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ABSTRACT 
Assessing the relationship between different types of collective actions and their corresponding 
environmental improvements has proven difficult in large part because of inconsistencies in how 
researchers have operationalized a collective action. Such inconsistencies also impede the rigor 
of collective action scholarship because they decrease the generalizability of the research and can 
lead to inaccurate assessments of relationship among variables of interest. This paper addresses 
these concerns by developing a novel conceptual framework for disentangling the “black box” of 
collective action. It describes a continuum of collective action that is composed of three levels 
(organized cooperation, systematic coordination, and synergistic collaboration) and that is 
conceptually related to variations in environmental improvements. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Collective action is the coming together of people to achieve a common goal, typically to 

manage a public good or solve a problem. Collective action theory has been applied to various 
types of human activity (Van Laerhoven and Ostrom, 2007) as a phenomenon of boundary 
crossing between private and public domains (Bimber, et al., 2005). Public goods, such as clean 
water, cannot be easily denied because they lack private ownership (Olson, 1965). The result 
often is that public goods are under-provided and exploited (Hardin, 1968). To address these 
concerns, government is using collective action in an attempt to reach creative solutions for the 
way in which public goods are provided and managed (Imperial, 2005). While collective actions 
have become more commonplace in environmental management strategies, no empirical studies 
have determined a positive relationship between the collective action and improved 
environmental outcomes (Koontz and Thomas, 2006; Thomas, 2008). 

Establishing a causal link between different types of collective actions and their 
corresponding environmental improvements has proven difficult in part due to ambiguities in 
how researchers have operationalized a collective action. For instance, several scholars have 
described a collective action process as a continuum of stages (Gray, 1989, Himmelman, 1996, 
Ring and Vande Ven, 1994; Davenport, 2003; Thomson and Perry, 2006; Thomson, et al., 2007; 
Payan and Svensson, 2007; Ansell and Gash, 2007), and many researchers have suggested that 
greater collective action is anticipated to lead to improved environmental outcomes (Leach et al., 
2002; Leach and Pelkey, 2001; Genskow and Born, 2006; Ferreyra and Beard, 2007; Mandarano, 
2008). However, there is little clarity about what features characterize a collective action terms, 
resulting in what Thomson and Perry (2006) referred to as the “black box” of collective action.  

While some researchers suggest that cooperation, coordination, and collaboration are part 



  

 
 

of this continuum, the terms often are used interchangeably and often lack specificity in how 
they are uniquely related to a collective action (Thomson, et al, 2007). Ambiguity even exists 
within these terms in that while collaboration is widely recognized as a type of collective action, 
it has a variety of definitions. For instance, collaboration has been defined as a cooperative 
relationship (Hardy, et al., 2005), a central goal (Waxman and Weist, 1999), and an integrative 
process (Gray, 1989; Thomson and Perry, 2006). These inconsistencies potentially impede the 
rigor of collective action scholarship because they can decrease the generalizability of the 
research and lead to inaccurate assessments of relationship among variables of interest (Thomson 
et al., 2007). Perhaps more importantly, ambiguity in terminology hampers our ability to 
associate different types of collective actions with improved environmental outcomes. While 
there is some agreement that the capacity of collective actions potentially affects these outcomes 
(e.g., Bardach, 1998), there has been little systematic assessment of how cooperation, 
coordination, and collaboration are unique elements that comprise a collective action, and how 
these elements are related to environmental outcomes. 

This paper describes a continuum of collective action in an effort to address conceptual 
ambiguities among critical terms. This continuum is composed of three levels: organized 
cooperation, systematic coordination, and synergistic collaboration. These levels are 
distinguished by three elements: group structure of the collective action, commitment to the 
collective action, and the level of communication between actors. The degree of each element 
determines the capacity of the collective action and its placement on the continuum.  

 
COLLECTIVE ACTION AND WATERSHED PARTNERSHIPS 

 
Collective action is the collective intentional behavior to provide and manage pubic goods1 

through the collaboration of two or more organizations/individuals (Ostrom, 1990). Collective 
action occurs when people have a shared intention to do something together that is later acted on 
(Gilbert, 2006). Individuals from around the world voluntarily engage in collective action to 
create and enforce rules that protect natural resources (Ostrom, 2000). The nature of collective 
action has become a central topic in the philosophy of social phenomena.  

