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Outline content
• Game
• Short history: from the Tragedy of the Commons to the Drama of the Commons
• Important definitions
• Solutions
• Some success stories
• Examples of Tragedies/Dramas (I’m curious to hear your examples here)
• Current challenges (and research frontiers)
Break around 18.15
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Reading

Mandatory Reading/Watching:
• Battersby (2017) Can Humankind Escape the Tragedy of the
Commons?
• Hardin, Garrett (1968) The Tragedy of the Commons
• Elinor Ostrom (2009) Sustainable development and the tragedy of
commons (8min)
• What is the tragedy of the commons? (2017) (5min)
Further Reading/Watching/Tasks:
• Dell’Angelo, J (2017) The Tragedy of the Grabbed Commons:
Coercion and Dispossession in the Global Land Rush
• Dietz et a (2003) The Struggle to Govern the Commons
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Game:
WIN AS MUCH AS YOU CAN!
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Game feedback

What has happened? Spontaneous reaction?
Did you like the game? Or did it make you feel uncomfortable?
Why do you think we played this game?
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Let’s start with a birthday…

…years ago, in December 1968, Garrett Hardin wrote his
influential paper ‘Tragedy of the Commons’
The paper is in the top 5% of all research outputs ever
tracked by Altmetric
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Tragedy of the Commons (Hardin 1968)

“Picture a pasture open to all. […]
the rational herdsman concludes that the
only sensible course for him to pursue is to
add another animal to his herd. And another; and
another… But this is the conclusion reached by each
and every rational herdsman sharing a commons.
Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a
system that compels him to increase his herd
without limit - in a world that is limited.” [With
the consequence of over-exploited
commons]

Solution: privatisation or state control
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From the Tragedy to the Drama of the Commons

Elinor Ostrom on the Myth of
Tragedy of the Commons
(video; 2:38 min)

From the Tragedy to the Drama of the Commons

•

Tragedy is not unavoidable! But there
are settings in which Hardin is correct

•

Privatisation and state ownership are not
the only solutions

•

Collective self-governance can avoid
the Tragedy

“In efforts to move beyond Hardin, it is important that one does not
dismiss his predictions for some CPRs. The major problem of his
original analysis was that he presented ‘the tragedy’ as a universal
phenomenon. […] Overharvesting frequently occurs when resource
users are totally anonymous, do not have a foundation of trust and
reciprocity, cannot communicate, and have no established
rules” (Basurto and Ostrom 2009).
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Short history: From the Tragedy…
“The tragedy of the
commons has become
part of the
conventional wisdom in
environmental studies,
resource science and
policy, economics,
ecology, and political
science.”

Pamphlet by the
British mathematician
William Forster Lloyd

1833

1954/1955 1968

Gordon (1954): ’The Economic
Theory of a Common-Property
Resource: The Fishery’
Scott (1955): The Fishery: The
Objective of Sole Ownership

1987

1990

Examples of successful cases (on
13
local level) + Design principles

…to the Drama of the Commons

1994

- Experiment participants fit behaviour predicted by Hardin when:
- group members are anonymous
- no feedback on individual actions
- no communication
- Introduction of communication or punishment reduces ‘tragedy
cases’ drastically (through trust and reciprocity)
- Large groups make it harder to avoid tragedy
(Ostrom et al. 1994, Basurto and Ostrom 2009) 14

…to the Drama of the Commons
(Excerpt from Ostrom 1998)

1994

1998
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…to the Drama of the Commons

1994

1998

2002

Description of the publisher:
“[The "tragedy of the commons”] has had
tremendous value for stimulating research, but it
only describes the reality of human-environment
interactions in special situations. Research over the
past thirty years has helped clarify how human
motivations, rules governing access to resources,
the structure of social organizations, and the
resource systems themselves interact to determine
whether or not the many dramas of the commons
end happily.
In this book, […] leaders in the field review the
evidence from several disciplines and many lines
of research and present a state-of-the-art
assessment.”
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…to the Drama of the Commons
Elinor Ostrom receives
Nobel Memorial Prize in
Economic Sciences "for her
analysis of economic
governance”, in particular
how common property
could be successfully
managed by groups using it

