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Introduction

People relate to nature differently based on their biophysical 
and social contexts, knowledge, emotions, experiences, and 
interpretations of their reality, which shapes their actions 
and relationships with nature (Tauro et al. 2018; IPBES 
2022). Despite the diverse values of nature embedded in 
these relationships, decision-making often focuses on spe-
cific instrumental values (related to people’s needs) and, 
occasionally, intrinsic values (related to the inherent value 
of nature) (Arias-Arévalo et al. 2017; Chan et al. 2018; 
Sheremata 2018; IPBES 2022; Himes et al. 2024). These 
values ultimately drive the biodiversity crisis or alternative 
pathways towards more just and sustainable futures. This 
current sustainability crisis is underpinned by the domina-
tion of a narrow set of instrumental market values associ-
ated with goods from nature and intrinsic values linked 
to colonial conservation approaches (Pascual et al. 2023; 
Vatn et al. 2024). Making visible the diversity of values in 
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Abstract
Recognizing and incorporating the diverse values of nature into decision-making is critical for transformative change 
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relational values in agroecosystems through a creative Participatory Video (PV) process embedded within a long-term 
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humans, stewardship, self-determination, and some differences in narratives associated with intersectionality. PV allowed 
participants to express their deepest feelings, highlighting how relational values shape daily life in the community and 
nurturing self-determination to foster collective action. The diversity and prevalence of these values were striking, given 
that families arrived only 40 years ago, and the tropical forest is rapidly disappearing. Deep leverage points and shifts in 
sustainable management visions pave the way for transformative changes in the local food system and potential scaling 
to other similar communities.
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meaningful and inclusive ways is crucial for deconstruct-
ing dominant narratives that lead to unjust and unsustain-
able decisions and allow for shallow to deep transformative 
changes to occur (Termansen et al. 2023; Lenzi et al. 2023).

Plural valuation approaches that recognize the diversity 
of values lead to more equitable and sustainable decision-
making (Jacobs et al. 2020; Zafra-Calvo et al. 2020; Pascual 
et al. 2023). Among these values, relational values are key to 
moving beyond dominant perspectives and narrowly framed 
nature-associated values. The “relational” turn in sustain-
ability sciences (West et al. 2020) was triggered by Chan 
et al. (2016), who introduced the concept of relational val-
ues. These values go beyond the simple dichotomy between 
nature (intrinsic values) and people (instrumental values) 
to highlight the importance of the relationships between 
people and nature. The Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 
Value Assessment defines relational values as the “values of 
desirable, meaningful, and often reciprocal human relation-
ships with nature, which are often specified as a particular 
landscape, place, species, etc., and among people through 
nature. In principle, non-substitutable” (IPBES 2022; 
Chap.  2:34), these relationships are deep, complex, and 
based on responsibility, ethics, and care, leading to a good 
life (Chan et al. 2016; Himes and Muraca 2018). Relational 
values have three core features: (a) they are not exclusively 
instrumental, (b) they derive from relationships, and (c) the 
natural entities involved are non-substitutable (Chan et al. 
2016; Himes and Muraca 2018; Pratson et al. 2023; Gould et 
al. 2024). Moreover, these values are people-specific, rooted 
in intersectional characteristics such as gender, age, occupa-
tion, or land tenure, and shaped by individual experiences, 
proximity to nature, social relationships, and sociocultural 
contexts (Kenter et al. 2015; Chan et al. 2016; Tengö et al. 
2017; Monroy-Sais et al. 2022; Pascual et al. 2023).

Relational values can contribute to the transformation 
towards sustainability, especially in the case of food sys-
tems, as some are linked with management decisions that 
promote biodiversity conservation in agroecosystems (Allen 
et al. 2018; Riechers et al. 2021). Farmers’ relational values, 
rooted in social responsibility and care for others, contribute 
to the well-being of future generations (Allen et al. 2018). 
These values also enhance agency, i.e., the ability to make 
decisions and influence actions in agroecosystems that allow 
for more sustainable paths (Chapman et al. 2019; Riechers 
et al. 2020). Relational values of agroecosystems (Allen et 
al. 2018; Riechers et al. 2020, 2021) are increasingly show-
ing their role in supporting management, conservation pro-
grams (Chapman et al. 2019), soil health (Friedrichsen et 
al. 2021), and sustainability (Jones and Tobin 2018; Tobin 
2023). However, not all relational values are sustainability-
aligned; some are found in deforested areas used for cattle 

ranching and pasture (Hoelle et al. 2022) or among farmers 
who maintain aesthetic farms with little natural vegetation 
(Chapman et al. 2019). Thus, the design of public policies, 
programs, regulations, and infrastructure should aim to cul-
tivate and maintain relational values in a pro-environmental 
direction (Chapman and Deplazes-Zemp 2023).

Exploring relational values is particularly important for 
agroecosystems at the frontier, where large tracts in the plan-
et’s tropical areas face alarming deforestation (Tilman et al. 
2017; Kolb and Galicia 2018; Pendrill et al. 2022). Highly 
diverse ecosystems are being rapidly transformed into 
extensive livestock farming systems or monocultures such 
as palm oil or soybean (Kassa et al. 2017; Oakley and Bick-
nell 2022; Suarez and Gwozdz 2023). Nature is increasingly 
viewed as a mere supplier for market demands, diminishing 
the rich tapestry of interactions between humanity and the 
environment (Riechers et al. 2020). When both biological 
and value diversity are lost, feedback processes that exac-
erbate deterioration can occur (IPBES 2019; IPBES 2022).

The relational values held by local actors, such as small-
holders in rural areas, are particularly relevant given that 
these stakeholders contribute to a significant proportion of 
the planet’s food production and are also the stewards of 
the world’s biodiversity (Díaz et al. 2019). Through their 
direct engagement with the land, they play a critical role in 
sustaining the livelihoods of local communities and in the 
preservation and nurturing of agrobiodiversity (Kull et al. 
2013; FAO 2018; Ricciardi et al. 2018). Therefore, recog-
nizing the relational values of these key actors in managing 
their agroecosystems is crucial as they are on the frontline of 
vulnerability to biodiversity loss and the erosion of biocul-
tural heritage (Gliessman 1992; Altieri and Nicholls 2004; 
Toledo 2005; Toledo and Barrera-Bassols 2008; Sarandon 
et al. 2016). Many smallholders and local communities 
have unique knowledge and values that reflect their collec-
tive responsibility and care for agroecosystems, extending 
beyond anthropocentric concerns (Allen et al. 2018; Riech-
ers et al. 2021). These values can motivate actions that pri-
oritize the common good and the health of other life forms 
over economic productivity or individual well-being. They 
can also foster collective projects that trigger agency and 
autonomy, reflecting diverse knowledge in agrobiodiversity 
management decisions. However, these place-based values 
and practices are often overlooked in the design of public 
policies and conservation programs (Chapman et al. 2019). 
Recognizing these diverse values and views, encouraging 
active participation, and providing a platform for these 
voices to be heard can promote and strengthen the sustain-
able relationships and practices that smallholders already 
maintain (IPBES 2022).

