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Elinor Ostrom: A Career in Institutional Analysis

Michael McGinnis, Indiana University

Too often, political scientists fixate
on high-profile issues of war, elec-
tions, and lawmaking and thereby
neglect the matters of most direct
concern to real people. Do farmers
have enough water to irrigate their
fields? Can fishers catch enough fish
to feed their families? Are city
streets crime-ridden or supportive of
neighborhood community? Through-
out her long and distinguished pro-
fessional career, Elinor Ostrom (Lin
to her friends and colleagues) has
pioneered innovative ways to answer
such questions.

Notice that the word "govern-
ment" does not appear in the open-
ing paragraph, which focuses instead
on groups of people: farmers, fish-
ers, and city dwellers. From the very
beginning of her career, Lin has rec-
ognized that "governance" has a
much broader scope than the activi-
ties of governments. Throughout
human history and in all parts of the
world, self-governing groups of indi-
viduals have developed a diverse set
of successful responses to their col-
lective problems, through ongoing
processes of discussion and imple-
mentation. Many political scientists
might not recognize such mundane
activities as political, but the central
theme of Lin's extensive and expan-
sive research agenda has been to
understand the conditions under
which self-organized collective action
can be successful.

Lin Ostrom received her Ph.D. in
1965 from UCLA and has spent her
entire academic career at Indiana
University. Lin accompanied her
spouse and collaborator Vincent Os-
trom to Bloomington when he ac-
cepted a position in the IU political
science department, but it was not
until several years later that Lin ob-
tained a tenure-track position—a
designation that occurred the same
year she consented to serve as grad-

uate director. She later served as
department chair for four years and
acting chair for one year. Currently,
Lin is the Arthur F. Bentley Profes-
sor in Political Science and holds a
part-time appointment in the School
of Public and Environmental Affairs
at Indiana University. Lin has served
as President of the Public Choice
Society, the Midwest Political Sci-
ence Association, the International
Association for the Study of Com-
mon Property, and, now, the Ameri-
can Political Science Association.
One of the founding editors of the
Journal of Theoretical Politics, she
has served on the editorial boards of
nine scholarly journals. She has ad-
vised the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development, the National
Academy of Sciences/National Re-
search Council, the National Science
Foundation, the National Sheriff's
Association, the International Asso-
ciation of Chiefs of Police, and the
U.S. Advisory Commission on Inter-
governmental Relations. But
throughout her career Lin's primary
administrative position has been as
Co-Director, along with Vincent Os-
trom, of the Workshop in Political
Theory and Policy Analysis. Located
in an ex-fraternity house in Bloom-
ington, the Workshop lies at the
heart of an ever-expanding world-
wide network of collaborating schol-
ars with an abiding interest in insti-
tutional analysis and self-governance.

In today's political climate, Lin's
unrelenting focus on self-governing
groups sound like a right-wing dia-
tribe against governmental interfer-
ence, but that impression is mis-
taken. There is no ideological
ranting or raving in Lin's profes-
sional work, simply an unremitting
focus on learning what works. Practi-
cal, yes, but with a sustaining vision
of the virtues of self-organization
and self-governance. In a guest edi-
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torial in the January 1994 issue of
Research & Creative Activity, Lin and
Vincent state this vision succinctly.

Once we understood the logic of
the use of land and water in paddy
agriculture, for example, we came to
appreciate the marvel of hillside ter-
races in Nepal and elsewhere that
would justify their being considered
among the Wonders of the World. In
a contrary way, intelligent people can
perversely reduce urban landscapes to
rubble. How people think of them-
selves, structure their relationships
with others, and pursue the opportu-
nities that they see as available to
them may make the difference be-
tween a sustainable and meaningful
way of life and one reduced to rub-
ble. Working with others to gain mu-
tual advantage under changing condi-
tions of life requires substantial use
of knowledge, moral sensitivity, skills,
and intelligence in the exercise of
self-organizing and self-governing
capabilities.

Anyone associated with the Ostroms
can attest that Lin and Vincent have

December 1996 737

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096500045844 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096500045844


Association News

applied this very sense of apprecia-
tion and vision to their interactions
with colleagues.

