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    Foreword

    Collective Dilemmas: Here and Now


    Adrian Miroiu[1]


    Nearly fifteen years ago, when I started my course on collective dilemmas to political science students, I was pressed by the idea that this issue is an all-pervading phenomenon in the Romanian society, as well as in many other new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. The former socialist period opened the gate to many of its occurrences, but the transition period after the fall of the regime exacerbated the structure of factors that seemed to account for the under-provision of cooperation in all areas of the society.


    At that time I liked to give my students two simple examples. The optimistic one was this. Everyone living in a flat in one of the large blocks of flats that populated all the town and cities in Romania witnessed an important change in their home life. For a long period of time families used to pay for the water consumed on the basis of the number of its members. You had a two-member family, you paid half of the money a family consisting in four people was asked to pay. Clearly, this system created a set of incentives to waste water: one was stimulated to consume more, because costs were not connected with the actual use of it; and as a result each came to pay more. However, in the past decade all the residential areas faced the appearance of the water meters that helped track how much water is used in an apartment. Instantly, this solution to the collective action problem resulted in smaller individual bills and in less waste of water. (Notice that it involved less intrusion of the state in individual life!)


    The other example was more pessimistic. It was extracted from the pre-1989 period. The institutional frame of the agriculture was deeply changed in the first years after the establishment of the socialist regime. The new agricultural cooperatives replaced the former individual small farms. Peasants were forced to work in these cooperatives. While on the small individual plots the productivity was deemed to remain low, cooperatives were supposedly able to create the ground for large and more efficient crops. Moreover, while small-scale agriculture was more oriented to domestic consume, cooperatives naturally found their focus on the market. Another argument for the institutional change was this: private property creates and maintains a petit-bourgeoisie behavior. One core characteristic of this behavior was that it promoted the private interest, and left no room for common objectives. But, the argument went on, if united in agricultural cooperatives peasants have an incentive to foster common objectives instead of private ones.


    Cooperatives were quite special organizations. They were not state-owned, since the assets were in collective property of the peasants; but they were not private enterprises, because their activity was state-regulated. Moreover, they had no regular salaried labor force: the persons who worked in them were provided by families, and usually each person had multiple options. Among them the most important was the socialist industry in the then expanding towns. This option offered people much more attractive monetary benefits: many peasants started to work in the new developing socialist industry, and many even moved from their villages to towns. As a result cooperatives met a huge shortage of labor force. To cope with this situation, cooperatives tried to offer another type of benefits: given the prevalent shortage of consumer goods in socialist societies, they offered such goods to their members. They were forced not to specialize and to grow some of everything to provide goods to their members. Not surprisingly, a decline in productivity accompanied this move, and they could pay even less the labor force. As Chirot (1978) pointed out, a “systematic irrationality, where micro-rationality (family interests) conflicts with local collective rationality, which in turn conflicts with national economic rationality”, emerged. The solution found to attract the labor market was unexpected: the agricultural cooperatives offered their members the option to till some private land known as a household plot; the peasant could also rent some equipment from the cooperative. Of course, the peasant was not the owner of the plot, and the cooperative, could take it back at any time and provide another little piece in its stead.


    In time, peasant farming on household plots came to provide an important proportion of the total agricultural output, both for own household consume and for the market (see also Kornai 1990, chapter 5.5). The irony is that the socialist solution to solve the problem of collective action in agriculture resulted in incentives to determine peasants to work mainly on their own household plots, and avoid working collectively in the cooperative. Far from stimulating collective action, cooperatives even blocked the development of other forms of cooperation.


    Nevertheless, these two examples were only meant to introduce the extremely complex topic of collective action. They showed that different institutional settings may act in opposite directions, by enhancing or inhibiting action. And they also showed that we face collective action problems in many real life circumstances.


    When we move to more complex cases, for example when taking into account longer periods of time and the interaction of different groups, collective dilemmas come to be shaped in quite new and even surprising ways. Olson himself introduced this type of approach. Relying on the ideas developed in Olson (1982), in his third book Power and prosperity: Outgrowing communist and capitalist dictatorships (Olson: 2000) he offered a new way of understanding both the socialist period and also the transition of the Eastern and Central European countries to a new, democratic and market-oriented society. Moreover, if conceptual tools originating in institutional approaches are appealed to, collective dilemmas can be better analyzed and explained. And they also turn the attention to policy-making: what type of policies can offer more efficient solutions.


    Studying collective dilemmas is then a significant attempt to understand present-day society and its problems. E. Ostrom (1998) expressed this view in an extremely comprehensive way:


    


    The theory of collective action is the central subject of political science. It is the core of the justification of the state. Collective-action problems pervade international relations, face legislators when devising public budgets, permeate public bureaucracies, and are at the core of explanations of voting, interest group formation, and citizen control of governments in a democracy. If political scientists do not have an empirical grounded theory of collective action, then we are hand-waving at our central questions. I am afraid that we do a lot of hand-waving.


    


    The young researchers whose papers are collected in this volume are moved by E. Ostrom’s advice: try not to hand-wave when investigating dilemmas we face here and now. Try to conceptualize them and offer a rigorous account. The theory of collective action is a so central subject of political science because collective action problems are so important today. And perhaps they are even more pressing in societies like the Romanian one, and also in other countries and regions that passed through deep changes and were confronted with shocking crises in the past few decades.


    The papers in this volume address such problems well equipped with the theoretical tools developed in the tradition opened by Olson’s Logic of Collective Action (1965). Hopefully, they will throw light on some significant or prominent phenomena and processes in the contemporary world.
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    Introduction


    Dylan Kissane

    Alexandru Volacu


    Collective action problems are ubiquitous in situations involving human interactions and therefore lie at the heart of the social sciences in general and political science in particular. In one of the most salient statements on this topic, Elinor Ostrom (co-recipient of the 2009 Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences) even claims that “the theory of collective action is the central subject of political science” (1998, p.1). The current volume, Modern Dilemmas: Understanding Collective Action in the 21st Century, is a collection of essays which target the problem of collective action from both a theoretical and applied perspective.


    Collective action theory and empirical applications of the theoretical framework (for example in the tradition of the Bloomington School) are salient fields of inquiry for political scientists and they are at least as important today as they were a few decades ago. Yet although the subject does permeate much of political science, the biggest part of the literature using collective action theory is not systematic, in that very few books exist which offer a comprehensive overall view of the topic. By providing both new theoretical lenses of interpretation of collective action problems (in Chapters 1–7) as well as empirically-oriented developments (in Chapters 8–14), this volume seeks to cover this deficient area and offer the reader a complete view of the most interesting issues which involve the topic of collective action.