The typology of relational values proposed by Chan et 
al. (2016) could be helpful as a starting point to explore the 

1 3



Unveiling relational values in agroecosystems through participatory video in a tropical agroforest frontier

relationships between people and agroecosystems. In the lit-
erature on relational values, there are variations to existing 
typologies (Riechers et al. 2021; Saito et al. 2021), typolo-
gies according to the study (Sheremata 2018; Kreitzman 
et al. 2022), or specific conceptual proposals (Chapman et 
al. 2019). However, more empirical evidence is needed to 
understand the framework better and illustrate typologies on 
the ground, including the context-specific nuances of value 
holders (Pascual et al. 2023; Pratson et al. 2023).

Our main goal was to reveal the diversity of relational 
values of agroecosystems through a creative Participatory 
Video (PV) process in Loma Bonita ejido, at the most criti-
cal agroforest frontiers of southeastern Mexico, as part of 
the long-term deep transformation of the local food systems. 
The case study is located in the Lacandon Forest, Chiapas; 
this region has high biodiversity and is rapidly changing 
due to the increase in monocultures and the creation of new 
population centers through recent colonization processes 
(Carabias et al. 2015; Berget et al. 2021). Our main question 
was: What relational values do the people of Loma Bonita 
unveil through PV? We also explored how these values vary 
according to the intersectional characteristics of the people 
and across the agroecosystems. We used an art-based par-
ticipatory process from a decolonial approach.

This study is part of a long-running transdisciplinary proj-
ect, Cocina CoLaboratorio (CoLaboratory Kitchen in Span-
ish), which aims to redirect food systems towards more just 
and sustainable routes. Collectives of local actors, partici-
patory artists and designers, academics, and students come 
together around the kitchen, the farming plot, and the terri-
tory to exchange knowledge and experiment (Cocina Colab-
oratorio 2024). The fundamental premise is that encounters 
in these spaces and participatory artistic practices allow for 
more meaningful exchanges, engaging emotions and expe-
riences and strengthening their participants’ individual and 
collective agency (Kooi and Martínez-Balvanera 2021; 
Mesa-Jurado et al. 2024). Furthermore, creativity and non-
verbal techniques, such as participatory videos or photos, 
make it possible to showcase the diversity of values and 
realities and influence decision-making processes toward 
more sustainable paths (Muhr 2020; Tauro et al. 2021; 
Gould 2023). Being embedded in a transdisciplinary proj-
ect, the relationships of trust and previous knowledge of the 
participants benefit the motivations to get involved in the 
participatory process. At the same time, unveiling relational 
values can offer crucial insights into intricate, multi-faceted 
problems and lay the groundwork for transdisciplinary col-
laborations (Sheremata 2018).

This research allowed us to obtain an empirical, unique 
typology of relational values enriched with people’s narra-
tives derived from their personal and context-specific expe-
riences related to their agroecosystems. We then discuss 

how unveiling relational values through a participatory 
process contributes to the long-term transdisciplinary pro-
cess towards a more sustainable local food system and the 
importance of considering the context-specific relational 
values of local actors in decision-making as an essential step 
towards sustainability transformation. We reflect on how the 
paper provides empirical evidence to illustrate the growing 
literature on relational values in sustainability sciences and 
the contribution of PV as an art-based participatory method. 
Finally, we consider how recognizing the relational values 
of local managers of agroforest frontiers can activate a deep 
leverage point that shifts dominant paradigms about the links 
between agriculture, biodiversity, and livelihoods to enable 
more caring, reciprocal, and responsible relationships that 
can lead to more just and sustainable food systems.

Participatory video: a creative tool that enables the 
democratic expression of voice diversity and values

The Participatory Video (PV) process consists of techniques 
that engage a given group or community in the shape and cre-
ation of their videos to communicate their visions, interests, 
and concerns (Lunch and Lunch 2006). Participatory Video 
gives local and marginalized groups a voice and contributes 
to political and social transformation (if applied with a criti-
cal and conscious intention) (Roberts and Lunch 2015). It 
is a tool that encourages the inclusion of local perspectives, 
where participants can express their narrative and how they 
wish to be seen and heard (Snyder et al. 2019). However, 
several researchers contest these assumptions, questioning 
its potential to disrupt power hierarchies during the research 
process or to solve practice tensions inherent to the method-
ology related to funding, timeframe, technical requirements 
and clashing researchers and communities’ expectations, 
and several ethics concerns, among others (Chalfen et al. 
2010; Milne 2016; Mistry et al. 2016; Shaw 2016; Walsh 
2016). Nevertheless, the PV is a flexible tool that allows the 
process, time, and technical requirements to be adapted to 
the context in which it is implemented. In addition, to mini-
mize power imbalances, the PV aims to promote a participa-
tory, democratic process in which the participants author and 
lead the development of the film, and the researcher guides 
the participants, facilitating the maintenance of a collabora-
tive process (Lunch and Lunch 2006). It also promotes col-
lective and individual community reflection on their goals, 
priorities, or traditions (Berardi et al. 2014; Morales et al. 
2021). Furthermore, this tool can help to reveal messages 
and nuances that would otherwise have gone unnoticed 
as they used more than words to express their emotions, 
thoughts, and experiences (Muhr 2020).

PV can be a valuable tool for exploring values as it can 
bring behaviors, feelings, or actions that may be silenced to 
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cultivation by renting or borrowing from their relatives. The 
primary land use of about 1,700 hectares (RAN 2006) is 
cattle pasture, followed by primary and secondary forests 
and agriculture (Haperen 2019; Berget et al. 2021) (Fig. 1). 
The level of marginalization of the ejido is high, and the 
level of social lag is medium (SEDESOL 2015). Livestock 
and subsistence agriculture are the main economic activities 
(Berget et al. 2021).

The principal agroecosystems in the ejido are homegar-
dens (called solar in this region), plots (parcelas), and pas-
tures (potreros). Homegardens are the space around the 
house where families, mainly women, cultivate flowers, 
medicinal plants, fruit trees, and other edible plants, and 
breeding animals such as pigs, turkeys, and chickens (Bee 
2014; Cano-Contreras 2015; Trevilla-Espinal et al. 2021). 
The size, spatial organization, and crops vary according 
to the objectives of the families who live there, the land 
acquired, and the environmental conditions (Mariaca 
2012). The average size of these spaces in Loma Bonita is 
25 × 25 m. Homegardens play an essential role in the experi-
mentation and conservation of domesticated and wild seeds. 
They are considered biodiverse agroecosystems of ancient 
origin (González-Jácome 2007; Cano-Contreras 2015). The 
food produced is usually for the family’s self-consumption, 
gifts to neighbors or family, and a small proportion for local 
or regional sales (Mariaca 2012). The plots are spaces dedi-
cated to planting. Most plots are configured as a polyculture 
system called milpa, a traditional agricultural system pri-
marily practiced in Mesoamerica, based on the cultivation 
of maize, beans, squash, chili, and several species of weeds. 
Other crops include cacao, coffee, rice, fruit trees, and tim-
ber trees such as mahogany or cedar (Zermeño-Hernández 
et al. 2016). Plots in Loma Bonita are usually 20 hectares 
in size and located on the outskirts of the settlement area. 
Plots with milpa tend to be on the banks of the Lacantun 
River, where the soil is most fertile. Also, in Loma Bonita, 
there are plots with pastures for livestock (paddocks), scat-
tered trees, and, in some cases, fragments of rainforest area. 
Extensive cattle ranching is practiced (Berget et al. 2021); 
cattle are essential for the economic livelihood of some 
families and function as a savings system (Pingarroni et al. 
2022). The men are mainly in charge of managing the plots 
and pastures.