1994

1998

2002

2009
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The struggle to govern the commons
• Far from trivial to solve so-called collective action problems, cooperation
among multiple and diverse actors is necessary to avoid the Tragedy
• Questions on what makes collective action emerge, sustain and be
successful has puzzled and fascinated scholars from various fields and
disciplines (e.g. anthropologists, social scientists, economists,
mathematicians)

By
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Important definitions: four types of goods/services
(physical nature)
Typology of goods

Subtractable

Excludable

Non-excludable

Private goods

Common-pool
resources (CPR)

Club goods

Public goods

Non-subtractable

•

Subtractability: Does A’s
consumption of a unit of that
resource lower B’s potential
enjoyment?

•

Exclusion: How costly is it for A to
exclude B from access to that
resource?

Examples:
Private goods: car, clothing
Club goods: cinema, park with entrance
fee
CPR: pasture, fisheries, forests, oceans
Public good: fresh air, irrigation systems,
roads

(Ostrom and Ostrom 1977, McGinnis 2011)
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Important definitions: four types of property rights

• Nature of good primarily determined by its physical nature, but the de
facto type may be affected by the way in which consumers use it
• Property rights: which actors have been authorised to carry out which
actions
• Private Property: Bundles of rights held by and exchanged among
individuals or legally recognised corporate entities; generally
recognised and enforced by the state; usually exclusive and
transferable
• Examples: forests and rangelands that are held privately
• Public Property: Bundles of rights held by official agents of some unit
of government, general public has commonly equal access and use
rights
• Examples: forests and rangelands held by the government or
crown-owned, but also highways or public parks

(Feeny et al. 1990, McGinnis 2011, Dell’Angelo et al 2017)
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Important definitions: four types of property rights

• Open Access: No effective restrictions on use of resource
• Examples: Many offshore ocean fisheries
• Common (or communal) Property: Bundles of rights held,
defined, and exchanged by some communal entity as a
whole; often rights of equal access and use; rights may be
legally recognised, in other cases the rights are de facto
• Examples: 70% of the land in sub-Saharan Africa,
water-users associations, many inshore fisheries and
forests
• Tragedy of the Commons: Open access CPR (no governance
in place)
(Feeny et al. 1990, McGinnis 2011, Dell’Angelo et al 2017)

21

Important definitions: four types of property rights

Note:
• These types are ideal, analytic types. In practice, many resources are
held in overlapping or even conflicting combinations; e.g. comanagement (communities + governments)
• The term commons is informally used to refer to public goods,
common pool resources, or any area with uncertain property rights.
For analytical purposes it is necessary to be more specific.

(Feeny et al. 1990, McGinnis 2011) 22

Solutions?
Privatisation, state control, self-governance
•

Privatisation or state ownership (Hardin 1968, see Feeny et al. 1990 and Basurto and Ostrom
2009 for references)

•

•

Still today many governments and other authorities have the belief that
those two options are the only viable ones

•

ITQs as example in fisheries

Collective, self-organised governance (e.g.
Ostrom 1990, Feeny et al. 1990, Dietz et al. 2003)

•

Ostrom’s design principles (Ostrom 1990)

•

Trust, reciprocity, norms,
communication, sanctioning (Ostrom
1998)

•

There are no panaceas! (Ostrom 2007)

Note: those hold mainly for local levels, smaller
groups of people
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Ostrom’s design principles (1990)
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Solutions?
Some success stories
On local level
• Work of Elinor Ostrom (1990) and many others
• Example: Agrawal et al. large-scale study on forests
•

