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 Abstract: The objective of this paper is to carry out a rigorous analysis of the 

assumptions by which community self-management is a successful management model 

that promotes collaboration and satisfaction among community members. The 

collaboration of the community towards the successful conservation of a resource 

strengthens community bonds and increases the degree of union and the feeling of 

belonging to the community. This derives from the creation of the right institutions, 

which present an effective way out of the problem of the tragedy of the commons. On the 

other hand, another objective of the study is to highlight the fact that most privatization 

or centralization policies work with idealized or simplified models of institutions, so that, 

if these institutions are not the right ones, they can produce an effect contrary to the 

desired one. 

 Key words: community management; community well-being; environmental 

conservation; governance; social progress 

 

  INTRODUCTION 

Natural resource management has been a recurrent issue for academia since the 

second half of the 20th century.  The impulse of a whole related empirical and theoretical 

literature has made it possible to approach this topic from multiple perspectives, although 

it is true that Natural Resource Economics has been built on the foundations of the 

neoclassical economic approach, which constituted the hegemonic school in economic 

science throughout the twentieth century.  

One of the main problems concerning environmental economics is how to 

rationally manage the exploitation of natural resources. It is believed that the 

continued use of a common resource by a large number of users degrades it without 

remedy. This has led to unrest and confrontations between members of the 

community. This issue has grown in importance in recent decades due to the increased 

study of social interrelationships, the continuing increase in world population, and the 
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fear that limited natural resources will not be able to meet their needs. The idea of 

environmental degradation has been based, in large part, on the study of three 

models that seek to study the development of collective action, such as (Ostrom, 

1990): 

• The tragedy of the commons: expected degradation of the environment 

when several people use a scarce common resource, given the arduous task 

of excluding users and their characteristic rivalry.   

• The prisoner's dilemma: non-cooperative game where all players have 

complete information. Communication between them is not possible. The 

resulting equilibrium is not Pareto-efficient, individuals choose not to 

cooperate.  

• Collective action: only the prospect of obtaining benefits will make 

individuals cooperate on their own initiative. In any other case, only the 

inclusion of coercive mechanisms or other circumstances will achieve this. 

The figure of the "free-rider" (propitiated by the non-existence of means of 

exclusion on the obtaining of benefits when these have been produced) 

discourages cooperation.  

These three models lead to a sub-optimal outcome whereby the process of 

destruction is believed to be inexorable. Therefore, solutions for cooperation such 

as the following have to be sought (Ostrom, 1990):  

• Leviathan: these are central governments that take charge of resource 

management.  

• Privatization: allocation of a set of private rights. This practice entails 

higher costs of monitoring and enforcement of rights. In any case, in 

"fugitive assets" it is difficult to allocate such rights.  

Neither leviathan nor privatizations are in many cases an optimal solution to 

environmental problems, as they can be simplistic and generic solutions that are not 

adapted to the characteristics of each community.  

 

 METHODOLOGY: THE COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM  

 Communal ownership is widespread in natural resources, with every member of 

the community having the right to use the resource. Ostrom has demonstrated through a 

rich empirical program how self-organized community governance is often an effective 

alternative for a wide range of shared resources. In some contexts, communities can and 

should solve the tragedy of the commons, collective action, and other related resource 

management problems without government regulation or allocation of private rights. The 

community can do so in multiple ways, often relying on informal mechanisms for 

coordinating behavior. To this end, it is important that there be an effective organization 

and mutual trust among the agents involved. The result is efficient management that not 

only improves the use and care of the resource, but also improves the well-being of the 

community. 

With this broad field of vision, Ostrom not only highlighted institutions and their 

systematic study, but also enhanced understanding about formal institutions by revealing 

the different ways in which government, market and community institutions depend on 

each other to be successful. To do so, he followed these two lessons (Frischmann, 2013): 
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1. Key Lesson: Apply systematic and evolutionary learning through diverse 

interdisciplinary methodologies, theories and empirical approaches, including 

case studies. He warns against the wrongness of the myopia induced by the 

single model and the supposed panaceas. These are the real underlying problems 

for Ostrom. Serious is the error of thinking in binary terms, individual or social, 

private or public, market or government. This leads to great distortions in 

perceptions about the world and plans for what we do. Reality is much more 

complicated. 

2. Methodological lesson: Ostrom did not argue that community or collective 

institutions were always successful. Each required systematic study. To facilitate 

research on these institutions across diverse resource systems, Ostrom worked 

for decades to develop a scientific approach to the study and evaluation of 

institutions. She devoted a great deal of effort to describing methodology, the 

interrelationship of disciplines, and the systematization of research. 

