generate valuable insights on
how to encourage further trustful interaction for sustainable farming practices and a more sustainable
future for rural areas.

The findings of this study underpin the need to develop agri-environmental schemes at a landscape
level. Whereas other studies have shown the benefits of a landscape-based approach for ecological
reasons [2], this study shows that there are also social reasons for working at landscape level: it
involves different stakeholders, can help to create the conditions that facilitate shared responsibilities,
cooperation, mutual learning, and the flexibility to deal with the uncertainties that actors experience
when they decide to participate in an agri-environmental scheme.

Yet, at the same time, it should be recognised that creating suitable conditions for such schemes
does not necessarily lead to more trust. First of all, the possibilities of introducing a new model and its
impact depend on the context in which the model is developed and introduced. Existing trust relations
between actors involved, specific socio-economic circumstances, and the particularities of the physical
environment can be more or less supportive of a new model. Furthermore, one needs to take into
account that if the ecological or the farm-economic results are not positive, for whatever reason, this
will put pressure on the model and likely on the relations between the involved stakeholders. What
matters, then, is how these stakeholders deal with disappointing results. Here, our case shows that
institutional design influences the interrelation between interpersonal and institutional trust. More
specifically, if all actors feel that an agri-environmental scheme works well, it is likely to enhance
institutional trust. In contrast, if things do not go well, inter-personal trust depends on the way in
which actors deal with disappointments. In such instances, which are likely to be faced by all policies
and its actors, the focus is relevant. A focus on compliance and control might create tensions between
actors and a decline of trust in the overall model. However, based on inter-personal trust, actors might
be more willing to accept uncertainties and disappointments and to learn and sustain institutional
trust [47,77–79].

6. Conclusions

This study addressed the question: “How does the institutional design of collective agri-environmental
policy influence interpersonal and institutional trust and their interrelation?” Through this question, we aimed
to contribute to a better understanding of the empirically underexplored relation between institutional
trust and interpersonal trust. We studied this question by focusing on agri-environmental policies
and practices in the province of Drenthe. Based on our results, we conclude that institutional designs
that reflect trust in the actors by delegating tasks and responsibilities and by reducing uncertainties
can foster interpersonal trust between actors involved. In turn, these trust experiences can further
strengthen trust in the institutional design and thereby foster collective action for agri-environmental
management. More specifically, our study brings attention to three important issues that require
attention in the (re)design of agri-environmental schemes, contributing not only to these debates but
also to the broader theoretical debate and understanding of the design of institutional arrangements in
general and the vital role of trust in these contexts.

Firstly, the development of both interpersonal and institutional trust shows strong path
dependencies. Previous experiences, in our case, with the old policy model and the trust levels
that are based on these experiences, influence both the process of redesign, as well as the performance
of new institutions. Secondly, we can conclude that institutional design, to a large extent, shapes the
relations and interactions between different actors. In the old model, the institutions created a system
in which individual farmers made an agreement with the Dutch government, and the government
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acted as controller and financer. This design guided the interactions towards conversations about
control, auditing, and finances. Consequently, both parties developed an attitude of mutual mistrust,
particular if things did not run smooth. The new policy model created more scope for interaction. In
addition, the model guided interactions towards collective action: learning and doing things together.
This created more opportunities to share uncertainties, discuss issues, and to develop mutual trust.
Moreover, it resulted in the coupling of agri-environmental schemes to other institutions and networks,
such as local communities and suppliers and retailers. These links created new positive experiences,
which, in turn, enhanced institutional trust. Thirdly, we can conclude that the institutional designs
have a great influence in dealing with uncertainties and disappointments. A narrow focus on audit
and control made it much more difficult to deal with disappointing results, to learn, and improve
the scheme, while an institutional design that places more emphasis on collective responsibilities
and mutual learning guided interactions towards a dialogue between the different actors, whereby
inter-personal trust relations helped to sustain institutional trust. Since all actors trust their collective
efforts, they are more inclined to consider disappointing outcomes as a coincidence to learn from.

These three lines of findings could be explored further in future research, focusing on a better
understanding of path dependencies and trust, how interactions across (social) networks contribute to
trust, and how mutual learning fosters trust development. As our study is based on a single case study,
conducting similar studies, in other geographical, institutional, and policy set-ups could, therefore,
create interesting and additional insights. Especially comparative studies, across regions or policy areas
within countries, but also across the European Union could be highly relevant to come to more in-depth
findings and relevant insights to national and European policies contexts, for example, in relation to
the further development of the Rural Development Program. Follow-up studies with a larger n could
add to the quantitative generalisability of the results, again, in national or European contexts.

With the increased attention for local realities, integrating social and agricultural values, and
resilient agricultural systems (see for instance the EU Common Agricultural Policy, CAP), we argue
that collective models at landscape level have great potential. Especially, our results show how
such institutional designs can communicate trust and create a context in which trust can prosper so
that agri-environmental policies can foster broader social development in rural areas with room to
connect to other networks and initiatives. Such findings are highly relevant as more and more rural
policies have a strong integrative character with an increasing need to connect agricultural livelihoods,
biodiversity, landscape values, and natural resource management at the landscape level.
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