The participatory video process

From April 2021 to March 2022, we facilitated a PV pro-
cess with nine Loma Bonita inhabitants who participated 
in all stages and produced videos. In addition, 21 partici-
pants were interviewed and had informal conversations as 
part of the initial touchpoint of the PV process. Each person 
was free to decide at which stage of the process to join or 

the surface by playing and acting with the camera. How an 
individual or a group chooses to narrate their story—deter-
mining the details to share or omit, the aspects to highlight 
or downplay, and the method of presentation—offers signif-
icant insight into their self-perception and prompts dialogue 
among community members (Berardi et al. 2014). The PV 
can be combined with other tools to understand better the 
relational values using multiple data types. For example, it 
can be used with interviews or other qualitative data such 
as observations, reflections, and discussions in participant 
dynamics (Muhr 2020; Eastwood et al. 2023). Visual arts 
and storytelling can inspire individuals to introspect and 
deeply relate to their daily surroundings and actions (Turner 
et al. 2023). This is crucial in bridging the gap between 
humans and nature, a gap that some fields (often rooted in 
Western scientific ecological, environmental, and conserva-
tion perspectives) still reinforce and thus exacerbate (Strand 
et al. 2022).

Methods

Case study

The ejido of Loma Bonita, adjacent to the Montes Azules 
Biosphere Reserve, still hosts enormous biodiversity 
(INEGI 2020). Since the 1970s, government programs have 
encouraged the migration of groups from different parts of 
the country and Guatemala (Carabias et al. 2015; Berget 
et al. 2021), the conversion of forest areas to agriculture 
and cattle ranching, and the establishment of monocultures 
(Cano-Castellanos 2014; Carabias et al. 2015; Pingarroni 
et al. 2022). Land tenure is the ejido, a semi-communal 
property granted mainly to men, created by the Mexican 
state following the Mexican Revolution (PA 2014). From 
the 1940s and especially the 1970s (Balvanera et al. 2021) 
the first settlers in the community came from the North of 
Chiapas. Their livelihoods had not been linked to tropical 
rainforests previously. In 1982, because of the civil war in 
Guatemala, Guatemalan refugees also settled in the com-
munity. In 2005, Loma Bonita was officially recognized as 
an ejido, which allowed farmers to access some government 
productive programs but not conservation programs such as 
Payment for Environmental Services, as the remnant pri-
mary rainforest is very fragmented (Berget et al. 2021).

Loma Bonita has around 300 inhabitants (INEGI 2020), 
of which 80 are ejidatarios who hold rights to individual 
plots of land within the ejido (RAN 2006). Not everyone 
has land tenure rights; only the ejidatarios can be part of 
the assembly and vote for community issues. Traditionally, 
mostly men have access to land. The rest of the inhabitants 
(no land property rights holders) have access to land for 
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training as a participatory video facilitator1. The PV process 
was split into four stages with different involvement lev-
els, number of participants, and multiple types of data co-
constructed during the development of the research (Fig. 2).

1   M.A. Mesa-Jurado and M. Pineda-Vázquez had training in this tool 
prior to this research.

conclude their participation. In this research, we adapted 
the PV process from Lunch and Lunch (2006) to the needs 
of the participants, time restrictions, funding, and limita-
tions imposed by the SARS-COVID-19 pandemic. Before 
the fieldwork phase, the first author of this work received 

Fig. 1  Location of Loma Bonita and the distribution of plots and main land uses. Source: Elaborated by Aline Pingarroni with data obtained from 
Pingarroni et al. (2022)
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privilege scientific knowledge over local knowledge and the 
framing power that influences how issues are understood 
(Arias-Arévalo et al. 2023). In Cocina Colaboratorio, rather 
than focusing on science as an end in itself or approaching 
the project through an extractive process, we were aware 
of the often hidden power relations between researchers 

We used participatory video (PV) from a decolonial 
approach, meaning that we explicitly aimed to address 
power relations between different types of knowledge and 
actors (Smith 2022) while creating spaces for transforma-
tive practices (Thambinathan and Kinsella 2021). In partic-
ular, we sought to dismantle discursive power dynamics that 

Fig. 2  Participatory video process in Loma Bonita, and the co-produced multiple data types
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Introductory workshops

An initial workshop was held for those interested in par-
ticipating. Eight women attended the introductory work-
shops, and six continued the process, forming two groups of 
three. The initial session included outlining the objectives, 
answering questions about the participatory video (PV), 
providing training on using the equipment, introducing dif-
ferent filming techniques, and collaboratively designing an 
informed consent activity tailored to the video production 
and screening process. We used icebreakers, exercises, and 
games developed by Lunch and Lunch (2006) to facilitate 
engagement. Separate sessions incorporating the above ele-
ments were also conducted with three male participants. 
Depending on each participant’s schedule and availability, 
work sessions were conducted individually with each par-
ticipant or group.

Storyboarding, filming/acting, and video editing

Subsequent activities focused on the technical aspects and 
core elements required to create a video. The exercise called 
“Margolis Flower” (Lunch and Lunch 2006) was imple-
mented to select the theme and draft the script. It consisted 
of iterative rounds of questions where participants recorded 
the answers of their fellow participants with two or three 
words noted on cards. This exercise fosters active listening, 
allowing shy people to share their ideas in a few words with 
the rest of the participants, ensuring all voices are repre-
sented in the collective organization of the topics. These 
were later shared and collectively organized by themes 
and priority areas around the local agroecosystems. Both 
group and individual filming was then carried out accord-
ing to each participant’s schedule, ensuring they had differ-
ent roles (such as directing, recording, or being recorded). 
Participants began the video editing phase after receiving 
training on the Filmora software.

Due to logistical and time-related restrictions, the partici-
pants, supported by the facilitator through WhatsApp, fin-
ished the editing process remotely. Additionally, one of the 
participants continued to create their film online. This stage 
has several iterative cycles; as the participants advanced 
in the filming or editing steps, they returned to the script 
to modify it or film other scenes to complete the emergent 
ideas.

By February 2022, seven films were co-produced (see 
Supplementary Material). The duration of each video 
ranges from two to 19 minutes. Three of the films focus on 
homegardens. The film “Los Frutos” (The Fruits) shows the 
variety of fruits, trees, and plants that can be grown in a 
homegarden. The participants of this film did not consent 
to public dissemination of their authorship or the film. The 

and local people and deliberately addressed these inequali-
ties. This approach avoided imposing a particular way of 
thinking or doing things and allowed participants to express 
themselves on their own terms. Our focus remained on the 
needs of the local community, ensuring that our work con-
tributed to their livelihoods and emphasizing the principles 
of care and reciprocity. The PV process created novel spaces 
not explicitly explored in the transdisciplinary project, fur-
ther facilitating transformative processes.

Initial touchpoint

The initial touchpoint occurred during the Cocina Colabo-
ratorio fieldwork season in April 2021. This project has 
been collaborating with the residents of Loma Bonita since 
2018, carrying out a wide range of activities and processes 
through arenas of exchange and experimentation around an 
agroecological communal plot, a living biocultural archive, 
and the kitchen, which is the central arena of this transdisci-
plinary project (Kooi and Martínez-Balvanera 2021; Cocina 
Colaboratorio 2024). The kitchen is one of the most basic 
human spaces for exchange and daily experimentation and 
connects to the agrosystems through the natural ingredients 
cultivated there.