Prior to the 1990s command-and control institutions regulated collective action problems 
associated with the degradation of our surface waters2. While it is widely recognized that 
command-and-control policies were successful at reducing pollution from well-defined point 
sources like factories and plants, they have not been as successful in the regulation of nonpoint 
sources of pollution (Lubell, et al., 2002). As a consequence, regulators have shifted their 
emphasis on addressing nonpoint source pollution to using participatory approaches. Such a shift 
is largely a result of regulator’s recognition of the interdependence of natural and socio-
economic systems on a watershed scale (Steelman and Carmin, 2002) and the political 
infeasibility of only using command-and-control approaches. Agencies throughout the federal 
government increasingly favored new governing institutions that encourage cooperation between 

                                                            
1 A pubic good is a good that is non-rivaled and non-excludable, meaning that the consumption of the good by one individual 
does not reduce availability of the good for consumption by others, and that no one can be effectively excluded from using the 
good (Olson, 1965). Sometimes referred to as free goods, such as forests, watersheds, and the air we breathe. 
2 The 21st Century has been called the era of collaborative state, especially for environmental issues like nonpoint source 
pollution where decision-making processes have increasingly shifted from public hierarchies to multi-sector collaborative 
arrangements (Koontz and Thomas, 2006). This shift began in the 1990s when collaborative environmental management took 
center stage with the EPA’s community-based environmental programs and the adoption of a watershed-based approach to 
address nonpoint source pollution.  



  

 
 

local actors with conflicting interests, divergent geographic bases, and overlapping 
administrative jurisdictions to resolve continuing disputes over resource management (Bardach 
1998). This favoritism of participatory over command-and-control approaches for managing 
nonpoint source pollution led to the development of watershed partnerships (Lubell et al., 2002). 

Watershed partnerships have become a common governmental strategy for addressing 
collective action problems. These partnerships aim to allow for the adoption of flexible 
approaches to address environmental problems in a cost-effective manner3 (Genskow and Born, 
2006; Lubell, et al., 2002). Lubell, et al, (2002) found that watershed partnerships are most likely 
to emerge in watersheds confronting severe pollution problems associated with agricultural and 
urban runoff, with low levels of command-and-control enforcement, and containing the 
resources to offset transaction costs.  

A basic premise of a watershed partnership is that through a high level of collective action, 
larger-scale and more holistic goals are achievable that may not have been within the reach of a 
single organization working alone (Ferreyra and Beard, 2007; Lubell, et al, 2002; Imperial, 
2005). Collective action partnerships holistically address environmental problems by 
acknowledging the interrelationships amongst ecological systems and the institutions that govern 
those systems (Imperial, 2005). Watersheds span multiple jurisdictional boundaries and 
geographical borders (Imperial, 2005; Mandarano, 2008). For example, the Chesapeake Bay 
encompasses six states and numerous metropolitan areas. Traditional bureaucratic structures are 
not equipped to solve public problems of this scope and as a result, collective action has been 
identified as an approach for achieving congruence between jurisdictions and public problems in 
the United States (Hacegaba, 2008; Imperial, 2005; Lubell, et al, 2002).  

Not all collective actions are alike (Arganoff, 2003; McGuire, 2006). Collective actions 
differ in form (Koontz and More, 2003), levels of organizational participation (Bidwell and 
Ryan, 2006), and outputs (Margerum, 2008). Watershed partnerships represent a hybrid form of 
collective action involving multiple stakeholders generally within federal, state, and local 
regulatory agencies, and non-profits, in addition to private landowners. Many researchers have 
suggested that greater collective action is anticipated to lead to improved environmental 
outcomes (Leach et al., 2002; Leach and Pelkey, 2001; Genskow and Born, 2006; Ferreyra and 
Beard, 2007; Mandarano, 2008). However to our knowledge no one has articulated how specific 
types of collective action are related to variations in improved environmental outcomes.  

