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Hardin’s theory—depicting a set of pastoralists inexorably trapped in the overuse of their
common pasture—was thought for many years to be typical for common-pool resources
(CPRs) not owned privately or by a government. Since Hardin thought the users would be
‘trapped’ in their tragic overuse of a resource, he advocated two solutions to prevent future
tragedies: state control or individual ownership. We need to move beyond this simplistic
approach, but face challenges in doing so.

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. Field settings do exist where
Hardin is correct. 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. In an experimental lab, subjects presented with a com-
mon-pool resource problem overharvest when they do not know who is in their group,
no feedback is provided on individual actions, and they cannot communicate. They do
worse than game theory predicts and fit the behaviour predicted by Hardin (Ostrom
et al., 1994).

If the subjects are enabled to sit in a circle talking about the puzzle in a face-to-face
group, however, they usually develop trust and reciprocity. Within a few rounds, they
reduce overharvesting substantially and do very well (Ostrom et al., 1992). In
traditional, non-cooperative game theory, communication is not supposed to improve
the outcomes obtained, but many groups solve the problem of overharvesting after
engaging in face-to-face communication. Further, many smaller groups that use
CPRs—inshore fisheries, forests, irrigation systems, and pastures—have developed a
diversity of norms and rules that have enabled them to solve problems of overharvesting
(NRC, 1986, 2002; McCay & Acheson, 1987; Berkes, 1989; McKean, 1992; Baland &
Platteau, 1996; Dolšak & Ostrom, 2003; Basurto, 2005; Lansing, 2006; van Laerhoven &
Ostrom, 2007).
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To move beyond Hardin’s tragedy of the commons, we need to avoid falling into either
of two analytical and policy traps: (1) deriving and recommending policy blueprints or
‘panaceas’; or (2) asserting ‘my case is unique’. The first trap is caused, to some extent, by
the ease with which simple, powerful models can be translated into overarching generali-
zations, which has led to policy blueprints abounding in the literature. Fisheries, for
instance, are rich with examples advocating individual transferable quotas (ITQs), marine
protected areas (MPAs), and community-based management (CBM) as cure-alls (Degnbol
et al., 2006).

Governing CPRs like fisheries is challenging. CPRs are normally used by multiple indi-
viduals generating finite quantities of resource units where one person’s use subtracts
from the quantity of resource units available to others. Most CPRs are sufficiently large
that multiple actors can simultaneously use the resource system, and excluding potential
beneficiaries is costly. We need to build a theoretical foundation for explaining why some
resource users are able to self-organize and govern the use of a resource over time in a
sustainable manner and why others fail or never make the effort. To build theory, it is
necessary to move away from both extremes to develop an interdisciplinary diagnostic
framework that helps to provide a foundation for further empirical research and learning
(Agrawal, 2008; Bardhan & Ray, 2008; Chopra, 2008).

The Panacea Analytical Trap

Historically, the cure-alls that have been recommended most frequently promote govern-
ment ownership (Ophuls, 1973; Feeny et al., 1996, p. 195) or privatization (Demsetz,
1967; Posner, 1977; Simmons et al., 1996). Panacea-type solutions can be a by-product of
approaches that generate highly abstract models and use simple empirical studies to
illustrate general patterns of social phenomena (Bouchaud, 2008). For instance, since the
important early studies of open-access fisheries by Gordon (1954) and Scott (1955), most
theoretical studies by political economists have analyzed simple CPR systems using rela-
tively similar assumptions (Feeny et al., 1996; Ruddle, 2007; Ruddle & Hickey, 2008). In
such systems, it is assumed that the resource generates a highly predictable, finite supply
of one type of resource unit (one species, for example) in each relevant time period.
Resource users are assumed to be homogeneous in terms of their assets, skills, discount
rates, and cultural views. Users are also assumed to be short-term, profit-maximizing
actors who possess complete information. As a result, this theory universally assumes that
anyone can enter the resource and harvest resource units. Users are viewed as able to gain
property rights only to what they harvest, which they then sell in an open competitive
market. Under this approach, the open-access condition is a given. The users make no
effort to change it. Users act independently and do not communicate or coordinate their
activities in any way.