The first author was able to guide the participatory video 
process in collaboration with community members through 
the trust and networking that Cocina Colaboratorio had built 
up over the years and its involvement in planned activi-
ties. During the initial phase, she explained the purpose of 
the research and invited individuals to attend introductory 
workshops on PV. Semi-structured interviews and informal 
conversations were conducted with 21 participants. The 
interviews occurred during parallel Cocina Colaboratorio 
activities such as walks (mainly in homegardens (11) and 
plots (4)) and cooking sessions. Informed verbal consent 
was obtained regularly before each activity, and any record-
ing or filming was also subject to consent. Interviews and 
informal talks were conducted throughout the PV process 
and lasted between 15 and 60 min. The study was conducted 
through visits to the participants’ pastures, homegardens, 
plots, and the community agroecological plot managed 
by Cocina Colaboratorio. The questions were designed to 
explore the participants’ emotions, relationships, and feel-
ings about agroecosystems. During the visits to the plots and 
pastures, they showed the diversity of crops they manage 
and explained daily activities. This led to informal conver-
sations about the participants’ relationship with agroecosys-
tems. The visits and interviews were documented using field 
notes and recording when participants consented.
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	● The recording from the community screening session.

We conducted a qualitative analysis, revealing the relational 
values expressed in the participants’ narratives about their 
relationships with agroecosystems and other individuals. 
We transcribed the videos and semi-structured interviews 
verbatim; then, we coded the information deductively using 
NVivo 11 software. We created a codebook following Chan 
et al.‘s (2016) typology of relational value: Cultural Identity, 
Social Cohesion, Social Responsibility, Moral Responsibil-
ity for Non-humans, Individual Identity, and Stewardship 
(Eudaimonic and Principle/Virtue). This categorization was 
iteratively modified based on the participants’ narratives 
and other relevant literature, adding one category and sub-
categories of relational values. In this sense, we included 
an additional category called self-determination based on 
the Friedrichsen et al. (2021) codebook, related to farmers’ 
autonomy and its impact on soil health and Sheremata’s 
(2018) arguments about how relational values of the Inuits 
fostering the self-determination of indigenous people. In our 
analysis, we extended the term stewardship eudaimonic and 
stewardship principle/virtue to stewardship, following the 
subset of relational values considered by Allen et al. (2018). 
We used frequency as a proxy for the salience of recurring 
themes and patterns. While we described all the types of 
relational values in the synthesis table, we focused primarily 
on those more frequently mentioned values in the text.

Finally, at an exploratory level, we analyzed narratives 
associated with the intersectional characteristics of the par-
ticipants and across the different local agroecosystems. We 
understood intersectionality as the various forms in which 
gender, age, occupation, land tenure, and family back-
ground interact and determine people’s experiences in ways 
that cannot be understood by only considering one of these 
identities (Crenshaw 1991). We recognize that intersectional 
traits are dynamic and that the following examples represent 
the specific and temporal contexts of the participants. Inter-
sectionality allows us to explore the unique and multiple 
relationships between people and agroecosystems. To do 
so, we present examples of some participants to highlight 
how intersectional characteristics intercede with relational 
values and how these are expressed (Valentine 2007). The 
same exploration was used for agroecosystems, homegar-
dens, plots, and pastures. It is worth noting that we did not 
conduct an in-depth, fully systematic analysis of narrative 
changes across intersectionality or agroecosystems, as it 
was beyond the scope of this research.

other two videos, produced by siblings Lila (16 years old) 
and Suany (9 years old)2, show the lessons they learned 
from their mother about home gardening and maintenance 
through “Enseñanza Maternal” (Maternal Teaching) and 
“Que Vengan los Pájaros” (Let the Birds Come), which 
shows how caring for the home garden and trees can lead to 
an increase in bird visits.

Four films were dedicated to the plots and pastures. Pas-
cual (31 years old), a small farmer in “Los frutos de nuestra 
tierra” (The Fruits of Our Land), presents his daily work 
routine and the diverse crops he cultivates on his plot. In a 
separate film titled “Parcela y Potrero” (Plot and Pasture), 
Miguel (18 years old) provides an on-foot tour of his pas-
turelands, introduces his livestock animals, and explains 
some of his activities on the farm. The third film, “Entre el 
Campo y la Escuela” (Between the Field and the School), 
was made by Abimael (25 years old), in which he shares his 
experience as a primary school teacher and how it relates to 
his work in the field. In the final film, “Platillos Saludables” 
(Healthy Meals), Nelba (48 years old), a homemaker, gives 
step-by-step instructions on how to prepare vegan sausages 
and soy drinks grown by her partner in the plot.

Community screening

A community screening of the films was held in March 2022 
and attended by 35 community members, five of whom 
were the authors of the videos, including adults (eight men 
and nine women) and children. During the screening, partic-
ipants were asked for their thoughts and whether they iden-
tified with any of the testimonies or themes in the videos.

Analysis of the PV process and films.

To explore the relational values of agroecosystems held by 
Loma Bonita people through the PV process, we analyzed 
the following qualitative and mixed media data (Fig. 2):

	● Researchers’ fieldnotes from informal conversations 
about the participants’ relationships with their agroeco-
systems during walks, homegardens visits, and other 
parallel activities such as cooking sessions and Cocina 
Colaboratorio workshops;

	● Data collected from the PV workshop sessions (e.g., 
Margolis Flower exercise, storyboarding);

	● Twenty-one semi-structured interviews with ten women 
and eleven men focused on the importance of agroeco-
systems to people and their relationships;

	● The seven final films and montages;

2   In addition to the consent of minors to participate, maternal consent 
was obtained to allow their participation in the research and dissemi-
nate the video.
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(self-determination), social cohesion derived from relations 
with the family and the community and the multiple interac-
tions with agroecosystems, and social responsibility, moral 
responsibility to non-humans and stewardship related to 
caring for the land as a way of caring for fellow humans 
(present and future) and non-humans, with a sense of good 
life and doing the right thing. We obtained an empirical, 
unique typology of relational values enriched with people’s 
narratives derived from their personal and context-specific 
experiences related to their agroecosystems (Table 1). This 
typology included seven main categories of relational val-
ues and fifteen subcategories adapted to the context-specific 

Results

Diversity of relational values of agroecosystems

We found a great diversity of relational values of agroeco-
systems in Loma Bonita, some of which, such as self-deter-
mination, have not yet been well studied in the literature. 
We found that these relational values could be empirically 
grouped into the importance of farmer pride, traditions, and 
heritage (individual and cultural identity) that reflects a 
strong connection with their land, the defense of rural life-
style and agency in the management of their agroecosystems 

Table 1  Definitions and examples 
of relational values of agroeco-
systems revealed by participants. 
The coloured bars are propor-
tional to the frequencies of men-
tion of each category
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family and community; moreover, his narrative links to the 
moral responsibility to non-humans by expressing his duty 
to care for the land and its biodiversity and describing how 
he implements some agroecological practices.