Rather, scholars examining the promise of collective actions have focused on assessing the 
antecedent, outputs (plans and projects) and social outcomes (trust and social capital) (Leach et 
al., 2002; Leach and Pelkey, 2001; Mandarano, 2008; Ferreyra and Beard, 2007; Genskow and 
Born, 2006). In a few other instances, scholars have linked collective management to output 
proxies or individual perceptions rather than measuring environmental outcomes directly (Leach, 
et al. 2002) or compared collaborative versus traditional approaches (Koontz and Campbell, 
2009).  

We propose the reason for this gap in the research linking collective action to 
environmental outcomes is related to inconsistencies in collective action terms and differences in 
the scope of the literary assessment. Clarity in definitions is most critical when attempting to 
distinguish between different types of collective actions. This paper presents a novel framework 

                                                            
3 With respect to the benefits of watershed partnerships, these collective actions allow for the adoption of innovative and flexible 
policy tools that address environmental problems in a more cost-effective manner (Lubell, et al., 2002). Regulations are costly to 
enforce, inflexible, and cause delays in development projects that often result in additional expenses to the permittees (Lubell, et 
al., 2002). 



  

 
 

for disentangling this “black box” of collective action by conceptually assessing the relationship 
between types of a collective action and environmental improvements. 

 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GROUP STRUCTURE, COMMITMENT, AND 

COMMUNICATION AND COLLECTIVE ACTION 
 

Scholars have suggested that level of communication and commitment over time affect the 
collective action (Alter and Hage, 1993; Himmelman, 1995; Thomson and Perry, 2006; 
Davenport, 2003). Our position is that the capacity of each type of collective action to achieve 
environmental improvements will depend on their degree of the three primary elements: 1.) the 
structure of the collective action (Ostrom, 2000; Alter and Hage, 1993; Thomson, et al., 2007; 
Astley and Van de Ven, 1983; Ansell and Gash, 2007; Gerlak and Heikkila, 2007; Bidwell and 
Ryan, 2006), 2.) the commitment to the collective action (Innes and Booher, 1999; Gray, 1989; 
Margerum, 2008; Thomson, et al. 2007; Sabatier, et al., 2005; Koehler and Koontz, 2008; Wood 
and Gray, 1991; Steelman and Carmin, 2002; Imperial, 2005; Lubell, et al., 2002; Ansell and 
Gash, 2007; Payan and Svensson, 2007 ), and 3.) the level of communication between actors 
(Payan and Svensson, 2007; Flanagin et al., 2006; Mishra and Mishra, 2009; Innes and Booher, 
1999; McGuire 2006; Leach, et al., 2002; Asthana, et al, 2002). Each of these elements is 
comprised of several components, which are described further below and illustrated in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Relationship between group structure, commitment, and communication and collective action. 
 
Group Structure 

Group structure is discussed in organizational theory and includes the specialization of 
tasks, division of labor, rules, and administrative mechanisms to control and integrate work 
activities (Child, 1972). Organizations and individuals engage in collective action in order to 
achieve a particular purpose, i.e. restore water quality to a specific watershed. In order to achieve 
that purpose, some level of group structure must exist that allows for the execution of effective 
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actions (Thomson, et al., 2007; Born and Genskow, 2001). Group structure is comprised of three 
components: a clear mission statement, actors’ perceptions of role, and knowledge capabilities of 
the collective action.  

The first component of group structure is a mission statement with clear objectives that 
provides direction and guides the decision making of the collective action. A well-supported 
mission statement allows the collective action to function as a unit, making decisions to attain the 
mission easier (Astley and Van de Ven, 1983). Prioritizing clearer goals, objectives, actions, and 
timeframes result in a more effective collective action to achieve environmental improvements 
(Astley and Van de Ven, 1983). Effective management of a public good by a collective action is 
affected by social norms and rules that assign actions to participants, promote communication, 
monitor actions, and allocate resources (Ostrom, 2000; Alter and Hage, 1993; Thomson, et al., 
2007). Watershed partnerships with high levels of group structure possess shared norms and a 
clearly defined and well-supported mission statement that aids actors in their ability to make 
decisions. The importance of a clear mission statement is evident in the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the collective action to identify the environmental problem, decide upon a plan, 
delegate actions, and implement an effective solution.  