    A second way in which the volume adds value to existing research is by departing from the traditional venue of discussion for the theory of collective action, i.e. political science, to other closely related fields such as political and moral philosophy (Chapters 5–7), public policy analysis (Chapters 8–10) and economic science (Chapters 12–13). This interdisciplinary perspective allows the book to stand out from previous research by offering the reader a wide array of application sites for collective action as well as new angles for theoretical refinements of the concept.


    A third significant contribution of this volume is related to the applied studies presented, which extend the empirical literature with both new data and new interpretations and explanations regarding various social phenomena (Chapters 8–14). These studies are even more relevant if we factor in the information that the data collected from field work or other sources is of very recent origin (Chapter 8 – 2013; Chapter 9 – 2013; Chapter 11 – 2012; Chapter 12 – up to 2012; Chapter 13 – 2009–2013; Chapter 14 – 2010–2012). This is of course not to state that the more theoretically-oriented chapters are not themselves important for the project of providing a wide view of the topic of collective action. On the contrary, they also bring a specific added value, which lies precisely in the fact that they challenge and refine existing discussions and interpretations of collective action.


    The volume is structured into four major parts, all of which comprise between three and four chapters. The first part of the volume, Theoretical Approaches, seeks to provide an overview of the theoretical discussions salient in the field of collective action studies. The first chapter, written by Alexandru Volacu and Iris-Patricia Golopenta represents a basic introduction into this field. In this chapter, the authors present the main concepts and tools employed in the study of collective action. They distinguish between two competing views on collective action, encapsulated within the tradition of “first generation theories”, started by Olson (1965) and the “second generation theories”, pioneered by Elinor Ostrom. In connection to the first of these views, they provide an overview of Olson’s theory, with a particular focus on free riding and his taxonomy of groups, the standard contemporary taxonomy of goods and the game theoretical framework used for understanding collective action dilemmas. In connection to the second view, they present some of the main characteristics of the Ostromian theory of collective action as well as the testing grounds for the views, i.e. the experimental and empirical (case-study) approaches.


    The second chapter, which belongs to Peyman Vitone, illustrates the extension of the concept of collective action into the 21st century, emphasizing the impact that new instruments of communication and technology play in collective action dilemmas. The chapter begins with an outline of the theory in two fundamentally different interpretations: the classical Olsonian one and a constructivist one, which aim to bring to the surface the role of interests and identities in collective action enterprises. Next, the author uses new information technologies to describe a “collective action space”, based on a combination of modes of engagement and modes of interactions, which he then applies in some empirical cases involving collective action (the 2009 Iranian Presidential elections, the 2011 Arab Spring and the 2013 Italian Parliamentary elections).


    The third chapter, authored by Mirijam Bohme, is the site of a theoretical study that combines the first generation theory of collective action with social network analysis. The author seeks to develop an integrated model using insights from the Olsonian theory and from R. Burt’s analysis of structural holes that provides a greater explanatory power for the success of lobbying groups, targeting not only the emergence of collective action, but the performance of collective action as well. In the process of model-building the author also subjects to critical scrutiny various other hypotheses advanced by Olson, Burt, and herself, concluding that the most efficient case of successful collective action would be one that involves a small group with members positioned at structural holes.


    The fourth chapter, authored by Adrian Merfu, represents an in-depth study of the connection between Rousseau’s works and the notion of collective action. The author challenges contemporary views of collective action which focus on the rationality of individuals engaging in collective action and argues that individuals can be driven to undertake collective actions in virtue of non-rational elements such as feelings, emotions, and especially passions. The chapter specifically looks at Rousseau’s contractualist approach and his interpretation of the notion of “passion” as shaping political education and, consequently, the General Will of the people. The latter is thus seen as an instance of collective action based on passionate motivation instead of rational reasoning.


    The second part of the volume, Collective Action and Responsibility, links collective action to political philosophy, as understood in the analytical (Anglo-Saxon) tradition. More specifically, the papers presented here target the concepts of individual and collective responsibility, topics that are widely debated in the contemporary literature of the field. This part opens with a contribution from Aiste Seibokaite, who studies the salient issue of climate change. The author argues that the problem of climate change is a “hard” case of collective responsibility, meaning that it is characterized by a property termed “aggregated interdependency” and further, that analyzing this issue through the lens of collective responsibility is mistaken and should be replaced by a form of rule-consequentialism. Subsequently, she claims that the latter framework should not only consider individuals as agents that bear moral responsibility, but that nation-states fall into this category as well.


    The second contribution of this part belongs to Elizabeth Curzon, who also discusses the problem of collective responsibility in relation to collective harms. Firstly, the author describes and rejects collective responsibility accounts as the proper site for judging large-scale collective harms, since individuals are not responsible for the actual causation of collective harms, but only marginally contribute via their actions to the process. She develops an alternative, individualistic, account of large-scale collective harms, which takes into account the context in which agents act and their participation to the creation of the collective harms. The alternative draws on Young’s approach, but ultimately moves away from it because of her insistence on the political, not moral, character of collective responsibility.


    The final chapter in this part of the volume belongs to Oana-Alexandra Dervis, who discusses the morality of free riding behavior, with a specific concern to identifying the conditions under which free riding can be said to be morally blameworthy. The author first appeals to the Principle of Fairness, in the formulations of John Rawls and Garret Cullity, which underpins the conditions for blameworthiness in the fact that free riding leads to unjustifiable preferential treatment, but she ultimately rejects this account as insufficiently broad. She then uses Larry May’s theory of responsibility for collective inaction to propose an alternative account of moral responsibility for free riding, which she then tests in a number of hypothetical scenarios.


    The third part of this volume, Collective Action and Public Policies, opens with Jozef Kosc’s case study of a literacy development program in South Africa. Drawing on field work undertaken by Kosc in a secondary school in Cape Town, the chapter outlines the history of literacy programs in the country before examining in detail the workings and successes of one literacy program in a single school. Drawing from this example and presenting the key findings in the context of the wider fight against illiteracy at the national level, Kosc is able to draw significant conclusions for the future deployment of successful literacy development programs and the likelihood of their success in the developing world.