Vision aside, social scientists also
need theory. A fundamental premise
of Lin's work is that individual and
collective choice takes place within
changeable contexts of institutional
arrangements, which themselves are
the consequences of human artifice.
To understand self-organized collec-
tive action in all its complexity, ana-
lysts must make careful use of lan-
guage. Lin has been particularly
concerned with specifying the precise
meaning of the word "institution"
and with maintaining a clear distinc-
tion among the terms "framework,"
"theory," and "model."

The Institutional Analysis and De-
velopment (IAD) framework, an or-
ganizing schema that emerged out of
extensive discussions at the Work-
shop, categorizes concepts that can
be used to build different theories of
any given empirical phenomenon.
The term "model" is reserved for
more detailed representations of
specific situations. The payoif from
this effort at terminological clarity
can be seen in her co-authored book
Rules, Games, and Common Pool
Resources, (1994) in which alterna-
tives to standard and narrowly con-
stricted models of rational choice
are presented and tested. Despite
what some rational choice theorists
may claim, there is not a single
model of rational choice, equally
relevant for all situations. Instead,
rational choice theory subsumes sep-
arate models of rational behavior
within the context of different types
of markets, games, auctions, experi-
mental settings, hierarchical organi-
zations, and other institutional ar-
rangements. The IAD framework
reminds analysts that to model indi-
vidual behavior it is important to
incorporate, in some manner, the
actors' self-understanding of their
roles and their conceptions of
proper or acceptable behavior in
particular contexts.

Another important component of
the IAD framework is the distinction
among three levels of political inter-
actions: operational, collective
choice, and constitutional. At the
operational level, concrete actions
are undertaken by either those indi-
viduals most directly affected or by

public officials. The rules that define
and constrain the activities of indi-
vidual citizens and officials have
been established at the collective
choice level, and the rules by which
these rules themselves are subject to
modification are located at the con-
stitutional level of analysis. At each
level, individual and collective choice
is constrained to some range of stra-
tegic options. The point of this de-
marcation of levels is to highlight
similarities among political processes
at different levels of analysis. At
each level actors confront an "action
situation" with strategic options and
role expectations as defined at the
next highest level, and the choices of
actors at any one level jointly pro-
duce patterns of interactions and
outcomes.

Institutional arrangements shape
and constrain the behavior of indi-
viduals, but any group contains at
least some potential rule breakers.
In the IAD framework considerable
importance is attached to the means
by which actors at all levels monitor
each other's activities and sanction
undesirable or inappropriate behav-
ior. Monitoring and sanctioning are
often said to constitute a "second-
order" collective action problem: to
deter free riding, a group needs
some mechanism of monitoring and
sanctioning, but since such mecha-
nisms are costly, individual monitors
or sanctioners have an incentive to
shirk their responsibilities. Despite
the barriers to collective action iden-
tified by political philosophers and
rational choice theorists, many
groups facing real life problems have
found successful and sustainable
ways to organize their own activities.
Demonstrating the possibility of self-
governance in a wide variety of em-
pirical contexts has been the overrid-
ing theme of Lin's career.

The IAD framework also high-
lights the multidisciplinary nature of
institutional analysis—another over-
riding theme. It is simply not possi-
ble to answer questions about the
long-term viability of forestry re-
sources, for example, without careful
consideration of the findings of phys-
ical scientists, biologists, and re-
source economists, as well as the
dynamics of market exchange. Thus,
in its definition of the "action situa-
tion" confronting individuals at any

single level of analysis, the IAD
framework gives equal billing to
physical/material conditions, at-
tributes of the community within
which individuals interact, and the
"rules-in-use" that pattern their in-
teractions.

Finding a home for cross-disciplin-
ary work is never easy in the highly
compartmentalized and narrowly
turf-conscious environment of the
contemporary American university.
But in the Workshop, Lin and Vin-
cent have built and sustained exactly
the sort of nurturing environment
cross-disciplinary work requires. As a
consequence, Lin's work consistently
integrates subjects and methods typi-
cally treated in isolation. For exam-
ple, Rules, Games, and Common
Pool Resources begins with a gener-
alization of standard game theoretic
models in which participants are al-
lowed to discuss their common prob-
lems and establish institutional pro-
cedures to deal with these problems.
In the remainder of the book, these
principles are tested in a series of
experimental settings and applied to
an extensive review of field studies.
This integration of formal theory,
experiments, and field research is
unique and may suggest the future
shape of the study of political econ-
omy.