The second component of group structure is the participants’ perception of their role in the 
collective action. An individual’s ability to decisively identify their role and contribution to the 
collective mission is critical to sustaining their participation throughout the project. The lack of a 
clearly defined role affects individuals’ ability to make decisions. As the collective action 
develops, shared values permeate into actors’ relationships, adhering individual concerns to the 
collective action mission (Astley and Van de Ven, 1983; Ansell and Gash, 2007), and 
overcoming Olson’s (1965) free rider problem.  

The third component of group structure is knowledge capabilities of the collective action, 
which is created by sharing information and ideas, and therefore a critical factor in emergence 
and performance of a collective action (Gerlak and Heikkila, 2007). As more information is 
obtained through monitoring and research, knowledge capabilities will determine how well that 
information is assimilated into the collective action. As information is exchanged, it becomes 
part of the shared knowledge base necessary to resolve problems and the information belongs to 
all actors of the collective action (Imperial, 2005). Organizational structures (such as scientific 
panels and citizen-based committees) produce and communicate scientific and technical 
information about the issues facing the collective action. These structures promote continued 
information sharing by reiterating the salience of, and identifying alternative approaches to, the 
problems they face (Gerlak and Heikkila, 2007, 57). Scientific panels may consist of in-house 
actors of the collective action or outside, independent partners such as a university or 
nongovernmental organization. For all these reasons, a higher degree of the element of group 
structure will result in a greater degree of collective action.  

 
Proposition 1: Greater the degrees of group structure are related to greater degrees of 
collective action. 
 
Commitment 

Commitment is the second element characterizing collective action and is defined by 
participant’s committed time (participation) and resources (human, technical, and financial). 
Collective action engages actors in an intensive process of consensus building (Gray, 1989), 
which can lead to more creative solutions and increased likelihood of acceptance (Innes and 



  

 
 

Booher, 1999). Such engagement requires a sustained commitment of an actor’s technical 
expertise and donated time to problem solving (Gray, 1989). Actors’ level of commitment to the 
collective action is a critical variable in explaining success or failure in achieving environmental 
improvements (Ansell and Gash, 2007; Margerum, 2008). These factors are critical to sustaining 
the environmental performance of a collective action (Thomson, et al. 2007) and discussed in 
greater detail below.  

The first component of commitment is the participation by members of the partnership. The 
collective action requires committed time from salient stakeholders who are affected by or 
express concern about the issue (Ansell and Gash, 2007). Such participation is viewed as a key 
component to collective action and failure to represent salient stakeholders has the potential to 
undermine the legitimacy of the collective action (Ansell and Gash, 2007). Handbooks and 
guidelines for collaborative group facilitators frequently emphasize the value of citizen 
involvement (Koehler and Koontz, 2008). Participation by local citizens is important as they 
provide essential information about that area’s natural and sociopolitical systems and often times 
possess a profound concern over the impact of nonpoint source pollution on their waters 
(Sabatier, et al., 2005; Koehler and Koontz, 2008). 

Resources (human, technical, and financial) are the second component of commitment. 
Effective management of a public good, such as a community’s watershed, requires commitment 
of human and technical resources. Resources expand a collective action’s capacity to facilitate 
action and sustain initiatives over time (Wood and Gray, 1991; Steelman and Carmin, 2002). 
Available resources influence the capacity of a watershed partnership to achieve goals and 
realize outcomes (Steelman and Carmin, 2002). Expertise, skills, and contacts gained through 
collective action process all represent human resources. Technical resources include monitoring 
equipment, modeling and data analysis capabilities. Watersheds are complex, dynamic, and 
subject to a number of internal and external factors that change over time, creating a condition of 
uncertainty, which poses unique challenges for management (Imperial, 2005). One way to cope 
with such uncertainty is to incorporate scientific information via actors’ expertise. The ability to 
pool available human and technical resources increases the likelihood to complete projects, 
measure performance and sustain funding (Imperial, 2005).  