The community screening was well attended by com-
munity members who were not involved in the PV process. 
In a fun and relaxed atmosphere, attendees could express 
their feelings and how they felt represented by their peers; 
authors registered these observations. Even though it was 
held on a weekday and ended late at night, people, including 
older adults and children, stayed until the end of the screen-
ing. The attendees participated in the discussion, laughing, 
clapping, and sharing their experiences, illustrating the val-
ues revealed. Self-determination, cultural identity, moral 
responsibility for non-humans, and stewardship resonated 
with the audience. One man from the audience reacted with 
emotion and shared his feelings about working the land: 
“There are people who grow up in the countryside and 
adapt to the city, and those of us who don’t, it is not for us 
[laughs], although we suffer, in a certain way we are hap-
pier [laughs], because we are free [laughs], because you 
are free, the truth is that in the countryside I feel a freedom, 
here in the countryside, in the city, just looking at them I feel 
like I am a prisoner…” (self-determination and stewardship/
eudaimonic). Cultural identity emerged and was strength-
ened by another participant that shared [about caring of the 
land]: “well, the inheritance left to us by our parents, our 
grandparents. It is what they taught us to do from a very 
young age… to work the land, to cultivate it”. Moreover, the 
usefulness of the PV process in their daily lives was high-
lighted by one of the filmmakers: “It was helpful for a little 
bit of history, but if we look at it closely and analyze it, it 
lacked a little bit more detail, right? But as it was the first 
time, it was a… a very unforgettable experience because it 
was new for me” (he wants to keep training and uses it in 
his daily life).

What are the differing narratives for relational 
values according to intersectional characteristics?

Relational values were stated through differing narratives 
according to intersectional characteristics of those who hold 
them, such as age, gender, occupation, land tenure, or family 
background. Here, we briefly illustrate how intersectional 
characteristics influence the expression of relational values. 
These unique characteristics shape specific experiences and 
narratives of relations values while revealing commonali-
ties among individuals with similar personal and contextual 
traits. Regarding the narratives linked to individual identity 
relational values and how gender roles shape them, we pro-
vide these examples. A middle-aged housewife is a woman 
who cares for the homegarden where her house is located 

relationships participants with the land and agroecosys-
tems. Social cohesion was the most frequently registered, 
followed by social responsibility, individual identity, and 
self-determination. We found that this still unexplored self-
determination relational value is manifested through the 
agency of small farmers in deciding how they care for their 
agroecosystems, which influences the care for the food that 
allows their families to subsist. Also, this relational value is 
attached to a sense of pride in being a farmer and freedom to 
choose their working times, inputs and seeds, and the active 
management of their agroecosystems.

The Participatory Video process, through the different 
stages, enabled the people of Loma Bonita to make vis-
ible the relevance of relational values in their daily lives. 
In particular, during the storyboarding and filming process, 
participants consciously verbalized what they wanted to 
emphasize about their relationships with agroecosystems: 
“I think it would be to tell from the beginning, life as a child 
and the end of what I am doing now, or almost in between 
the field and the school” […] “if we shoot at the top, we can 
shoot the calves and then go down to the maize harvest”. 
Feelings and emotions about agroecosystems were raised 
through the process, with some locations evoking childhood 
memories and anecdotes. Although there was no formal 
quantitative or qualitative measurement of empowerment or 
proactivity, qualitative observations and participant narra-
tives were gathered throughout the PV process. Increased 
empowerment and proactivity became evident through 
participants’ involvement in different activities. Some par-
ticipants took the lead in filming, directing, and editing; oth-
ers expressed their desire to continue making videos. Two 
participants created a second video titled “Let the Birds 
Come”. They also encouraged and supported the making of 
“Healthy Meals”. In this sense, another participant showed 
interest in learning more about camera operation to create 
videos for teaching at the community school. One partici-
pant shared how the PV process allowed him to highlight 
his achievements on the land, stating, “Thank you for allow-
ing us to share these videos, and hopefully, they will help 
develop what we want to do [continue to improve the plot 
with a government program and become more productive in 
a sustainable way].”

The importance of relational values in their lives was 
also evident in the film “The Fruits of Our Land” where a 
young landless smallholder was moved to show what he has 
produced and achieved through his work and the support of 
his family who had lent him the land. His connection to the 
land reflected his cultural identity value, as the knowledge 
implemented on the land had been passed down through 
generations, evoking his late father and what he had taught 
him. He revealed the social responsibility value through his 
commitment to showcasing the produce he grew to feed his 
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are usually the responsibility of one or two family members, 
mainly women, but as they are near or around the house and 
the gardens, they are part of everyone’s daily living space. 
Men often manage agricultural plots, but many women con-
tribute to planting, weeding, harvesting, and shelling maize 
or beans. Managing the pastures and cattle also involved 
the family, mainly the men, and frequently required out-
side labor (day laborers) for some heavy tasks. So, despite 
these differences, we only found slight differences in the 
frequency of mentions of relational values among the agro-
ecosystems. In homegardens, the outstanding values were 
social cohesion, individual identity, and social responsibil-
ity; in the plots, self-determination and social responsibility 
stood out, whereas, in pastures, the most revealed values 
were social cohesion and individual identity. However, we 
observed somewhat different narratives regarding which 
agroecosystem participants were most connected (Table 2). 
Ethical treatment of animals (moral responsibility for non-
humans) was emphasized across agroecosystems, focusing 
on farm animals in homegardens, wild animals, and non-
living things in plots and pastures. Social responsibility in 
plots was demonstrated through community mutual support 
practices such as cambio de manos [exchanged labor], while 
in homegardens, it involves maintaining medicinal plants 
for the family and neighbors. Regarding the value of social 
cohesion in the pastures, relationships among the ranch-
ers and external people, such as students and veterinarians, 
stood out. In the plots and homegardens, more emphasis 
was placed on connections with family or neighbors.

At the same time, it is worth noting that participants may 
refer to “the land” in a general sense but with a deep under-
standing that encompasses all forms of agroecosystems 
without distinction. They emphasize the relationship with 
the land—my land [plot, homegarden or pastures], our land 
[communal lands, territory]—is the farmer’s raison d’être. 
This connection underscores the responsibility to care for, 
protect, and restore the nutrients extracted, ensuring the land 
is left to rest when needed. Some examples can illustrate 
this: “We, as I tell you, are farmers. Obviously, where do 
you think a farmer comes from? Well, more than anything, 
from working theland” or “Well, you take care of yourland, 
right? And at the same time, you’re taking care of part of the 
environment to avoid polluting it too much, right?”.

Discussion

Relational values and agroecosystems

The wide diversity of relational values revealed by the PV 
process contributes to the growing literature on this topic. 
Our findings expand on the current understanding of how 

and does not have land tenure rights. She emphasizes the 
importance of her work in caring for animals and planting 
in the agroecosystem, both for her identity and well-being, 
as illustrated by her quote: «My little brother, who is there in 
the shop, says to me, ‘What job do you have?’ Why? I mean, 
taking care of the animals is a job». Her role highlights the 
challenges women face in traditional agricultural settings, 
where their contributions are often undervalued and not rec-
ognized as legitimate work. A 31-year-old man who man-
ages the family plot despite not owning land expresses great 
pride in his identity as a small farmer, derived from working 
the land: «I am proud to show you the work that I am devel-
oping. Well, I feel very happy to have what I have so far, and 
I’m going to keep working hard». This proactive expression 
of identity is linked to traditional masculine roles in agricul-
ture, emphasizing achievement and hard work.