Taken as a whole, Lin's work is
exemplary for its success at integrat-
ing theory, method, and empirical
analysis. In each of her major empir-
ical projects, Lin has developed in-
novative new techniques of measure-
ment.

In her doctoral dissertation on
water management in southern Cali-
fornia, Lin concluded that success in
this policy area was facilitated by the
mutually supportive interaction of
public agencies at the state and local
levels. Through surveys, interviews,
and participant observation, Lin de-
termined that institutional arrange-
ments at the state level allowed a
local association to deal with water
management problems; this, she
found, was crucial to the success of
water management. The importance
of interactions among multiple levels
of institutions has been a recurring
theme in her work.

At Indiana University, Lin's first
major project was a comparative
study of police services delivered by
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police departments in the Indianapo-
lis metropolitan area. Many graduate
and undergraduate students were
full participants in this project, so
much that they suggested the basic
components of the project's research
design. Lin and her students tested
claims about the effects of produc-
tion scale by comparing the perfor-
mance of small and large police de-
partments serving comparable
middle class, white neighborhoods
directly adjacent to one another. In
several later studies conducted by
other scholars, this research was rep-
licated for African-American neigh-
borhoods in Chicago and for a vari-
ety of neighborhoods in the St.
Louis metropolitan area. This work
also served as the basis of a multi-
method study of police service deliv-
ery in 80 metropolitan areas across
the United States. Related Work-
shop projects applied similar modes
of analysis to the evaluation of other
areas of public service provision.

The findings of these studies by
Lin Ostrom, Roger Parks, Gordon
Whitaker, and many of their Work-
shop colleagues helped undermine
the once conventional wisdom that
bigger is always better, that public
services are most efficiently provided
by centralized authority. Instead,
these researchers demonstrated that
multiple and overlapping jurisdic-
tions made for better results by en-
abling service providers to operate at
the scale most efficient for particular
activities.

Comparative evaluation of the
performance of diverse public agen-
cies is by no means an easy task. De-
spite concerns about the self-serving
nature of official reports, many pol-
icy studies of public service delivery
rely heavily on such sources. Lin and
her colleagues developed innovative
means to measure actual conditions
experienced by the public in their
own neighborhoods. For example,
rather than merely counting the
number of streetlights, the project
team measured the ambient light at
street level, a measure which was
directly comparable for different
neighborhoods. The most memora-
ble measuring instrument was a
wheeled contraption used to mea-
sure the size and depth of potholes.
In these research projects Lin and
her colleagues learned how to make

effective use of the complementary
strengths of surveys, participant ob-
servation, official data, and physical
measures.

Originally established in 1973 to
coordinate these projects on urban
political economies, the Workshop
soon came to encompass a much
broader range of research topics.
Transition to a global scope of oper-
ations began in 1981, when the Os-
troms spent a year at the Center for
Interdisciplinary Research at
Bielefeld University in Germany.
Both Lin and Vincent were deeply
affected by their discovery of a cote-
rie of like-minded scholars in Eu-
rope, and productive contacts be-
tween scholars at the Workshop and
at Bielefeld have continued ever
since.

The unique combination of theo-
retical clarity, openness to multiple
techniques of empirical and formal
analysis, and sensitivity to nested
levels of analysis developed by Lin
and her colleagues turned out to be
ideally suited to the study of com-
mon pool resource (CPR) regimes.
The paradigmatic example of a CPR
is the well-known "tragedy of the
commons" in which individual ap-
propriators selfishly extract such ex-
cessive levels of the resource that
the long-term sustainability of the
resource is undermined. Important
empirical situations include water-
sheds, fisheries, irrigation systems,
and forests, each of which have been
the focus of considerable attention
by Lin and her Workshop colleagues
in recent years.