Financial resources have been identified as a critical and direct link to accomplishments as 
well as a critical factor to the success of watershed management (Born and Genskow, 2001). 
Financial capital is a condition that underlies the development of watershed partnership in the 
U.S. (Lubell, et al., 2002). Depending on the level of committed financial resources, funding 
may be provided from federal, state, and local sources. The ability for watershed partnerships to 
leverage funding from multiple sources is critical. Multiplicity in funding sources reduces the 
vulnerability of conditional grants, whereby items are specified for eligibility in funding 
(Davenport, 2009). For instance, federal funding might be specified for assessment and not 
planning or implementation and not monitoring. Flexibility and stability of the funding often 
determine the level of organizational development of the partnership. A higher degree of 
committed actors’ time and human, technical, and financial resources will increase the degree of 
collective action on the continuum. 

 
Proposition 2: Greater degrees of commitment are related to greater degrees of collective 
action. 
 
Communication 



  

 
 

Communication is the third element of collection action that affects environmental 
improvements. Communication will be assessed through three components: mode and frequency 
of communication (direct versus indirect), and written, formal documentation of results. The 
amount of information available and the degree to which results are formally documented is 
important in assessing and managing resources.  

Collective action is conceptualized as a set of communicative practices taking into 
consideration interactions and engagement of people (Flanagin et al., 2006). Communication is 
defined as imparting or interchanging thoughts, opinions, or information by speech, writing, or 
signs (Mishra and Mishra, 2009). Communication is a human activity that links people together 
and creates relationships (Duncan and Moriarty, 1998 in Mishra and Mishra, 2009).  

The first component of communication is the mode, which has been found to affect the 
achievement of improvements. The terms direct and indirect will be used when discussing type 
of communication style4. Direct communication is defined as hard to avoid. Face-to-face and 
phone communication are two examples of direct communication, with face-to-face being the 
most unavoidable. Email and voice messages and posted mail are examples of indirect 
communication (Mishra and Mishra, 2009). Indirect communication is easily avoidable due to 
the lack of physical presence of the communicator. One can simply ignore or delay responses 
more easily, resulting in a longer lag time between communications. 

  In complex situations, such as watershed management, communication effectiveness is 
critical and face-to-face communication is the most effective mode of communication (Mishra 
and Mishra, 2009; Koontz and Bodine, 2008)). Face-to-face communication aids understanding 
and problem solving due to the enriched context, including facial expressions, gestures, posture, 
appearance, and reaction of other people (Mishra and Mishra, 2009). This mode of 
communication produces substantial increases in collective action than less direct 
communication modes such as email (Ostrom, 2000). Face-to-face communication has been 
found to build trust (Innes and Booher, 1999; McGuire 2006; Leach, et al., 2002) and trust 
allows for more open discussion. Open communication among collective action actors and 
between actors and leaders promotes group cohesiveness and consensus (Koehler and Koontz, 
2008).  

Frequency of communication is the second component of communication and an important 
factor affecting the degree of collective action (Koontz and Bodine, 2008). Schneider et al. 
(2003) found that frequent communication fosters a desire to participate and a commitment to the 
collective action. The more individuals communicate, the more social capital and trust is built, 
resulting in high degree collective action. Frequent, reoccurring communication reinforces trust 
among actors facing collective action dilemmas (Raymound, 2006), reduces transaction costs of 
starting new partnerships, and encourages participation amongst actors to the collective action 
(Imperial, 2005). 

 The third component is written, formal documentation to communicate results of the 
collective action. Information exchange is not possible without communication; however the 
knowledge acquired through direct communication may only be retained for a limited time 
before it is forgotten. Therefore written, formal documentation is viewed as another important 
measure of information sharing and organizational learning (Mishra and Mishra, 2009). 
Communication involves the production of documents that convey information gathered and 
                                                            
4 The terms “hot” and “cool” have been used in existing information technology literature in the same context (McLuhan, 1964; 
Ambler, 2002; and Cockburn, 2002 in Mishra and Mishra, 2009). 



  

 
 

assessed by the collective action, facilitating a shared understanding (Ansell and Gash, 2007). 
Transmission of knowledge through written, formal documentation provide actors with an 
opportunity for consultation and dialogue (Asthana, et al, 2002), facilitating a shared learning. 

Watershed partnerships involve communication among multiple agencies and multiple 
levels of government (Born and Genskow, 2001). When communication levels are high, the 
outcomes of the collective action will involve a higher degree of assessment. This is a result of 
the increased attention and support provided through increased communication of actors. As a 
consequence, a greater degree of communication between partners will lead to a greater degree 
of collective action. 