    Kosc’s chapter leads neatly to that of Arshima Champa Dost whose case study of community health workers in the Indian states of Bihar and Chhattisgarh demonstrates how empowering local women in collective action can have real and lasting effects on health and service outcomes in rural areas of the developing world. Dost investigates instances of collective action at both high (program and bureaucratic) levels and low (local and village) levels and is able to conclude that while there are multiple barriers to successful collective action, including political, social, financial, cultural, and gender barriers, there are also opportunities for all of these barriers to be overcome, if only they are first recognised.


    Concluding this third part of the volume is Sophie van Eck’s chapter on the regulation of food price speculation in the European Union. Van Eck’s chapter begins by arguing that food security is a global public good and that this good can be undermined by speculators that drive prices out of the reach of the poor. She highlights various policy proposals, both at the international and regional level, before concluding that there are options for the European Union to take the lead as an international regulator of food price markets and, in doing so, deliver positive outcomes for the global collective, in particular those who number among the most vulnerable.


    The fourth and final part of this volume, Collective Action, Political Institutions, and Social Movements, opens with Andreea Gheba’s account of the 2012 protests in Bârlad, Romania, against the development of a shale gas industry. Gheba offers an analysis of the protests in the context of second-generation collective action theories and draws on both old and new media sources in constructing the timeline of the protests. Gheba concludes that the collective action and civic engagement undertaken by the citizens in Bârlad are evidence of the likely long-term emergence of a strong democratic system in Romania, protest and participation being essential to the development of such systems worldwide.


    Vit Simral’s chapter considers the regulation of political parties in Europe, the parties themselves being the vessels of collective action in this case. Simral considers the mechanisms and processes by which political parties are regulated in Europe, how those regulations change after electoral victories or defeats, and what time lag exists between electoral outcomes and regulatory reforms. Simral’s inventive triangulation research methodology is used to good effect, and will have applications outside of studies of collective action in the social sciences, particularly when drawing together large data sets and testing colloquial of common sense positions against empirical research.


    The role of international organisations, their policies, and their effects on states in citizens in times of crisis is considered by Panagiotis Barkas in his chapter on Greece and the International Monetary Fund. Barkas assess the extent to which the interventions of the IMF and other international organisations in the Greek economy have helped in relieving the burdens imposed by the crisis. He investigates the successes and failure of the current model of intervention before offering an alternative model for international economic and financial policy that would avoid the worst of the current regime while building on its more successful elements.


    The Arab Spring and the notion of postmodern revolution is the focus of Roxana Marin’s contribution. In it she describes and deconstructs the variables surrounding the wave of protests that spread across North Africa and the Middle East and outlines which of these variables were most likely responsible for the political changes that emerged. Marin successfully identifies the elements that correlate with successful instances of collective action as well as those variables that prove negatively correlated with political and social change. Significantly different to the wave of post-communist revolutions in 1989, Marin makes a strong contribution to the emerging literature surrounding the Arab Spring and to the study of collective political change more generally.


    Finally, in concluding the volume, Dylan Kissane offers a meta-level analysis of the study of collective action and pushes those involved in the analysis of collective behaviour to take two great steps forward. First, they must move towards greater interdisciplinary activity, reaching across artificial subject barriers and analysing the real world that greets them in all its complexity. Second, researchers must strive to be transdiscipline, moving beyond mere intersections between previously separate fields and seeking true integration of multiple perspectives and disciplines in the sciences and social sciences. Kissane offers a call to action for researchers of collective action, and challenges them to respond.

  


  
    


    


    Theoretical Approaches

  


  
    Chapter One

    First and Second Generation Theories of Collective Action


    Alexandru Volacu[1]

    Iris-Patricia Golopenţa


    1.1. Introduction


    In this chapter we provide a general introduction to collective action theory. Following Ostrom and Ahn (2009) we differentiate between first and second-generation theories of collective action and we divide the chapter into two major sections according to this delineation. In section (1.2.1) we provide an overview of Olson’s (1965) theory of collective action, which represents the paradigmatic case of theories belonging to the first generation. In this section we provide both the standard view of a collective action problem, as proposed by Olson, the free riding hypothesis, his definition of a public good, his taxonomy of groups and the implications of this taxonomy for collective action, as well as some of the main critiques and refinements of his theory. In section (1.2.2) we describe the standard taxonomy of goods, as used in the bulk of contemporary literature on collective action. This taxonomy departs from Olson’s own classification of goods and draws on a combination of the works of Samuelson (1954) and Musgrave (1959), which is developed into a coherent view by Ostrom and Ostrom (1977), and is particularly important for understanding what types of goods are susceptible to generate collective action problems. In section (1.2.3) we provide an introductory explanation to the standard conceptualization of collective action problems, within a game theoretical framework. In order to do this, we use the classical prisoner’s dilemma game with one individual and one collective player, showing that (at least) in the one-shot game, first generation theories of collective action will predict that the result of the game will be non-cooperation from all players, since that is both the dominant strategy for each player and the Nash Equilibrium.


    In section (1.3.1) we provide an introduction to some of the main ideas which characterize the Ostromian theory of collective action, a paradigmatic case for the second generation theories, which was developed as a response to the puzzles presented by experimental and empirical evidence of cooperation in collective action dilemmas. In section (1.3.2) we outline the experimental approach to collective action problems, used both as a testing ground for theories belonging to both generations and for theory building. We describe a classical version of a public goods experiment[2], as constructed by Andreoni (1995) and summarize the major results obtained in the experimental literature, following Ledyard (1995) and Ostrom (2000). In section (1.3.3) we describe another mechanism for testing and theory building, used exclusively by second-generation theorists, i.e. empirical case studies. We provide some of the main collections of such studies and we gloss over some of the main results obtained. In the final section (1.4) we provide concluding remarks.


    1.2. First Generation of Collective Action Theories


    What is currently understood by the first generation of collective action theories is a set of theoretical and experimental results, embedded in the tradition of public choice theory[3]. This research direction, whose main achievement can be said to be the provision of “a valid criticism of the naive belief that individuals with common interests would voluntarily achieve those common interests” (Ostrom, Ahn: 2009, p.21), is primarily connected to Olson’s theory of collective action, which we discuss in the next sub-section.