As Lin states in the opening pages
of her influential recent book Gov-
erning the Commons (1990), policy
analysts have typically restricted
their attention to two responses to
the problems of the commons: cen-
tralized state management or privat-
ization. By doing so, policy analysts
overlook the many alternative insti-
tutional arrangements that have
been developed and successfully im-
plemented by groups throughout the
world. After summarizing and com-
paring institutional arrangements in
mountain meadows and forests in
Switzerland and Japan, irrigation
systems in Spain and the Philippines,
fisheries in Sri Lanka and Turkey,
and watershed management in Cali-
fornia, Lin identifies a set of "design

principles" that characterize success-
ful CPR regimes. These principles
include the existence of clearly de-
fined boundaries, congruence be-
tween rules and local conditions,
collective arrangements for monitor-
ing and sanctioning inappropriate
behavior, and conflict-resolution
mechanisms based on recognition of
the rights of each group to organize
themselves for collective action.

In her typically modest manner,
Lin describes her analysis of small-
scale CPR regimes as "nano-level"
policy analysis. Yet, her focus on the
minutiae of CPR management has
enabled her to examine the basic
structure of successful institutional
arrangements and to draw out les-
sons equally valid at much larger
levels of analysis. In recognition of
the relevance of Lin's research to
global affairs, the International Stud-
ies Association awarded Governing
the Commons its yearly Sprout
Award for the best book on interna-
tional environmental problems.

Forestry management is the cur-
rent incarnation of Lin's multifac-
eted research program. In the Inter-
national Forestry Resources and
Institutions Research Program
(IFRI), the IAD framework and
multiple measures are applied to
many different uses of forest re-
sources: timber, fuel, food, water,
mining, and tourism. With the sup-
port of the United Nations, the U.S.
government, and private funding
agencies, scholars associated with
IFRI have developed and field-
tested a rigorous method of measur-
ing the characteristics of forested
areas in Bolivia, Ecuador, Guate-
mala, India, Mali, Nepal, Uganda,
and the United States. The central
goal of this project is to understand
what combinations of institutional
arrangements are most likely to al-
low sustainable development of for-
estry resources. Again, rigorous com-
parison lies at the heart of her
method: the coding form generated
for this project includes measures of
more than a hundred variables on
the physical, economic, and institu-
tional characteristics of specific for-
ested regions. Furthermore, the data
and analytical conclusions from the
IFRI project are made freely avail-
able to local people to aid local ef-
forts to improve living conditions.
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Lin Ostrom took a leading role,
along with anthropologist Emilio
Moran, in establishing the Center
for the Study of Institutions, Popula-
tion, and Environmental Change
(CIPEC) at Indiana University, a
collaborative undertaking by the
Workshop and three other research
centers in anthropology, sociology,
and environmental science. Funded
by the National Science Foundation
as part of its major program on
global environmental change, CIPEC
is committed to combining state-of-
the-art satellite positioning and im-
agery systems with time-worn sam-
pling techniques in order to increase
the rigor of empirical analysis of en-
vironmental conditions and institu-
tions specifically related to the man-
agement of forests throughout the
Western Hemisphere. The work of
this center has only just begun, but it
promises to make a major contribu-
tion to these important areas of re-
search and policy.

By any measure, Lin has under-
taken a remarkably broad scope of
research activities. What may not be
immediately apparent, however, is
the extent to which common themes
link together all stages of her career
as an institutional analyst. Her early
work on police and public service
provision in U.S. metropolitan areas
addresses issues central to policy
analysis, urban politics, and Ameri-
can politics more generally. Her
later work on watershed manage-
ment, irrigation systems, fisheries,
forests, and other CPR regimes has
direct implications for development
policies in all regions of the world.
Through detailed comparative analy-
sis of irrigation systems in Nepal, for
example, Lin and her colleagues
have demonstrated the superior per-
formance of farmer-managed sys-
tems over those planned and man-
aged by national governments and
international lending institutions.
These empirical results inspired Lin
and Franz Weissing, a game theorist
from Germany, to develop mathe-
matical models of the conditions un-
der which rational farmers would
undertake the requisite monitoring
and sanctioning activities. This line
of research promises to have practi-
cal consequences for future develop-
ment projects and will help to build
more sophisticated models of games

involving players with clearly distinct
roles and responsibilities.