Research team looked at 84 forest sites in East Africa and South Asia,

•

Results: where local users are involved in rule-making, not only are their
subsistence livelihoods usually better, but forests also tend to be healthier in
ecological terms, with more types of tree species

On international level
Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the
Ozone Layer (1987)
•

To halt emissions of ozone-depleting substances
(chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs); which were increasing
faster than CO2 emissions)

•

Result: ozone hole started to close instead of growing
From TEDEd video
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Solutions?
Better understanding human psychology

• Better understanding of human psychology in relation to the commons what motivates us to take action / care about our commons?
• Importance for policies, underlying behavioural assumptions
• Trust, reciprocity, norms, communication, sanctioning (Ostrom 1998)
Example: role of norms for behavioural change
• Social norm: “a predominant behavioural pattern within a group,
supported by a shared understanding of acceptable actions and
sustained through social interactions within that group” (Nyborg et al. 2016)
• E.g. diet variation across countries cannot be fully explained by
prices, incomes, and nutrition content; it appears that other forces,
like norms, are involved.
• Important success factors: whether actions of others are observable —>
example of recycling vs. use of antibiotics
26

Solutions?
Human psychology - behavioural assumptions - food for thought!
1776, The Wealth of Nations

• What would happen if we
would assume - to start with that we are social beings that
can be self-interested, rather
than the other way around?
• E.g. why do we most of
the times hear this one
quote from Adam Smith’s?

•

[This is also food for thought when
re-thinking the global economy in
relation to other sustainability issues
we are facing]

Rather less well-known, he also wrote:
“How selfish soever man may be supposed,
there are evidently some principles in his
nature, which interest him on the fortune to
others, and render their happiness
necessary to him, though he derives nothing
from it, expect the pleasure of seeing it”
in 1759 in The Theory of Moral Sentiments.
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Examples

Let’s take a few minutes to discuss in groups of 3
an example from everyday life.
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Examples

Over-usage of
antibiotics

Short-term:
Gains in livestock and treating
common illnesses

Long-term:
Evolution of antibiotic resistant
bacteria which threatens the
entire population

Short-term:
Cheap energy for customers
and profits for its owners

Long-term:
Pollution for thousands of years
in the atmosphere
From TEDEd video

Energy based
on fossil fuels
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Examples
Littering

Purchase of
bottled water

Watering

Deforestation

Traffic jams

…

From TEDEd video
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Challenges
Global environmental change and globalisation
•

External drivers affect local small-scale communities more and more; e.g.
climate change, global markets

•

Commons literature has often focused on the local (endogenous)
conditions characterising successful management. Unclear how external
factors will play out

•

Example: large-scale land acquisitions which seem to happen (partly) at
the expense of common-property systems around the world
•

•

Absence of formally defined private property rights, which historically
contributed to the strength of the commons (e.g. prevented the land
from being sold and allowed communities to transfer assets held in
common to subsequent generations) can now work against the
interests of the communities
•

Commons users can be excluded from negotiations

•

Commons users may be in a weaker position because they have
no access to credit, since they cannot use the land as collateral
for borrowing

—> massive power imbalances

(Battersby 2017, Dell’Angelo et al 2017) 31

Challenges
Global commons
•

Most solutions and successful cases have been reported at
local level

•

What can be scaled up? How can we address climate change?

•

Example: Transnational Corporations as ‘Keystone Actors’ in
Marine Ecosystems (Österblom et al. 2015, 2017)

Commodification of nature - Payments for Ecosystem Services
•

What are the consequences of introducing monetary
incentives? Evidence of crowding out of intrinsic motivation, but
evidence not conclusive yet

Urban commons: loss of nature experiences - will we care less in the
future?

(Dietz et al 2003, Battersby 2017)
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Re-cap of today
Some take away messages?
• Game
• Short history: from the Tragedy of the Commons to the Drama of the Commons
• Important definitions
• Solutions
• Some success stories
• Examples of Tragedies/Dramas
• Current challenges (and research frontiers)
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