    1.2.1. Olson’s Theory of Collective Action


    First generation theories of collective action trace their roots back to Mancur Olson’s (1965) seminal work titled The Logic of Collective Action. The main attack levied by Olson in this book targets the mainstream research program in political science at that time, namely the behavioral approach, challenging the core pluralist idea that democratic politics and policies are legitimate expressions of the prevailing public interest since they are a reflection of the wider support attached to various pressure groups (McLean: 2000, p.653). The classical behavioralist view was that groups are formed as a result of a common interest that each individual member seeks to pursue, and consequently groups are the vehicle through which that common interest is addressed[4]. In Olson’s own account:


    


    groups of individuals with common interests are expected to act on behalf of their common interests much as single individuals are often expected to act on behalf of their personal interests. (Olson: 1965, p.1)


    


    But in fact, Olson claims that in many cases this thesis fails empirical testing and, moreover, the theoretical predictions generated when assuming that individuals are rational, i.e. have a maximizing behavior and are self-interested[5], precisely state that they should not work towards furthering the common interest. At first sight, this might appear to be wildly counterintuitive but at a more in-depth level the argument becomes quite convincing. Consider the following case, in which the group in question is composed of citizens using public transportation. The common interest of the individuals forming this group is for public transportation (which can be considered a good) to work adequately and at a high level of quality[6]. Since an adequate public transportation system would require significant investments, individuals would have to pay a certain fee for the maintenance of the system that prima facie we could assume that they would be inclined to do, since it is an instrumental mechanism to further the common interest. However, we assumed that individuals are self-interested and thus they care about public transportation only insofar as it extends their own utility levels. But individual utility functions consist of a number of different variables, including at the very least their own economic benefits as well as costs. So by purchasing tickets, each individual would stand to lose a certain amount of money (thus incurring costs), while at the same time contributing only marginally to the creation of the public transportation goods, since we can easily assume that public transportation would require contribution from a very large groups of individuals to be effective. But if the individual does not contribute any money he looks at two possible scenarios: (1) either enough people buy tickets so that the transportation system works adequately and in good conditions, in which case our non-paying individual stands to gain more than anyone else since he both enjoys public transportation and avoids the cost associated with it or (2) not enough people buy tickets, in which case public transportation works improperly or not at all, and he should be happy that he has avoided the worst-off outcome, represented by both paying for public transportation and not being able to enjoy it. In game theoretical language[7], it can be said that in this situation, the strategy of not buying tickets dominates the strategy of buying tickets and rational individuals (in the sense described above) should refrain from buying tickets.


    Following the terminology employed in the example with public transportation, the claim that individuals will choose not to buy tickets and therefore not contribute to the provision of such goods has been termed the free riding hypothesis[8], and the individuals who choose this strategy have been labelled free-riders. Free riding can appear only in the case of certain goods, which Olson interchangeably terms public goods, collective goods or common goods (Olson: 1965, p.14). In his own definition, such a good “is here defined as any good such that, if any person [...] in a group consumes it, it cannot feasibly be withheld from the others in that group” (Olson: 1965, p.14). It is essential to note however that there are fundamental distinctions between these three concepts, which we explain in detail in the next section. For now, it is important to understand that collective action problems arise only in those cases where a group of individuals need to contribute to the creation of a good and that individuals cannot be prevented from consuming a good, once created, even if the respective individuals are free riding.


    But the problem of collective action, as Olson frames it, does not only take into account the type of good in question, but also the type of group which would produce the good. Olson’s taxonomy of groups is primarily based on group size[9], with the main argument being that there is an inverse proportional relation between the size of the group and the likelihood that the public good will be produced at an optimal level (Olson: 1965, p.28). His first division is therefore between small groups and large groups. This division further branches into a more complex classification. Small groups, according to Olson can be sub-categorized into privileged groups and intermediary groups. Privileged groups are characterized by the fact that some of their members, or at least one, would obtain sufficient benefits from the production of the public good to outweigh the costs associated with a unilateral engagement in its production. Since one (or a few) member(s) would voluntarily pay the whole costs for the production of the good, Olson claims that this type of group is the most favorable for the production of public goods. By contrast, in intermediary groups, no one member (or a small sub-group) would benefit so much from the production of the good that she would be willing to fully internalize the costs associated with it. However, the intermediary group is sufficiently small so that a non-cooperative behavior from one or some of the group members to be detectable and sanctioned by the others. Olson’s claim is that in intermediary groups the formation of the required collective action is indeterminate at a general level, but that a sine qua non condition for the provision of the public good is coordination between its members (Olson: 1965, pp.49–50).


    As previously mentioned, Olson considers that issues of collective action primarily arise in large groups. This assertion is based on three cumulative reasons:


    


    First, the larger the group, the smaller the fraction of the total group benefit any person acting in the group interest receives, and the less adequate the reward for any group-oriented action, and the farther the group falls short of getting an optimal supply of the collective good, even if it should get some. Second, since the larger the group, the smaller the share of the total benefit going to any individual, or to any (absolutely) small subset of members of the group, the less the likelihood that any small subset of the group, much less any single individual, will gain enough from getting the collective good to bear the burden of providing even a small amount of it; in other words, the larger the group the smaller the likelihood of oligopolistic interaction that might help obtain the good. Third, the larger the number of members in the group the greater the organization costs, and thus the higher the hurdle that must be jumped before any of the collective good at all can be obtained. (Olson: 1965, p.48)


    


    The term used by Olson to describe large groups, where due to the above-mentioned reasons collective action is not generated, is latent. In latent groups, public goods will not be provided since each rational individual will prefer to free-ride, which as we previously mention, is a dominant strategy. But this is not the end of the story since in practice we see many instances of public goods provided by large groups. The mechanism proposed by Olson for solving collective action problems in these types of groups is the introduction of selective incentives. Let us illustrate this solution by returning to the example involving free riding on public transportation. Let us assume that instead of allowing individuals to voluntarily contribute to the provision of the public good by purchasing tickets, the local authorities create an agency responsible for monitoring and sanctioning individuals who use public transportation but do not purchase tickets. As most readers will recognize, this is actually the case with almost all public transportations systems, since the state cannot rely on voluntary contributions from its citizens[10]. The possibility that individuals will be required to pay a fine if they are caught free riding is considered a negative selective incentive in Olson’s terminology. The other type of selective incentive is a positive one, which does not operate as punishment (as is the case with negative incentives), but as a reward[11]. Large groups where selective incentives[12] have proved efficient in generating collective action are termed mobilized latent groups (Olson: 1965, p.51).


    Olson’s theory of collective action has had a widespread and profound impact on economy, sociology and especially political science[13] (McLean: 2000, p.651). Thus, as is usually the case with such foundational works, his theory sparked a significant amount of acclaim and support as well as critiques and refinements, both within the rational choice framework and external to it.