 
Proposition 3: Greater degrees of communication are related to greater degrees of collective 
action. 
 

COLLECTIVE ACTION CONTINUUM 
 

One of the difficulties in empirically assessing the environmental performance of collective 
action is the lack of clear definitions related to cooperation, coordination, and collaboration. 
While these terms are recognized as types of collective action, they are used interchangeably and 
often lack specificity in how they are uniquely related (Thomson, et al, 2007). Ambiguity in 
terminology hampers our ability to associate different types of collective actions with 
improvements in environmental outcomes. This study provides a conceptual model for 
categorizing types of collective action based on the degree of the elements of group structure, 
commitment, and communication. The following sections articulate a typology of collective 
action to provide a starting point for discussing the empirical relationship between collective 
actions and environmental outcomes. 

 
Organized Cooperation 

Organized cooperation is the coming together of individual stakeholders in pursuit of a 
collective goal and involves defining the collective goal that is agreed upon and supported. This 
is the formation stage of the collective action mission and the establishment of the group 
structure. The descriptive “organized” refers to the organization of collective intention to act 
cooperatively.  

Group Structure at this stage will generally be low and involves the creation of 
organizational structures (McGuire, 2006), defining of the collective mission, and collection of 
baseline information. For example, watershed partnerships typically begin by creating a list of 
actors’ contact information, identifying specific attributes that may be potentially useful to the 
project and defines actors’ role in the collective action. The role of actors is negotiated, areas of 
expertise are identified, and rules to resolve conflict are established during this stage (Ansell and 
Gash, 2007). Actors will likely interact to jointly create rules and structures to govern their 
relationships and construct pathways to act or decide on issue that brought them together 
(Thomson, et al., 2007).  

Commitment within the organized cooperation stage is also generally low and the time 
actors volunteer is conditional and infrequent. Resources are fewer as they are still being 
identified. For example, in the organized cooperation stage, funding for the watershed project 
may only be pledged and not yet awarded by Federal programs. Technical assistance is limited to 
data collection of baseline conditions. Successful organization of time and resources at this stage 



  

 
 

will depend on the development of group structures to support and sustain both commitments 
from actors within the collective action and outside institutions. 

During the organized cooperation stage, communication is typically infrequent and 
involves mostly indirect modes periodically between group members. For example, the head 
organizing committee may interact infrequently and indirectly in the formation of sub-
committees and meeting logistics. Documentation generally involves characterization studies, 
which identify the pollutant causing the problem and potential sources of the pollutant. Ambient 
water quality conditions will be recorded in order to establish a baseline against which to 
measure environmental improvements. Watershed partnerships will have identified the 
impairment of their watershed and potential actions they will take to remedy the problem. This 
exchange of baseline information on the existence of the problem is instrumental in this 
formation stage of collective action (Heikkila and Gerlak, 2005). 

 
Systematic Coordination 

Systematic coordination is the process of organizing individual time and resources and 
involves the assessment of resources and development of a plan. This is the planning stage when 
actions are decided upon and implemented. Systematic implies thoroughness and consistency in 
the decision making process through increased group structure, commitment, and communication 
(Davenport, 2003; Payan and Svensson, 2007). 

Group structure is generally greater than in the organized cooperation stage and involves 
the utilization of organizational structures in the planning process. Information transfer 
mechanisms generally exist and have been tested. Actors most likely have been assigned a 
specialized role based on the technical expertise they possess. Rules are formalized and enforced. 
The collective mission, actors’ roles, and project timelines are refined. In the systematic 
coordination stage, members of the watershed partnerships accept and understand their role and 
work in a cohesive manner toward achieving the collective goal. Increased group structure of the 
collective action will be evident based on these refinements and development of very specific 
structures and processes to address the collective action problem (Mulford and Rogers, 1982). 

Commitment of resources are typically at a moderate level and involve specialized 
participation from actors; either as a defined, individual role or as a member of a larger division 
of labor, such as a sub-committee. This stage is represented by specific joint-activities (Payan 
and Svensson, 2007) and an increased commitment of time. For example, a watershed 
partnership may generally receive committed funding from not only federal sources, but also 
state agencies.  

