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Abstract:  This Introduction to Section 2 describes three kinds of interactions in polycentric 

governance systems:  cooperation, conflict and conflict resolution, and competition.  It identifies 

three elements that shape how these interactions play out:  authority, information, and resources.  

The Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework provides a consistent framework 

to organize inquiry in the chapters that follow. 

 

The prior sections of this book laid out foundational concepts in polycentric governance.  A core 

definition of polycentric governance systems is that multiple centres of decision making are 

formally independent of each other but interact within a system of overarching rules.  These 

interactions, also known as “taking each other into account,” can be thought of as three main 

types:  (1) cooperation, (2) conflict and conflict resolution, and (3) competition (Ostrom, Tiebout 

and Warren 1961).  Although intertwined, these types of interactions can be analyzed distinctly. 

Cooperation involves multiple centres working together to advance shared goals.  Centres 

seek common ground to mutually advance their goals by coordinating, communicating, and 

possibly sharing resources with each other.  This form of interaction has been growing in 

practice and scholarship under a variety of terms, especially “collaboration” and “collaborative 

governance.”  An important element of collaborative governance is the interaction of not only 

government, but also non-governmental actors including the private and non-profit sectors.  This 



diverse array of participants moves beyond the narrower definition of polycentric governance as 

only those actions taken by formal political units of government.  Instead, both government 

officials and non-governmental actors can play critical roles, as described in chapter 1. 

Conflict can be defined as a dispute or disagreement among actors over how to provide a 

good or service, or over the rules, policies or institutions for addressing a governance issue 

(Weible and Heikkila 2017).  Conflict occurs in polycentric governance systems as decision 

centres within polycentric systems have competing interests or goals with respect to governance 

choices (Ostrom et al. 1961).  Generation of externalities, disagreement about the need for public 

goods, free riding on the investments of other centres, and questions about who has appropriate 

authority over which decisions can spark conflict.  Conflict resolution, on the other hand, 

involves an agreement or decision where actors or decision units no longer have incentives to 

engage in conflictual behaviors, or where they are willing to compromise on an issue. 

Competition provides a market logic for different decision making centres to respond to 

demands.  Competition is one means by which centres in a polycentric governance system are 

pressured to provide public goods and services efficiently. As centres seek to provide and/or 

produce public goods and services, competitive interactions can arise, and these interactions are 

sensitive to information availability. 

To analyze how centres in a polycentric governance system take each other into account, 

we identify and describe three key elements affecting incentives and interactions among multiple 

centres:  authority, information, and resources.   

Authority is key in structuring how multiple centres of decision making are permitted or 

forbidden from interacting with one another.  For example, a state regulatory agency with 

authority to limit pollution might forbid a municipality from contracting its wastewater treatment 



with a neighboring city, or it may grant local governments authority to enter into joint 

agreements for public service production (Oakerson and Parks 1988).  Large scale, metropolitan-

wide sole authority precludes lower-level units from cooperating to provide services (Ostrom, 

Tiebout and Warren 1961). 

Information is critical for motivating public organisations to be efficient and responsive.  

Information provides citizens with leverage to hold public officials accountable, especially in 

comparing costs and benefits in their jurisdiction with costs and benefits in other jurisdictions 

(Ostrom, Tiebout and Warren 1961).  Such leverage can motivate independent centres of 

authority to seek cooperation with each other to improve performance. 

Resources are needed to generate public benefits in polycentric governance systems.  

Overlapping and parallel government jurisdictions may cooperate in sharing resources for joint 

production or pay other organisations through contracting to produce services ranging from 

police and fire to wastewater treatment and trash removal (Ostrom, Tiebout, and Warren 1961). 

Overall, authority, information, and resources are key elements shaping incentives and 

interactions in polycentric governance systems.  These elements are examined across the 

chapters in this section.  We begin with a description of cooperative interactions, drawing on a 

case of cooperative ecosystem restoration efforts in the Puget Sound, Washington (USA).  Next 

is a chapter focusing on conflict and conflict resolution in the case of oil and gas development in 

two U.S. states, New York and Colorado.  Then comes a chapter focusing on competition across 

two water supply cases, the Ebro River in Spain and the Columbia River in the Pacific Northwest 

(USA).  We conclude this section with a chapter on measuring performance of interactions, 

drawing on case material from the prior three chapters.  In all of these chapters our aim is to 

explore how authority, information, and resources affect incentives and interactions as multiple 



decision centres of a polycentric governance system take each other into account.  We also 

suggest performance criteria appropriate for each type of interaction.  

For analytical consistency and comparability across the cases, we employ the Institutional 

Analysis and Development (IAD) framework.  This framework, often employed in polycentricity 

studies, helps organise concepts related to interactions and performance.  As shown in Figure 1, 

we conceptualise the action situation as including actors who possess and create authority, 

information, and resources.  These action situations are affected by exogenous factors (e.g., 

community attributes and features of the biophysical context).  An action situation leads to 

interactions among actors; these interactions can include cooperation, conflict and conflict 

resolution, and competition.  These interactions lead to outcomes, which can be evaluated via 

performance criteria.  Outcome criteria centre on the question, What results did the system 

produce?  Are these results efficient and coherent with other levels of the system?  Additionally, 

processes can be evaluated: Was the decision making process accountable and representative to 

those affected?  Did the process generate opportunities for learning, adapting, and growing 

networks for future interactions?  These criteria are explained in detail in Chapter 8, and we use 

preliminary empirical data from the cases to suggest how performance might vary across the 

cases.  These exploratory analyses provide a basis for future work on the emerging research 

challenge of performance. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Another feature of the IAD framework is multiple levels of action: operational, collective 

choice, and constitutional (Ostrom 1990; Ostrom Gardner, and Walker 1994).  The operational 

level is where actors carry out actions on the ground that directly affect people and the natural 

world, such as planting trees along an estuary shoreline or conducting a stream cleanup day.  The 

collective choice level is where actors craft the set of rules that will steer operational level 

actions, such as deciding how to allocate their organization’s budget or making a rule that 

landowners shall receive a subsidy of 50% of the cost of the tree seedlings they plant along the 

shoreline if the trees are of a specified variety.  It is also where they develop plans that identify, 

prioritize, and strategize implementation of actions to improve environmental and social 

conditions.  The constitutional level is where actors constitute the decision making body that will 

collectively make rules, such as deciding that the decision making body shall include two 

representatives of the farming community and one member of the local soil and water 

conservation district board of directors. 

Outcomes 

Performance 
Criteria:  Efficacy,  
Efficiency, 
Coherence, 
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Social learning, 
Representation, 
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Actors, who possess and create 

Authority, Information, 
Resources 

(structured by rules) 
 
 

Interactions: 
Cooperation, Conflict and Conflict 

Resolution, Competition 
 

Figure 1. Interactions in a Polycentric Governance System (adapted from the IAD framework) 
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To examine the different ways decision centres take each other into account, how these 

ways are affected by authority, information, and resources, and what performance criteria to 

consider, we next turn to three focal action situations.  The first focuses on cooperation in the 

Puget Sound Basin. 
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