We also illustrate narratives related to how participants 
expressed self-determination relational value, where we 
observed differences based on the perception of what is 
particularly important to them and what they can or want 
to do. In this case, we found how age or being a caregiver 
can intersect with how this self-determination value is 
expressed. For a middle-aged housewife mother who cares 
for her homegarden and occasionally helps her husband in 
a rented plot, the relational value of self-determination is 
materialized in her agency to decide the seeds and consume 
the food she grows and provide for her family, not only as 
sustenance but also as a means of maintaining family health: 
«In the plot, we sow our plants, and here we harvest them, 
we eat what we sow” [Why is it so important for you to 
eat what you sow yourself? ] First, I know how I am grow-
ing them, what I put in, and what not to put in». A teenage 
woman, the eldest daughter assigned the responsibility of 
housework and caring for the family homegarden expressed 
her enjoyment in participating in decision-making regard-
ing this agroecosystem and is genuinely interested in its 
care. The relational value of self-determination is stated in 
her feeling of freedom and autonomy when deciding which 
plants and animals to care for, leading to a profound sense 
of pride and empowerment at her young age: «Is what you 
are going to do, we have something of our own about what 
they can’t tell us anything, we can sow whatever we want, 
and no one says anything […], and so we can sow, harvest 
for ourselves».

Relational values according to different 
agroecosystems

Identifying the relational values of a particular agroecosystem 
is complex as participants engage with multiple types simul-
taneously. Individuals have intricate relationships with the 
different agroecosystems to varying degrees. Homegardens 
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not solely instrumental, and are non-substitutable (Gould 
2023; Pratson et al. 2023). Several participants mentioned 
that they could not replace their agroecosystems because 
of their intricate relationship with them, as these systems 
are integral to their human flourishing and well-being. One 
farmer highlighted the importance of growing certain types 
of beans, even though he no longer consumes them, to pre-
serve memories and family traditions, emphasizing the rela-
tional rather than the instrumental aspect. The PV process 
revealed how constant observation and a deep understand-
ing of the rhythms and needs of a particular piece of land 
and its unique characteristics are put into practice to manage 
their agroecosystems and linked to such relational values 
(Chapman et al. 2019).

farmers could establish deep connections with the agroeco-
systems that are intertwined with the instrumental values 
linked to the primary purpose of food production (Jones and 
Tobin 2018; Tobin 2023) and contribute to a lack of empirical 
studies in agroecosystems (Pratson et al. 2023). Through the 
lens of relational values, Loma Bonita residents were able to 
make explicit the relationships that are key to their lives; our 
findings confirm how these values are modulated by peo-
ple’s identities, histories, and lifestyles and support well-
being, agency, ethics, responsibility, care, and connections 
to community, family, and land (Chan et al. 2016; Chapman 
et al. 2019). Our results suggest that some relational val-
ues describe unique and irreplaceable relationships (Himes 
and Muraca 2018); they are foreground relationships, are 

Table 2  Quote examples elicited by participants regarding the unveiled values for each agroecosystem.
Source: Own elaboration.
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This capacity of choice is consistent with Chapman’s (2019) 
findings on the values of active land management, applica-
tion of parcel-specific knowledge, and community agency 
over the landscape. Just as Chapman et al. (2019) highlight 
the importance of community participation and knowledge 
in managing landscapes, self-determination underlines the 
importance of farmers’ knowledge and agency in shaping 
and maintaining their agroecosystems. Farmers cannot be 
seen as passive caretakers of the land; they are active agents 
who make informed decisions based on their extensive 
knowledge, experience, and community needs. Enhancing 
intrinsic motivation, especially in adverse contexts such 
as those faced by smallholder farmers whom the dominant 
development schemes have marginalized, is particularly 
important for individual well-being and as a trigger of col-
lective action (Ryan and Deci 2000).

Social responsibility, stewardship, and moral responsi-
bility for non-humans are also interdependent. As recently 
documented, our study aligns with other empirical research 
identifying characteristics akin to these values (Friedrichsen 
et al. 2021; Monroy-Sais et al. 2022; Tobin 2023). Preserv-
ing and sharing biodiversity with neighbors, family, and 
other communities, nurturing food production for family 
and caring for others through diverse practices like sharing 
land with those who do not have their own, contribute to 
the configuration of farmers-land, farmers-community and 
farmers-landscape relationships proposed by Chapman et 
al. (2019) which strongly resonate with the value of social 
responsibility (Allen et al. 2018). In turn, the stewardship 
values held by participants are influenced by how they sense 
their environment in a symbolic and meaningful dimension, 
potentially leading to what has been identified as an identity 
as land stewards (Allen et al. 2018). Several participants 
recognized the commitment to caring for the environment 
by carrying out certain practices and activities on their agro-
ecosystems. The knowledge of natural cycles, the time the 
land needs to rest, and the care of the soil with fertilizers 
are reflected in their narratives. Our findings concur with 
previous studies highlighting attitudes of respect, care, and 
defense of other animals shown in other studies (Quinn 
and Halfacre 2014; Chapman et al. 2019). Values of moral 
responsibility for non-humans are also closely related to 
this virtue of stewardship. In addition, relational connec-
tions with nature are generated, where there is enjoyment in 
contemplating or knowing that certain organisms reach the 
plots and homegardens. These are complex relationships, 
full of sensitivity and empathy, seeking a harmonious state 
by trying to balance both parts (Chapman et al. 2019; Fried-
richsen et al. 2021; Novo et al. 2024).

We found that social cohesion and cultural and individ-
ual identity were among the most mentioned relational val-
ues interconnected with other relational values, expanding 
on previous findings (Pratson et al. 2023). The importance 
of the pride of being a farmer, the traditions associated with 
this activity, and the heritage, though only established over 
a few generations since their arrival in this region, reflect 
a strong connection with their land. The pride of the com-
munity heritage and farmers’ identity were frequently high-
lighted by participants during the PV process; this concurs 
with what Friedrichsen (2021) referred to as dignity and 
pride for livelihood. We considered the importance of mem-
ories and past experiences associated with agroecosystems 
as contributors to the sense of place commonly included as 
part of individual identity (Horlings 2015; Allen et al. 2018). 
Social cohesion was critical concerning on-farm responsi-
bilities and activities, such as sharing resources and labor, 
strengthening community ties, and promoting a shared sense 
of purpose. In our study, participants mentioned exchanges 
of seeds, plants, fruits, and herbal remedies, along with 
the intergenerational exchange of practices and knowl-
edge; farming fosters a sense of community and together-
ness within the diverse spaces of the agroecosystem. This 
mutual support in farming and leisure activities strengthens 
social cohesion. These social relations are also critical in 
identity configuration, such as cultural identity rooted in 
local traditions, including food, traditional knowledge, and 
family heritage (Allen et al. 2018; Chapman et al. 2019). 
Our study confirms how social cohesion is particularly rel-
evant in agriculture, which is seen as a fundamental link 
between people and nature (Allen et al. 2018). We found 
further support for how connections between farmers and 
the land extend to their relationships within the family and 
community and form the cornerstone of the societal fabric, 
primarily in communities highly dependent on subsistence 
agriculture (Chapman et al. 2019). Agriculture is more than 
just a livelihood in these communities: it is a cultural and 
social anchor (Berry 2015), fostering a sense of unity and 
collective identity.