Communication between actors is at a moderate level and involves both indirect and direct 
methods with increased frequency. The documentation at this stage will generally include a plan 
for solving the collective action problem, such as an implementation plan or watershed-based 
plan. Integrating planning among an array of organizations and stakeholders can improve their 
ability to solve problems (Bryson, 2006). 

Systematic processes of information exchange and communication will be tested during 
this phase. Success will depend on the systematic exchange of information and technical 
expertise and a strong sense of teamwork amongst actors (Mulford and Rogers, 1982; Payan and 
Svensson, 2007). 

  
Synergistic Collaboration 

Synergistic collaboration is the highest-order of collective action and is dependent on 



  

 
 

achieving a virtuous cycle of interaction, commitment, and achieving outcomes between the 
mature collective action and the outside community (Imperial, 2005). Synergistic collaboration 
involves the systematic implementation of a plan through self-perpetuating action. This is the 
implementation phase when effective actions are executed, the results are assessed, and the 
process is adapted. The greater the degree of organized cooperation between individual 
stakeholders and systematic coordination of their time and resources, the more likely a 
partnership is to achieve environmental improvements. The descriptive “synergistic” implies the 
capacity of the partnership to act in synergism or in a way that the total effect is greater than the 
sum of individual effects. 

Group structure will typically be very high in this stage and expressed by a clear mission 
statement, defined perception of roles and responsibilities, and effective knowledge capabilities. 
Partnerships at this level will generally have well-established rules and norms that pave the way 
for execution of the collective action goals. Synergistic collaboration occurs when multiple 
organizations agree to engage in activities in order to achieve a specific purpose through a formal 
arrangement (McGuire, 2006). Strong group structures, such as a consortium of both in-house 
and outside researchers, and mechanisms to communicate and exchange information exist at this 
level. These group structures are the foundation for the successful planning and implementation 
of the collective action. A high degree of group structure initiates a positive feedback loop for 
assessment of action and the distribution of knowledge amongst willing and dedicated actors. For 
example, watershed partnerships with clearly defined nonpoint source monitoring program 
objectives are more likely to achieve a high level of expected implementation and participation 
through effective communication and information exchange. Increased group structure results in 
improved communication through improved communication mechanisms and strengthened 
commitment through resources and trust. 

A high degree of commitment by collective action actors is typically expressed through 
sustained funding from multiple sources, not just government, and a high level of participation 
from actors with varying technical expertise (Steelman and Carmin, 2002). Commitment of 
human and financial resources will most likely be granted from federal, state, and local 
programs. Resource exchange is extensive and a strong commitment to the collective mission 
exists. Achievement of this high-order level of collective action is dependent upon the 
availability and quality of information and the human and financial resources that can be 
deployed for action (Koontz, 2005). Availability of technical expertise and local knowledge will 
increase the commitment of time and resources by actors (Koehler and Koontz, 2008). 
Participation of local actors may indicate higher commitment levels as they possess a personal 
concern about the issues being addressed (Margerum, 2008). The ability to secure multi-year and 
up-front funding from federal, state, and local sources will provide the stability and flexibility 
needed to support collective action and reduce vulnerability to conditions being place on 
funding. Synergistic collaboration requires a sustained commitment to problem solving (Gray, 
1989) from various actors throughout the entire project, planning through implementation. 
Synergistic collaboration engages the participants in an intensive and creative process of 
consensus building (Gray, 1989), which leads to more creative solutions and increased likelihood 
of acceptance (Innes and Booher 1999). Effective communication and information exchange 
mechanisms promotes involvement at the local level through the permeation of strong social 
norms.  