    One of the major lines of criticism concerns the free riding hypothesis, which we previously described. Most work on this problem has been done at an experimental level[14], where two results were consistently obtained: (1) in one-shot games or in the first rounds of games, there is no significant evidence supporting the free riding hypothesis[15], (2) as the game progresses, a decay of provision in the levels of the public good is observed (Andreoni: 1988, p.291). In the first generation theories of collective action, which maintain the Olsonian framework, two explanations were usually offered for these results[16] [17]. The first one is the learning hypothesis, which states that both results can be traced to the fact that individuals need time to understand the incentive scheme of the game and to understand what choices would maximize their expected utility[18]. Thus, in the first rounds of the game, players do not realize that defection is the maximizing strategy and as the game progresses, they learn what the solution of the game is. The second explanation is the strategy hypothesis, which states that free riding is not ubiquitous due to strategic considerations of players, who recognize that cooperative behavior will lead to Pareto optimal outcomes. Consequently, players develop “multiperiod” strategies, mixing cooperation and defection in order to maximize expected utility. While theoretically plausible, both hypotheses have been met with mixed support experimental evidence[19].


    A second line targets Olson’s fundamental claim that group size is a significant predictor of the ability to generate collective action, with the relation being inversely proportional in the absence of coercion or external incentives. In one of the most powerful critiques, Oliver and Marwell (1988) challenge this thesis, claiming that Olson’s unequivocal emphasis on group size is misplaced and that the adequate units of analysis are social organization and resources. They claim that:


    


    the problem of collective action is not whether it is possible to mobilize every single person who would be benefited by a collective good. It is not whether it is possible to mobilize everyone who would be willing to be mobilized. It is not even whether all the members of some organization or social network can be mobilized. Rather, the issue is whether there is some social mechanism that connects enough people who have the appropriate interests and resources so that they can act. (Oliver, Marwell: 1988, p.6)


    


    They further add that both theory and empirical evidence show that larger groups are in fact more likely to adequately tackle these problems than small groups. On the same topic, Chamberlin (1974) criticizes Olson for not differentiating between suboptimal group performance and the amount of collective good provision, with Olson’s conclusions being sound only for the former but not for the latter. Another critique of Olson’s position regarding group size is that of Esteban and Ray (2001), who argue that if we drop the “unrealistic” assumption that cost functions are linear, Olson’s conclusion is mistaken. Pecorino (1999) further shows that in cases of repeated interactions large groups can maintain adequate levels of public good provision and Isaac et al (1994) experimentally show that the relation between group size and efficiency of public goods provisioned is a directly proportional one, not inversely proportional as Olson claims. In more recent studies, Lupia and Sin (2003) claim that evolving communication technologies are able to neutralize the differentiation between small and large groups in providing public goods and Zhang and Zhu (2011) use Chinese Wikipedia to empirically show that there are cases, at least where contributors to the public good are also users, where contribution increases directly proportional to group size.


    Amongst other important criticisms and refinements are those proposed by Heckathorn (1993), who claims that group heterogeneity does not necessarily increase the likelihood of cooperation for the provision of a public good as Olson (1965, p.34) suggests, by Guttman (1978), who uses a model of matching behavior to theoretically show that Olson is mistaken when claiming that public goods will never be provided voluntarily in large groups or by Isaac and Walker (1988) who show that when communication is allowed the classical suboptimality problem is mitigated to a large extent[20].


    Regardless of these (and many other) later developments, Olson’s theory deeply resonated in political science, and not only within the positive scientific dimension (although it remained the primary site of application), but also in the normative dimension of politics. As McLean states:


    


    it subverts the left by arguing that the crucial distinction is between consumers and producers, rather than between capitalists and proletarians. Furthermore, the fact that a class (such as the proletariat) has a common interest does not make it rational for an individual proletarian to act in her class's common interest. So Marx's politics collapses. It is rational for unions to try to enforce membership and rational for their potential members to try to take a free ride. But Olson's analysis subverts the right by showing that capitalists will have systematically more efficient lobbies than proletarians because there are fewer of them, and therefore that Marx was right about the balance of power between capital and labour.[21] (McLean: 2003, pp.654–655)


    1.2.2. A Taxonomy of Goods


    One of the most important concepts used in the analysis of collective action is that of a public good. Olson’s usage of the term is not identical to what is presently understood by scholars when referring to public goods, since he conflates three concepts: public goods, common goods and collective goods (Olson: 1965, p.14). Therefore a more in-depth look at these concepts is warranted so that the reader unfamiliar with this literature may properly understand the following chapters of this volume. First of all, to delineate a collective good from the other two concepts, we need to appeal to the contrasting concept, i.e. the individual good. The distinction here is between the way of production of these goods, with the collective one requiring collective action for optimal production (or in some cases even for production itself) and with the individual one not requiring collective action for production. Both public goods and common goods, in the mainstream terminology that we will presently explain are collective goods, but they do not exhaust this category.


    To understand the difference between a public and a common good, we need to appeal to two distinctions from neo-classical economics. The first one belongs to Samuelson (1954), who distinguishes between goods in accordance to whether they are rivalrous in consumption or not. He terms goods that are quantitatively or qualitatively affected by consumption private consumption goods and the ones that are not so affected collective consumption goods (Samuelson: 1954, p.387). To illustrate this distinction with some examples, consider the following two goods: a glass of juice and a song. If you drink the glass of juice, no one else will have the opportunity to consume it, therefore your usage has subtracted that good from the consumption of others. But if you listen to a song, everyone else will be as able to listen and enjoy the same song, at the same level of quality. Samuelson’s distinction is not taken into account in Olson’s taxonomy of goods.


    The second relevant distinction is the one drawn by Musgrave (1959), between goods where exclusion from consumption is feasible and goods where such exclusion is not feasible. Exclusion from consumption is feasible whenever private or communal property rights exist and are enforced against third parties. For instance, a personal bank account falls in the first category, since you have the ability to exclude all parties from using it without your consent. A classic example which falls into the second category is national security, since once the good is produced no citizen can be excluded from its usage[22].


    By combining the two classifications of goods, Ostrom and Ostrom (1977, p.12) arrive at the 2-dimensional taxonomy of goods found in Figure 1-1.


