
Contributors from the Ostrom Workshop collaborated
in creating supplementary information to assist
readers with some of the technical language, basic
tools, and key concepts they work with. They include
the following three sections:

I. Basic Concepts [0],
II. The Eight Design Principles [0], and
III. Further Reading [0].
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Guest Introduction: Elinor Ostrom

By Elinor Ostrom

The current issue of Grassroots Economic Organizing contains a very interesting discussion among researchers and practitioners of
diverse types of collective action. What is reassuring is that some common agreement does exist among researchers and practitioners.
The group, who has written this special issue, understands human behavior as being complex and based on a variety of values and
goals, rather than simple and based on only on the maximization of individual wellbeing. When one models collective action using a
narrow set of assumptions that individuals always seek their own private good ahead of all other goals, the prediction about collective
action is very clear. One simply predicts that individuals will not engage in collective action unless they are paid in some concrete
fashion or are required to do so by well-enforced rules and laws.

When one assumes that individuals seek multiple goals including short-term self interest as well as longer term self and group
interests, fairness, reciprocity, and achievement of community goals that are of importance to an individual and to others, it is more
difficult to make simple predictions about behavior. One cannot simply switch from a presumption that no one will cooperate while
engaged in purely voluntary activities, to assume that when groups of individuals learn how to trust one another, engage in reciprocity,
discuss common goals, and work together to achieve these goals, they will always engage in collective action.

Many of the authors discuss the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework and how it has been used to undertake a
variety of research projects across the world. It is very reassuring for me, who has been involved in the development of the IAD
framework for three decades, to read some of these exciting articles about its application and use. I hope that the readers of this issue
see a serious academic effort to understand the challenges facing groups of individuals, who work together to achieve common goals
including everyday living together as well as achievement of a variety of ecological goals beyond the household.

The term "polycentricity" may be particularly confusing to readers, who come across this term for the first time. For a long time in
political science, scholars recommended monocentric systems as the optimal way of organizing collective action through governments
at various scales. The presumption was that you needed a single center of authority in a metropolitan area or for a state or for a nation.
There was recognition that you needed different governance arrangements at different scales but not a recognition of the importance
of enabling diverse ways of organizing within and across scales. In some national systems, the terms "federalism" and "polycentricity"
are closely related, but most citizens do not think of a metropolitan area serviced by a diversity of units at multiple scales to be a
federal system.

 

Long ago, we found that the presumption was incorrect that having
multiple units serving a metropolitan area in regard to police services
was inefficient. There are diverse economies of scale to be achieved
related to police services. There are, for example, substantial economies
of scale in the conduct of dispatching now that electronic devices are so
readily available. A central dispatch office can keep track of a large
number of individual police cars and dispatch the most appropriate unit
to an address also shown to the dispatcher using geographic information
systems programs. Similarly, the equipment needed to do careful
laboratory investigations of blood samples and other materials related to
a particular crime is also something that involves substantial economies
of scale. Purchasing the equipment and training the technicians, is a very
expensive effort. However, in most metropolitan areas in the United States, police departments have already created cooperative
agreements. Frequently, the large hospital in the metropolitan area takes on the responsibility for doing criminal laboratory
assessments. The equipment is already in the hospital. All that is required is training at least one technician in additional forensic
analysis techniques. On the other hand, when police patrol and respond to calls in a smaller community of 25,000-50,000 citizens,
they get to know the area much better.
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In a large 80 metropolitan area study, colleagues at Indiana University long ago found that polycentric organization of police services
was the most effective across metropolitan areas (see E. Ostrom and Roger Parks, 1999). Thus, polycentric systems can gain the
advantage of large scale where there are substantial economies of scale as well as the multiple advantages of small scale where
participants get to know one another well, learn about local problems extensively, and can create imaginative and effective solutions
to local problems that differ substantially from one place to another.

The articles in this issue are all very well written and describe their question well. It has been a real pleasure for me to read the drafts
of the articles. I look forward to seeing the final issue published.
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