For Ostrom, it is important to take into account certain resource factors in order to 

find the solution that will result in the most appropriate management of the resource:  

1. Number of users: When only one person takes advantage of the public good 

there is no free riding problem. The problem starts with two or more people. But 

it seems quite clear that two people can reach an agreement.  Therefore, the more 

people in the community, the more difficult it will be to solve the problem. The 

problem of free riding is aggravated by the increase in n (number of users) since 

the problem of providing a public good increases monotonically in n. This has 

the effect that the possibility of solving the problem of free riding increases with 

the number of users. This means that the possibility of individuals falling into a 

prisoner's dilemma increases with n. Leadership is also a relevant variable for 

solving these possible problems (Aldrich, 2010).  

2. Governance scope: If the national government decided to take care of the 

resources of all the small communities with their respective characteristics and, 

therefore, different solutions, it would be an excessive bureaucratic expense. 

Another is that the national government is at such a great distance that it cannot 

obtain sufficient information to arrive at an optimal solution (Aldrich, 2010).  

Following the line suggested by Ostrom's work, the focus is on the appropriate 

choice of institutions to deal with the problems posed by public goods and common 

resources. The emphasis is not simply on instruments, on government interventions or 

tradable permits, but rather on the different ways in which the people involved come to 

an agreement and a governance structure is established. To implement appropriate 

institutions, three conditions must be met (Frey, 2010): 

1. There must be knowledge of how institutions affect the behavior of the 

individuals involved. 

2. New institutional forms must be taken into account. 

3. The constitutional framework must allow the closest institutions to deal with the 

problems of free-riding. 

Institutions are presented as the solution to the problem of the tragedy of the 

commons. However, most privatization or centralization policies work with 

idealized or simplified models of institutions and focus on how the institutions will 

be constituted, what will be their degree of authority or their limits. Thus, if these 
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institutions are not the right ones, they may produce the opposite of the desired 

effect. 

To prevent this from happening, it is necessary to rely on the extensive 

knowledge that users have about their resource. In addition, they can monitor other 

users and apply punishments more effectively. In contrast, it would be difficult for 

a regulatory agency to obtain sufficient information and time to act successfully.  

Case studies have shown that the management of common resources by 

communities has contributed to success in many cases at different levels over the 

long term.   

Ostrom argues that, in many cases, individuals are the most effective at knowing 

the right rules and actions to avoid conflict and promote cooperation in their own local 

environment, and in fact she finds them much more effective than government officials 

who are far removed from the daily life of the community. It is much more effective to 

rely on people to make the right rules than on "experts" who are at a distance trying to 

implement a rational solution to social problems.  

This conclusion can be interpreted as a warning to respect local traditions and 

customs prior to efforts to impose changes in governance structures. It is fair to say that 

Ostrom would not deny the possibilities for improvement that may exist under 

governance proposed by experts from outside the community, but she stresses that these 

reform efforts must respect the incentives already in place (Boettke, 2010).  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Elinor and Vincent Ostrom's studies contain the optimistic reflection that 

communities can avoid the tragedy of the commons by putting into practice "the science 

and art of association," strengthening community bonds and improving coexistence 

among commoners through a successful system of environmental protection.  

One of the fundamental reasons why these efficient communal management 

systems endure over time is that they have evolved to provide a degree of community 

involvement and effective punishment mechanisms for those who violate the rules. The 

social justice mechanisms teach communal members self-responsibility in resource 

management as well as respectful collaboration and increase the degree of understanding 

in the community. Thus, the community based on rules, trust, and participation of its 

members eventually finds ways to avoid the tragedy of common resources (Boettke, 

2010).  

While it is true that communal management is not the definitive solution for 

natural resource management, neither is leviathan or private management, it is an 

approach to be taken into account since: (1) The users of the resources, have a wide 

knowledge of the characteristics of the same; (2) The users also have information on 

which are the relations between the members of the community and on which are the 

effective mechanisms of management and penalization applicable to these agents; (3) 

The institutions implemented by them have been perfected through time to manage to 

optimize and adapt to the changes both of the resource, and of its environment and users.  

For all these factors, communal management is a form of management to be 

taken into account to solve problems such as communal degradation or the actions of a 

free-rider agent. On the other hand, it also constitutes an alternative to the institutional 

monotony imposed on environmental problems; what for one empirical case is the 
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solution, for another may be a problem. Therefore, relying on communal knowledge can 

be of great help in achieving the optimal solution. 
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