Despite substantive, geographic,
and methodological diversity, Lin's
work has been guided by a coherent
and consistent theoretical perspec-
tive, as summarized in the IAD
framework. The same theoretical
questions have been investigated in
empirical contexts that vary from
macro-level global climate change to
nano-level laboratory experiments.
Her rigorous methods of empirical
analysis have enabled Lin to draw
valid scientific inferences and pro-
vide practical advice to policy mak-
ers. Her collaborative research has
amply demonstrated the beneficial
consequences of self-governance in
urban political economies in the
United States and in rural settings
throughout the developing world.
Her conceptualizations of the mean-
ing of institutions and their nesting
at multiple levels provide important
insights to anyone interested in con-
stitutions or in general patterns of
governance.

The litany of subfields is wide-
ranging: policy analysis, American
politics, comparative politics, inter-
national relations, normative and
positive political theory. All are rep-
resented in the corpus of Lin's work,
all filtered through the same theoret-
ical perspective. As a consequence,
her diverse research projects fit to-
gether in a coherent, cumulative
package. Lin's multi-faceted work
demonstrates that political scientists
do not have to sit at "separate ta-
bles" in our separate subfields. We
can do much better, if only more of
us would follow Lin's example.

Lin's attitude toward intellectual
inquiry is epitomized in the institu-
tion most dear to her heart, the
Workshop in Political Theory and
Policy Analysis. The Workshop is
both multi-disciplinary and multi-
national in scope. Weekly colloquia
routinely include faculty and stu-
dents from political science, econom-
ics, business, public affairs, anthro-
pology, sociology, ecology, and
biology. Visiting scholars from all
corners of the world come to learn
and share, and many maintain con-
tact after they return home to imple-
ment lessons learned at the Work-
shop. The sense of community at the
Workshop was clearly demonstrated

at its twentieth anniversary celebra-
tion in 1994, when several genera-
tions of faculty and students from all
around the world came together to
discuss the Workshop.

Research and teaching are fully
integrated at the Workshop, with
faculty, graduate students, post-doc-
toral scholars, and past or future
policy makers routinely participating
in the year-long graduate seminar in
Political Order and Development. In
this intellectual core of the Work-
shop, participants read widely about
institutional analysis, with heavy
doses of Hobbes, Tocqueville, consti-
tutional theory, game theory, the
"new institutional economics" of
North, Williamson, and many others,
the "old institutional economics" of
John R. Commons, experimental
work in political science and eco-
nomics, the management of common
pool resources, and the history of
political order in Russia, China, Af-
rica, and the international system.
Each semester ends with a mini-con-
ference in which papers by all semi-
nar participants are presented and
discussed, with each paper given far
more attention and analysis than is
feasible in larger professional con-
ferences.

Collaboration is the hallmark of
this scholarly community, and I
count myself fortunate to be one of
Lin's many co-authors. Overall, Lin's
list of publications includes 13 books
and more than 80 journal articles,
and chapters in edited volumes. To
sustain this prodigious research pro-
gram, Lin has exhibited exceptional
entrepreneurial skill. Her projects
have been funded by the full spec-
trum of public and private research
foundations, including the Ford
Foundation, National Science Foun-
dation, National Institute of Mental
Health, Department of Justice,
Agency for International Develop-
ment, U.S. Geological Survey, and
the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations. Some
observers may be most impressed by
the fact that Lin's research activities
have been funded by the National
Science Foundation, in one form or
another, every year since 1971, or by
the fact that CIPEC received the larg-
est center award ever made by NSF in
the social sciences.

For me, the most impressive as-
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pects of Lin's career is the workshop
itself—a vigorous level of intellectual
interchange leavened with a welcom-
ing and supportive atmosphere. The
American Political Science Associa-
tion may have her as President for a
year, but for me and for many other
colleagues, Lin Ostrom will always
be Co-Director of the Workshop.
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