This approach emphasizes collecting information on a large number of cases to be
able to find the correlation of dependent and independent variables with a statistical
degree of significance. This can come at the cost of being able to develop in-depth
knowledge of each of the cases under study. Homogenization assumptions about the
cases under consideration are often necessary to conduct quantitative analyses. In the
process, the analyst risks losing track of the importance of context and history and faces
challenges to be able to effectively convey the sense of complexity and diversity that
exists in the empirical world.
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The basic theory was applied to all CPRs, regardless of the capacity of resource users to
communicate and coordinate their activities, until the work of the National Academy of
Sciences’ Panel on Common Property (NRC, 1986) strongly challenged this approach.
The growing evidence from many qualitative studies of CPRs conducted in the field called
for a serious rethinking of the theoretical foundations for the analysis of CPRs (Berkes
et al., 1989; McCay & Acheson, 1987).

‘My-Case-is-Unique’ Analytical Trap

The rich case-study literature has played a prominent role in illustrating the wide diversity
of settings in which appropriators dependent on CPRs have organized themselves to
achieve much higher outcomes than is predicted by the conventional theory (Wade, 1994;
Ruddle & Johannes, 1985; Sengupta, 1991). In being able to tap into the rich case-study
literature, however, we also need to move beyond the argument that each resource system,
and the people who use it, is unique. At one level, that assertion is true. All humans are
unique and all human organizations are unique as well. The problem comes from assum-
ing that there are no commonalities across cases that can be the foundation for theoretical
analysis, explanations, and diagnosis. Ecologists have long dealt with complex systems
that at one level are unique (e.g. individual species), but are also able to move outward to
larger systems (e.g. populations or ecosystems) and find commonalities among different
species and behaviours. Medical diagnosis of illness and potential remedies is feasible,
even though each individual is unique.

Often, the scholarly treatment of social phenomena as unique is the by-product of train-
ing scholars in a research strategy that focuses first on understanding the complexity of
social phenomena. Qualitative-oriented scholars, such as ethnographers and historians, are
usually associated with this approach. Students of this tradition are often interested in
understanding how different elements fit together to constitute a case. They examine many
parts and attempt to construct a representation from the interconnections among the
aspects of each case. In order to be able to do so, it is necessary to acquire in-depth know-
ledge about the instances under study.

Often, the goal of this research approach is to describe how different aspects constitute
the case as a whole, which may then be compared and contrasted with other cases. Given
the depth of data that scholars amass about each aspect of their case, qualitative scholars
frequently work with one or a few cases at a time. Because of their familiarity with the
complexity and in-depth understanding of the particularities of the instances that charac-
terize certain phenomena, qualitative scholars tend to avoid making generalizations about
their findings. Sometimes it is precisely the rarity of certain social phenomena, character-
ized by only one, two, or a handful of instances, that might attract a scholar’s attention and
curiosity to them in the first place (Ragin, 2000, 2008).

In Closing

To move beyond Hardin’s theory, we need to draw on both general theory related to
causal processes and learn how to identify key variables present or absent in particular
settings, so as to understand successes and failures. We agree that to build a diagnostic
theory, it is important to incorporate contextual factors into policy analyses. We also need
to avoid falling into the presumption that all individual settings are so different from one
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another that all we can do is describe the intricate detail of particular settings. Those of us
who study institutions and human behaviour, while trying to develop theoretical understand-
ing, do realize that every case, as well as all human beings, is unique. On the other hand,
while we have a unique combination of factors affecting our personalities, behaviour, and
actions, all humans share some attributes. It is always a challenge to determine which of
those attributes are important at any one time. This is what the medical profession has been
struggling to do for many eras. The great contribution of medical sciences is the develop-
ment of diagnostic theory that enables medicine to move beyond panaceas. Policy sciences
need to work toward the development of a diagnostic theory of the commons.
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