    Figure 1-1. A taxonomy of goods
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    Source: Ostrom, Ostrom (1977, p.12)


    


    Since private goods lie at the intersection of rivalry in consumption and exclusivity, they do not trigger any collective action problems. The other three types of goods however are all susceptible to collective action problems. Toll goods, alternatively termed club goods by Buchanan (1965), can give rise to collective action problems under the guise of congestion or anti-congestion situation. Congestion problems appear when the toll good is produced at a sub-optimal quality due to the fact that too many people consume the good at the same time. The scenario described by Arthur (1994) in the El Farol Bar problem when everyone uses the pure strategy of going to the bar is illustrative of a congestion situation. Anti-congestion problems arise when too few people participate in the production of the toll good. For instance, Iannaccone (1992) claims that religious sects can exhibit anti-congestion problems when too few people participate in the activities of the sect, since secular goods are qualitatively proportional to the number of individuals participating in their creation.


    But the most important aspect of this section is that by looking at Figure 1-1 the distinction between public goods, which are non-exclusive and non-rivalrous in consumption and common goods[23], which are also non-exclusive but are rivalrous in consumption, now becomes clear. Collective action problems appear in opposite fashions in the two types of goods. Free riding behavior in common good dilemmas manifests itself as a tendency to overexploit the good in question by using it over the optimal capacity. Since all rational individuals will follow the same pattern, the common good will either be rendered completely unusable, or usable only to a certain extent. Hardin’s (1968) pasture example is the paradigmatic example of overexploitation of a common good. By contrast, free riding behavior in public good dilemmas manifests itself as described by Olson (1965), through a refusal of individuals to contribute to the creation of the good in question.


    The next section succinctly formalizes social dilemmas involving the latter two types, i.e. public goods and common goods, in game theoretical language.


    1.2.3. Public Goods and CPR games


    The structure of public goods as well as common-pool resources (CPR) dilemmas can be best understood through a game theoretical formalization, since they are adequately captured by the most well-known game amongst political scientists, i.e. the prisoner’s dilemma[24]. The prisoner’s dilemma is a game that was designed by M. Flood and M. Dresher and introduced in a formal language by A. Tucker during a lecture held at Stanford in 1950 (Miroiu: 2007, p.43). In a nutshell, the game consists of two robbers (players) who have been arrested following a criminal offence and are examined separately by police authorities. Each has the option to cooperate, meaning that he does not incriminate the other one, or defect, meaning that he does. Although the Pareto efficient outcome would be for both of them to cooperate, since that would bring them only 2 years in jail, the assumption of maximizing rationality would lead both of them to defect, thereby getting 3 years in jail. This is easily seen when we try to solve the dilemma using game theoretical tools, since the strategy of defecting is dominant[25] and the profile of double defection is also a Nash Equilibrium[26]. By extending the number of players from 2 two n we can illustrate a collective action problem, as seen in Figure 1-2.


    Figure 1-2. Collective action dilemmas formalized in a strategic-form game
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    Let us assume that n players are engaged in the social interaction in question. In order to see how each player would act, we randomly choose a player i from the set of players who will play the game against the collective player n-i, composed of the subset of all players in the initial set, minus himself. Since players have identical properties, this procedure maintains the full generality of results, since i is representative for all players in the set. Let us further assume that the cost of cooperation for each player is of 1 unit[27] and the benefit derived from obtaining the public good is +10 units. Let us also consider that the public good is created even without the contribution of i, but by definition, even if i does not participate in its creation, he will still benefit from it.


    The situation described in Fig. 1-2. represents a classical prisoner’s dilemma game from the perspective of the payoff system. It is therefore easy to see that i and consequently all players in n-i as well will choose to defect. By using the method of elimination of dominated strategies, we see that the cooperative strategy is defeated for the individual player both when the collective player cooperates and when he defects. By using Nash Equilibrium, we notice that in the profile represented by double defection none of the players would unilaterally change their strategy (since this would lead to a loss of utility).


    A common-pool resources game can be interpreted in much the same manner. Consider the example offered by Hardin (1968, p.1244) in which a number of herdsmen have to decide on the number of cattle to add to the pasture. Let us presume that they know the exact number of cattle that grazed the pasture at an optimal level, amounting to 9 cattle per herdsman. Let us also presume that adding one more cattle to the pasture would not be problematic, but having all the herdsmen add one more would destroy the commons. This is exactly the situation depicted in Figure 1-2, since public goods and CPR games are not structurally different when formalized. Both are reducible to collective action problems, and in the formalized version of the prisoner’s dilemma the only difference between the two types of situations is that public goods games require agents to perform certain actions (i.e. contribute to the production of a good), while CPR games require agents to abstain from performing certain actions (thereby maintaining an optimal quantity and/or quality of the good).


    Keeping these issues in mind, we can conclude that the first generation of collective action theories, embedded in the framework of neo-classical economics, would predict that, ceteris paribus, social dilemmas involving collective action problems would yield pessimistic results regarding cooperation. However, these results were soon deemed to be unsatisfactory when confronted with empirical and experimental evidence. Two opposing lines of research therefore emerged. The first one remained within the classical research program, but constructed auxiliary hypotheses[28] to tackle the inconsistencies revealed by empirical and experimental data. The second approach, however, consisted of a refutation of the classical research program, by rejecting core assumptions such as the deductive method, the assumption of maximizing rationality, the uniform character of individuals etc.[29]. The approach thus developed represented a new research program, often referred to as the “second-generation” theory of collective action (Ostrom, Ahn: 2009, p.21).


    1.3. Second Generation of Collective Action Theories


    Contextual variables are irrelevant for game theoretical analysis, “once the structure of the game itself is made explicit” (Ostrom: 2005, p. 6). It is however very important for rational choice institutional analysis, which tries to build explanations regarding human behavior by using the basic framework of “games”. The building blocks of such analyses are rooted in game theory, but also require supplementary variables: the participants in known positions choose among actions at particular stages of a decision process conditioned by their control over a choice, the information they possess, the outcome that they expect and the costs and benefits linked to the outcome (Ostrom, Basurto: 2011, p. 323).


    It is assumed that the decision making process is heavily influenced by institutions, understood as norms and rules and that individuals can be morally constrained and also norm followers themselves. In this capacity, individuals are therefore assumed to be boundedly rational (Simon: 1976; Ostrom: 1998, p. 9), instead of being characterized by comprehensive rationality (Jones: 1999, p.299). These two assumptions, together with the more general idea that context matters lead to the creation of a second generation of collective action models (Ostrom: 1998, p.9), which aim at creating a connection between theoretical developments and experimental/empirical findings that suggest strong levels of cooperation in issues involving collective action.