The value of self-determination, which emphasizes auton-
omy, freedom, and control, was pivotal to farmers engaging 
with their agroecosystems. This value of self-determination, 
with many mentions as well, was deeply rooted in farmers’ 
knowledge and way of life, as proposed by Friedrichsen et 
al. (2021) regarding soil. The narratives around this value 
underscore a sense of freedom that contrasts with urban life. 
Farmers value the control they have over what they produce 
and what they grow on their plots. This control is not only 
about agricultural production but is also closely linked to the 
health and well-being of their families. By choosing what 
to grow and how to grow it, farmers directly influence the 
quality and safety of the food they provide for their families. 
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they might refer to the land and territory fluidly, seeing its 
components not as separate entities but as a continuous, 
interconnected whole.

Relational values at the agroforest frontier

Unveiling the relational values of agroecosystems can be 
central to driving the transformation toward sustainability 
within agricultural landscapes. These values reflect the mul-
tifaceted connections between individuals, communities, 
and their territories, shaping interactions essential for sus-
tainable transformation. The values revealed in our study 
are consistent with those found elsewhere that are aligned 
with more sustainable futures (IPBES 2022; Harmáčková 
et al. 2023; Pascual et al. 2023), with those that support a 
“good life” (Chan et al. 2020).

Surprisingly, the relational values revealed through PV 
were developed recently in a context of rapid colonization 
and deforestation beyond utilitarian and extractivist logic. 
Loma Bonita is located within a region where rapid defor-
estation and conversion to agricultural and pastureland 
have occurred in the past 30 years (Carabias et al. 2015; 
Balvanera et al. 2021; Berget et al. 2021). The relational 
values found in our study concur with those of commit-
ment to responsibility and care within the community and 
among family members found elsewhere (Chapman et al. 
2019; Santiago Vera et al. 2021; Tobin 2023). The inhabit-
ants of Loma Bonita prioritize collective well-being over 
individualism, in concordance with global findings for areas 
in which people have been co-existing with nature for many 
generations (Harmáčková et al. 2023; Pascual et al. 2023).

Our findings underscore the importance of considering 
the relational values of those who inhabit and manage the 
land in designing public policies to address biodiversity loss 
and deforestation, especially for the highly diverse tropical 
forest. Despite the diversity and relevance of relational val-
ues found here, public policies for the Lacandon Forest (and 
elsewhere) have been built around the instrumental values of 
these forests and of the resulting pastures, as well as around 
the intrinsic values associated with the unique biodiversity 
harbored (Balvanera et al. 2021). The arrival of settlers into 
the Marques de Comillas region starting in the 1970s was 
aimed at fostering cattle production to meet global meat 
demands, while the creation of the Montes Azules Bio-
sphere Reserve in the 1990s aimed at maintaining its unique 
biodiversity driven by national and global biodiversity con-
servation policies (Balvanera et al. 2021). Only recently, 
relational values tied with the land and the trees contrib-
uted to the scaffolding of the new governmental program 
Sembrando Vida (Sowing Life), which is only starting to be 
evaluated (Gómez-Rodriguez et al. 2023). More studies are 
needed to understand how these different value types can be 

Narratives that unveil relational values

The analysis of the content of the PV and the conversa-
tions around them extended beyond examining statements 
that resembled values to facilitate individuals in expressing 
their values (Gould and Shultz 2021). We also considered 
people’s language when discussing their customs, interper-
sonal relationships, and agroecosystem insights and how 
these conversations intersected with their value systems, 
following Chapman et al.‘s (2019) methodology approach. 
As previously shown, this approach allowed us to explore 
how relational values are personal and situated (Tadaki et 
al. 2022; Chapman and Deplazes-Zemp 2023) and can be 
interpreted differently depending on contexts (Hoelle et al. 
2022; Chapman and Deplazes-Zemp 2023) or among indi-
viduals of the same population (Monroy-Sais et al. 2022). 
This approach highlighted the differences between women 
and men in the perception of their work in agroecosystems. 
For example, some women participants emphasized that 
caring for homegardens and plots is invisible and not rec-
ognized as a real job. However, these contributions are part 
of their individual and cultural identity and relate to caring 
for the family and biodiversity. Recognition of their identity 
as farmers is necessary for women to benefit from programs 
or policies and may be related to inequalities in access to 
land (Radel 2011; Schreiber et al. 2023). Addressing who 
can use the land is necessary to contribute more equitably 
to managing and tackling agricultural problems (Chaplin-
Kramer et al. 2023). Analysis of the narratives also allowed 
us further to understand the complex intertwining of dif-
ferent relational values. For example, participants did not 
distinguish between collective and individual approaches 
to care or protection. The values expressed by participants 
implied collective care, not just personal care or self-pro-
tection. Individual values include responsibility and care in 
a collective setting, either directly or indirectly, because of 
specific values rooted in nurturing relationships with others 
or considered in a family context. Family relationships were 
also beneficial because they act as a network of knowledge-
sharing and emotional support, particularly for farmers new 
to farming activity (Scott and Richardson 2021; Schreiber 
et al. 2023). The relevance of these interactions and support 
among farmers may play a fundamental role in contexts of 
vulnerability and change (Liao et al. 2022). The narratives 
also revealed that agroecosystems are perceived as intercon-
nected, and thus, in some cases, relational values are not 
specific to any of them but instead are woven across them, 
highlighting their interdependencies. In addition, these find-
ings could imply that the dissection into specific agroeco-
systems like plots (milpa), pastures, or homegardens is a 
Western scientific construct that does not fully align with 
the ontology of the inhabitants of Loma Bonita. Instead, 
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allowed us to minimize potential biases introduced by the 
researcher, carefully consider the internal dynamics of the 
community, and fully understand the language and the con-
text. This approach allowed us to reduce the risks of extrac-
tivist and colonial approaches as much as possible. Given 
the strong power imbalances among stakeholders (Arias-
Arévalo et al. 2023), allowing participants to be heard on 
their own terms is an essential step towards promoting fair-
ness (Lele et al. 2023; Lenzi et al. 2023), independence, 
and empowerment (Hill et al. 2020). Such an approach was 
particularly relevant in the face of the neocolonial transfor-
mation of the region, migration phenomena, and land ten-
ure difficulties and inequalities faced by the population of 
Loma Bonita participants (Cano-Castellanos 2014; Berget 
et al. 2021), where it becomes crucial to pay attention to the 
tools and methods employed.

Using PV allowed exploring dimensions of human expe-
rience that could not be unveiled only through interviews. 
Using the arts enables evoking emotions and experiences 
that connect with people’s values (Muhr 2020). The long 
and iterative process of mapping, walking, storyboarding, 
filming, and editing allowed participants to connect their 
memories with the present territory and the complex dimen-
sions of the relations between individuals and those with 
nature. The participation of youth and women was essential, 
as it contributed to a broader diversity of voices that have 
been called for. Our findings are consistent with those of 
Eastwood et al. (2023), who have suggested that PV can 
motivate young people to participate. Some people preferred 
PV to join in large workshops or interviews. Participants 
can select their own spaces, ways of doing, and choices, 
as previously explored (Lunch and Lunch 2006; Morales 
et al. 2021). Other arts-based approaches (Marquina et al. 
2023) based on writing letters have also provided spaces for 
expressing themselves in confidence and privacy without 
feeling overlooked. Our results underscore previous calls 
for creative research methods that are more attractive and 
horizontal (Gould 2023; Marzi 2023).