Synergistic collaboration is generally achieved through high level of communication 
between actors. Communication is expressed by a frequent and open communication in the 



  

 
 

exchange of ideas and information. Open communication and sufficient technical resources were 
found to be positively correlated with active participation (Koehler and Koontz, 2008). 
Synergistic collaboration requires additional time and depends upon clear communication 
between representatives and their organizations (Margerum, 2008). Open communication 
requires trust between actors and a clear perception of their roles in achieving the goal of the 
collective action. Trust increases interaction, which increases communication of information 
needed to achieve desired outcomes (Schneider, et al., 2003). Communication will most likely be 
high and involve face-to-face information exchange and problem solving among actors (Sabatier, 
et al., 2005). Communication will exist of effective and ongoing information and education 
programs to assess and disseminate the knowledge obtained through the collective action. For 
example, watershed partnerships will have measured the effectiveness of their project through 
pre-determined and adapted quantified and realistic measurements. The ability to measure 
success and thus the effectiveness of the collective action is critical to sustaining committed time 
and resources. For example, monitoring the effects of land treatment on water quality is the best 
way to document the effectiveness of the nonpoint source control efforts. The implementation 
and assessment of the watershed plan is an indicator of synergistic collaboration stage. 
Information documents reported at this stage are likely to contain critical assessment of the 
resulting conditions, which can be used to adapt management efforts in a positive way. 

Monitoring and measuring environmental outcomes is critical to collective action. If 
environmental improvements are to be realized, improvements need to be measured and 
compared to initial or baseline conditions. This process of evaluation and assessment is the 
corner stone of successful and adaptive environmental management.  

The continuum represents an ideal typology of collective action based on the degree of 
elements present, as described in Table 1. In reality, collective action partnerships exist in shades 
of gray and not as having either a high or low degree of each element. However, the collective 
action continuum serves as a framework for characterizing the variability amongst different types 
of collective action in a clear and concise manner. This ability to draw distinctions provides a 
backdrop for a discussion on the capacity of specific collective actions to achieve environmental 
improvements. 

 
Table 1. Types of Collective Action Distinguished by Elements 

Collective  Collective Action Elements 
Action Type  Group 

Structure  
Commitment Communication 

Organized 
Cooperation 

low low low 

Systematic 
Coordination 

medium medium medium 

Synergistic 
Collaboration 

high high high 

 
Lastly, we propose that high degrees of the proposed elements will increase the degree of 

collective action and in turn the capacity to achieve environmental improvements. Group 
structure will increase the environmental performance through a clear, well-supported mission 
statement, organized division of roles and responsibilities, and strong knowledge sharing 
capabilities that allows the collective action to function as a unit. A strong commitment of 



  

 
 

participation and resources will increase the capacity of the collective action and therefore 
increase their ability to achieve environmental improvements. Finally, effective and frequent 
communication will increase trust amongst actors within and the transmission of results outside 
of the collective action. For all of these reasons, we posit that collective actions possessing high 
degrees of these three elements are more likely to realize environmental improvements, as 
illustrated in Figure 2. 

Organized 
Cooperation

Systematic

Coordination

Synergistic

Collaboration

Collective 
Action

Group 
Structure

Commitment

Communication

Environmental 
Improvements

 

Figure 1. Relationship between elements and continuum. 

Proposition 4: Greater degrees of collective action are related to greater environmental 
improvements. 
 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS 
 

The proposed study offers two contributions to the scholarly literature related to collective 
action theory. First, it addresses the issues related to ambiguities in literary terms that have been 
used to describe collective action (cooperation, coordination, and collaboration). In so doing, this 
paper develops a collective action continuum, and begins to unpack the conceptual “black box”. 
The continuum represents a tool for distinguishing between different types of collective actions 
based upon their degree of three primary elements, group structure, commitment, and 
communication. Each of these elements are described at length and provide scholars with a more 
comprehensive understanding of the ways in which collective actions differ.  

The second contribution of this study is that it offers a conceptual framework for assessing 
the relationship between the different types of collective action and their capacity to achieve 
greater environmental improvements. To date, this relationship has not been empirically 
determined, in spite of the fact that collective action is used routinely by the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency in resolving issues related to watershed management and other applications. 
This paper provides four theoretically based propositions that can be tested empirically, and 
which future research should explore. Doing so would contribute significantly to collective 
action scholarship and our understanding of the merits of different types of collective actions as 



  

 
 

public policy tools. Empirical assessment of the link between collective action types and 
improved environmental outcomes would have significant bearing on U.S. water policy, as 
conventional regulatory approaches have not satisfactorily addressed nonpoint source pollution 
problems, and as a consequence the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has relied on 
collective action as a primary way to address these concerns. 
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