    1.3.1. Ostrom’s Theory of Collective Action[30]


    The idea that no rational, self-interested individual would contribute to the creation of a public good, unless in small groups or constrained by coercion mechanisms was explained in the previous sections of the current paper. Seen in this light, collective action theory “became known as the zero contribution thesis” (Ostrom: 2000, p. 137). However, empirical findings strongly challenge this thesis. Voting turnout[31], revolutions[32], voluntary associations, foundations or other types of interest groups, as well as the capacity to create and maintain institutions are just a few examples suggesting that individuals have the ability to overcome collective action problems.


    Ostrom does not explicitly try to construct an alternative theory of collective action[33], but rather to refine the zero contribution thesis in order to avoid a contradiction between it and empirical/experimental findings which refute the prediction of non-cooperation. She therefore changes the assumption of rational, self-interested individuals into conditional cooperators and willing punishers[34] (Ostrom, 2000). The former “are individuals who are willing to initiate cooperative action when they estimate that others will reciprocate and to repeat these actions as long as a sufficient proportion of the others involved reciprocate” (Ostrom: 2000, p. 142). Conditional cooperators may also be willing punishers, in the sense that they may inflict punishment on non-cooperators, even if they themselves may incur high costs in these actions[35].


    The second major departure from the non-cooperative theory of collective action is the assumption that context matters, in the sense that it helps us to better understand the social norms that facilitate the development of conditional cooperators and willing punishers. The key question which Ostrom asks is: “how could these norm-using types of players have emerged and survived in a world of rational egoists”? (Ostrom: 2000, p. 143). Ostrom offers an answer to this question through indirect evolutionary theory, since “it provides useful ways of modeling the emergence and survival of multiple types of players in a population” (Ostrom: 2000, p. 143). Norms are defined as institutions[36], prescriptions of which actions are “required, prohibited or permitted” (Ostrom: 1986, p.5; Ostrom, Basurto: 2011, p. 319) in a given social and cultural environment. For example, telling the truth, not throwing garbage on the street, shaking hands when greeting other individuals or turning off mobile telephones while at the cinema represent examples of compliance with learnt social norms[37]. Indirect evolutionary approaches (Ostrom: 2000, p. 144) aim to understand the outcomes of interactions between non-cooperative players and norm-followers and to analyze to what extent social norms influence individuals to change their strategies. Basically, these approaches analyze “how strongly they (individuals) value conformance with (or deviance from) a norm” (Ostrom: 2000, p. 144). Indirect evolutionary theories are based on two assumptions: (1) participant preferences over the outcomes of collective action problems are dependent on their inclinations towards social norms (such as reciprocity and trust) and (2) participants are likely to change their strategies, according to the behavior of others and the objective payoffs that may be driven accordingly.


    The boundary rules, meaning those rules that allow individuals to know who is a participant and who is an outsider in a certain type of interaction is the first design principle that facilitates contact among similar types of players. Consequentially, cooperators will be able to signal one another, immediately identify themselves, and continue to interact with each other in order to proliferate cooperation. Evidence supporting these ideas is best evidenced by experimental and empirical findings.


    In a game characterized by incomplete information about the types of individuals and about the payoffs attached to their strategies, it would appear that only rational players will survive. Comprehensively rational individuals are assumed to only value their own self-interest, whereas conditional cooperators also extract an intrinsic extra payoff out of mutually respected social norms. By contrast, in a game characterized by incomplete information, but where the distribution of player typologies is known, it appears that players will initially trust each other “as long as the expected return of meeting trust-worthy players and receiving the higher payoff exceeds the payoff obtained when neither player trusts the other” (Ostrom: 2000, p. 145). In a game where individuals have complete information about the type of players, it appears that after many iterations, only cooperators would survive the evolutionary dynamic, since they are the only trustworthy ones. In this latter type of game, it therefore seems that “new entrants in the population would be more likely to adopt the preferences ordering of those who obtained the higher material payoffs in the immediate past” (Boyd and Richerson: 1985, p. 145), i.e. conditional cooperators. Therefore, on a long term, non-cooperative individuals would be likely to disappear. Evidence supporting these ideas is best evidenced by experimental and empirical findings.


    1.3.2. The Experimental Approach


    In order to understand the choice mechanisms and incentive schemes that could affect individuals, scholars affiliated with both generations of collective action theories usually turned to experiments. A public goods experiment[38] can have many variations[39], but it is usually organized around a core of similar elements. A simple and classical version of a public goods experiment is described by Andreoni (1995, pp.900–903) in the following manner: an number of n subjects are divided into groups of five. Each subject has a budget of 50 tokens. They can invest their tokens in two markets: a private market (called Private Exchange) and a public market (called Group Exchange). At each round, for every token invested in the private market subjects would receive 1 cent with certainty. For every token invested in the public market, each of the five subjects in the group would gain 0.5 cents (including the one who invested)[40]. The game is usually played for a number of iterations (which is either specified beforehand to the subjects or not). Thus, if in a certain round every subject would invest all of his tokens in the private market, each would get a return of 50 cents. If all subjects would invest all tokens in the public market each would get 125 cents, which is the Pareto superior outcome. However, if one player reasons that all the others would invest all tokens in the public market he might be tempted to obtain an even larger individual gain of 150 cents, by investing all of his tokens in the private one. Similarly, if he reasons that all the other would invest in the private market he would not want to invest in the public market, since his total winnings would then be of only 25 cents. Therefore, individuals which follow the postulates of maximizing rationality and self-interest should choose to invest in the private market, not the public one.


    Experiments of this type have two major advantages. First of all, they represent a controlled universe in which propositions (such as the free-rider hypothesis) can be tested. Secondly, they represent a controlled universe where the influence of various schemes of incentives can be tested. In Ledyard’s formulation:


    


    economic theory suggests that it may be possible to change institutions by which group choices are made in a way that causes the outcome to be closer to the group optimum. To know how to do that, however, requires anticipating how individual choices will change as the institutions change. Since both the economic/game-theoretic and sociopsychologic theoretical predictions are wrong, we need to discover more about behavior not only in the context of voluntary contributions but also in the presence of many institutional designs. Experiments are the only way to do so. (Ledyard: 1995, p.113)


    


    After many replications of experiments on public goods, in both traditions of research on collective action, seven primary conclusions have been drawn (Ostrom: 2000, pp. 140–141):


    1. Individual contributions to the public market in a one shot game, as well as in the first round of repeated games are high, approximating half of the total amount of each player’s investment tokens.


    2. Contribution levels decay with the progress of the game; however they remain constantly above 0 even in the final rounds of finite games.