The use of PV presented some unique challenges. The 
process is very time-consuming, especially during the 
learning phase of using the camera and editing the films, 
but also during the preparatory explorations and filming 
with each person or group. Daily commitments limited the 
time available to the community, but the flexible method-
ology allowed us to adapt. However, spending more time 
with the community could have enriched the collaborative 
process and potentially involved more people at different 
stages. To mitigate this challenge, we extended our activity 
calendar by returning to the community on a different date 
for the community screening and continuing the video edit-
ing online, as the participants did not have the necessary 
equipment or sufficiently developed skills. It would have 

navigated and harnessed into policy design (Chapman et al. 
2019; Pascual et al. 2023).

The agency of farmers and their families, clearly high-
lighted through their relational values, has yet to be consid-
ered in the design of public policies. Some have emphasized 
yields and their indirect positive benefits on the objective 
well-being of farmers, with mixed results (Rosset and Alt-
ieri 1997), leading to the imposition of technologies and 
inputs that are not consistent with small farmers needs 
and perceptions (Giraldo and Rosset 2018; Nyström et al. 
2019). Our findings highlight how relational values sup-
port more sustainable management schemes based on seed 
conservation, reducing the use of inputs and attuning the 
management to the specific needs of each agroecosystem. 
The paramount role of farmers and their self-determination, 
deemed critical in our findings, is still to be explicitly incor-
porated into policies that promote, rather than ignore, their 
agency (Chapman et al. 2019). In addition, considering the 
farmers’ agency could contribute to maintaining specific 
relational values that are important for the care of nature 
and the well-being of people (Chapman and Deplazes-Zemp 
2023). Such approaches could build upon local knowledge 
to foster stewardship (Chapman et al. 2019) and communi-
ties’ self-determination, as suggested by Sheremata (2018) 
concerning indigenous populations. Nurturing the local per-
spectives of these critical perspectives of these fundamental 
agents of change is consistent with recent work on inclusive 
decision-making processes toward more sustainable futures 
(Arias-Arévalo et al. 2023; Lenzi et al. 2023).

Participatory video, relational values, and long-
term transdisciplinary transformation

Long-term, place-based transdisciplinary approaches may 
incorporate more equitable procedures that positively 
impact local communities. Over the six years that Cocina 
Colaboratorio has been active in the region, it has estab-
lished a trustworthy and reputable network with community 
stakeholders, aiding research endeavors such as this one. 
Conducting collaborative research fostered a comfortable 
atmosphere and attentive engagement, reinforcing trust 
between individuals and enhancing robust and reciprocal 
learning relationships. Collaboration with local commu-
nity members is crucial for strengthening long-term pro-
cesses (Horlings 2015; Chaplin-Kramer et al. 2023). Such 
collaboration legitimizes local values and perspectives in 
academic and public policy spheres. These values and per-
spectives could be incorporated into horizontal participatory 
processes that foster more equitable, reciprocal, and non-
extractive relationships (Hill et al. 2020; Marzi 2023).

Using PV enabled participants to articulate their values 
on their own terms. The participatory nature of the process 
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Conclusion

Through a facilitated PV process, this study allowed partici-
pants to reveal strong relational values derived from their 
multiple and complex relationships with their agroecosys-
tems. Identifying the relational values of local managers at 
the agroforest frontier provides unique examples/insights 
into the diversity of values and narratives that contribute to 
the care and well-being of people and nature. In essence, 
the practice of agriculture in these contexts is imbued with 
values that transcend mere food production. It embodies 
a deep-seated ethic of care, stewardship, and mutual sup-
port, essential for the survival and thriving of communities 
engaged in subsistence farming. Our findings emphasized 
that individuals’ intersectional characteristics can shape 
different expressions of the same value. This allowed us to 
broaden the discussion about what individuals consider a 
priority and demonstrate the usefulness of exploring diverse 
value narratives to identify commonalities among different 
contexts or people. We found that slight differences between 
agroecosystem narratives are closely related to how indi-
viduals simultaneously relate to different agroecosystems 
and how important they are to their daily lives.

As we illustrated, recognizing place-based relational val-
ues can help better understand the depth of the connections 
and interweaving between individuals, the community, and 
different agroecosystems, which, it should be noted, do not 
respond solely to instrumental relations. Integrating rela-
tional values into the design of public programs and poli-
cies could result in a process that guarantees the agency of 
communities and contributes to biodiversity conservation, 
facilitating the sustainable transformation of food systems. 
The nuances in how individuals with different intersectional 
characteristics perceive and experience relational values will 
undoubtedly influence decision-making at the community 
level. However, it would be difficult to extrapolate the inter-
play of these values and power dynamics based on our work 
alone. Nevertheless, participatory decision-making models 
and inclusive governance structures can help reconcile these 
differences by ensuring that diverse voices are heard and 
valued. Flexible frameworks that evolve as individual and 
collective values shift over time can also contribute to more 
equitable and effective decision-making processes. High-
lighting the mosaic of lived experiences within a small com-
munity like Loma Bonita invites further exploration of this 
diversity on a larger scale and in different contexts.

Using PV within a transdisciplinary approach shows 
the potential to integrate a greater diversity of voices more 
horizontally and to reveal less explicit values. Furthermore, 
in applying a decolonial approach to PV, we prioritized 
addressing power imbalances between scientific and local 
knowledge and fostering spaces for transformative practices 

been preferable to conduct the video editing in person, as 
the participants could edit their videos themselves using the 
software. While in-person editing would have given partici-
pants more control, online editing - although hampered by 
poor connectivity - did not affect the data analysis, but it 
could have strengthened co-creation and independence in 
this aspect.

The PV process to unravel relational values fostered 
ongoing transformative change through the activities of 
Cocina Colaboratorio. It provided safe spaces for dialogue 
and reflection, enabling unheard voices to be screened 
in front of the community. This new form of expression 
increased participants’ confidence and sense of belonging. 
Although these outcomes were not explicitly measured, 
participants demonstrated them through their actions, such 
as selecting video themes based on their personal experi-
ences and priorities. Additionally, their desire to preserve 
and share the videos with family and neighbors further high-
lighted their engagement and commitment to the process. 
We concur with Marzi (2023) on the ‘impact-in-process’ 
of co-producing PV and its potential to contribute to social 
change and transformation. It also activates what Pascual et 
al. (2023) have identified as values-centered leverage points 
for navigating towards more just and sustainable futures. It 
made visible a wide diversity of values that had not been 
made explicit, brought in rarely heard voices, but also chal-
lenged dominant paradigms about what constitutes a good 
life and a desirable relation between people and nature by 
making visible reciprocal and responsible relationships that 
can lead towards more just and sustainable food systems. As 
such, this exercise is probably a potent booster of the long-
term transformations emerging from our transdisciplinary 
process.

The ongoing transformation of the local food system 
fostered through this PV process is situated mainly in the 
specific community where the study was undertaken. Still, 
it can certainly be scaled deep and out (as defined by Moore 
et al. 2015). The ongoing changes profoundly transform the 
root interactions between people and nature in the case study 
and thus contribute to deep scaling. Also, the changes can 
scale out to other analogous communities, both in the sur-
rounding region and other locations in the tropics, through 
inspiration or contagion (see Bennet et al. 2021). The videos 
are now shared through YouTube, and they have inspired 
the production of a guide for undertaking PV within a book 
recently published by the team; the collective shared experi-
ences with large audiences that follow the project online. 
This paper can also inspire analogous collectives in other 
parts of the world.
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