    3. A belief in the cooperating behavior of other players tends to increase levels of cooperation.


    4. Learning the game better usually increases the level of cooperation[41].


    5. Face-to-face communication in any kind of social dilemmas increases levels of cooperation, and maintains them high even in the last rounds of the game.


    6. Subjects are willing to spend individual resources in order to punish defectors and below-average contributors.


    7. The level of cooperation is conditioned by a set of variables, such as: the structure and rules of the game[42], increased competition among participants, the possibility to communicate, to create sanctioning mechanisms and to distribute benefits[43].


    In another comprehensive survey of experimental research, Ledyard (1995) divides all factors usually considered to influence individual contributions to the public good in environmental variables, systemic variables and design variables, and then proceeds to describe the influence which each of the 19 variables taken into account exercises on provision levels. By compiling data from the most salient experiments on the free riding hypothesis conducted up to that point he finds that communication and marginal per capita return are the only variables which have a strong positive influence on provision levels, while repetition, economics training and experience have a strong negative influence. He also finds that common knowledge, homogeneity, thresholds, beliefs, group identification and rebates have a weak positive influence and the requirement of unanimity has a weak negative influence, while numbers, gender and learning have no significant effect on provision (Ledyard: 1995, p.143).


    1.3.3. The Empirical Approach


    Field studies enable a grassroots understanding of the norms and rules that facilitate the overcoming of collective action problems. This is the greatest benefit of the approach. The greatest disadvantage, on the other hand, is that the norms and rules that lead to equilibrium situations are the result of a long-term process of formation, adjustments and endogenous change initiatives that are hard to observe either due to time constraints, or due to the fact that they are usually very deeply embedded in the social fabric and can be unobservable.


    Empirical studies of collective action problems are particular to second-generation theorists, since the methodological approach used by them is inductive and allows these type of studies. By contrast, the deductive approach of first-generation theorists make such studies impossible, since predictive results need to be characterized by universality, disregarding the particular context of various social dilemmas. Another important trait of empirical studies of collective action problems is that the bulk of them use common-pool resources rather than public goods as their unit of analysis.


    Ever since the first policy-oriented empirical studies[44], developed in the early ‘70s by V. Ostrom (1971) on water resource development, E. Ostrom et al (1973) on community police services and Bish and Ostrom (1973) on urban government, this type of literature has flourished and provided thousands of valuable studies. The vastness of the relevant literature therefore prevents us from directly referencing only some of these studies, on the pain of unjustly neglecting others due to spatial constraints. However, you can find collections of these studies in monographs or anthologies such as Gibson et al (2000) and Moran and Ostrom (2005) on forest management, Andersson et al (2009) on rural development, Shivakoti and Ostrom (2002) and Schlager and Blomquist (2008) on watershed and irrigation management, Gibson et al (1998) and Berge and Stenseth (1998) on local CPR management, Dolsak and Ostrom (2003) on the general management of common goods and many others. These studies are usually associated with the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis at the University of Indiana, founded by Elinor and Vincent Ostrom[45]. More recently, there have been significant developments of this research program in other parts of the world as well, a notable example being the research group formed at the University of Utrecht under the coordination of Tine de Moor[46].


    Some of the ideas that can be extracted from these studies are very synthetically presented in the following lines[47]. First of all, participants’ preferences for overcoming collective actions are likely to be dependent on their inclinations towards norms. Creating, amending, and adjusting rules to local circumstances is a usual process in a common good problem. For instance, in one of her seminal studies, Ostrom (2000) presents the example of 48 irrigation systems in India. All the farmers who perceived that the rules organizing the irrigation canals were established by central authorities had a negative attitude towards the overall quality of the resource. By contrast, all those who perceived the rules to be tailored by individuals showed a positive attitude towards the quality of the resource, the water allocation rule and rule compliance in general.


    Despite the fact that internalized norms of reciprocity and trust are essential to long term cooperation, the most stable mechanisms organized to preserve a common-pool resource also require monitoring and sanctioning instruments. However, these do not need to be enforced by an external agency or government, but can be created endogenously, such as all the other internal rules organizing interaction. For example, individuals may impose a progressive sanctioning system for defectors that will not alter their financial capacity to contribute to the creation or maintenance of public or common goods, but will publicly reveal them as defectors. Moreover, the monitoring and safeguarding functions may be rotated from one individual to another in order to ensure conditional cooperators that defections will be minimized as much as possible. Otherwise stated:


    


    once some users have made contingent self-commitments, they are then motivated to monitor other people’s behavior, at least from time to time, to assure themselves that others are following the rules most of the time. (Ostrom: 2000, p. 152)


    


    The functionality of endogenous rules also depends on at least a minimum level of acceptance from government authorities that must permit their enforcement, as well as on a number of other threads that may alter their long-term success, such as: a fast evolution of technology, transmission failures to next generations of the foundation of cooperation mechanisms, frequent switch to external sources of intervention, international aid that does not take into account local institutions, growth of corruption etc. (Ostrom: 2000, p. 153).


    All these variables prove that contextual institutions matter, in the sense that they provide the incentives to either cooperate or defect. The context includes the conditions to proliferate social norms that facilitate cooperation. Empirical studies help us understand how does context provide these incentives and how do social norms appear and propagate. Otherwise stated:


    


    we need to understand how institutional, cultural, and biophysical context affects the types of individuals, the kind of information that is made available about past actions, and how individuals can themselves change structural variables so as to enhance the probabilities of norm-using types being involved and growing in strength over time. (Ostrom: 2000, p. 154)


    1.4. Concluding Remarks


    In this chapter we provided a theoretical introduction to the topic of collective action. The content of the chapter uses a minimal core of concepts and the form of this chapter is arranged so as to be accessible to any reader who has not yet been familiarized with the notion of a collective action problem. We hope that by completing the sections above, the reader has obtained a grasp of central issues in discussions of collective action, such as the distinction between private, toll, common and public goods, the idea of a free riding behavior, the relation between efficient production of public goods and group size, the basic formalization of a collective action problem as a prisoner’s dilemma game with one individual and one collective player as well as the solutions provided in classical non-cooperative game theory for a social dilemma, the design of a simple public goods/common goods experiment, and the main ideas grounding Ostrom’s theory of collective action as well as the results obtained by using this approach following experimental and empirical evidence. If by this point the reader has properly understood these topics, which constitute the building blocks of any study on collective action problems, she should be able to confidently approach the study of the remaining chapters of this volume.
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