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Overview
Collective action occurs when a group of individuals cooperates to secure some good or service each needs but which none can provide privately. That something is termed a public good. Public goods have two key features that make them different from market goods. First, they are non-excludable: if one person can consume them, all can. Second, public goods are non-rival in consumption: one person’s consumption does not diminish the supply available to others. Examples of public goods include an airport, clean air, a managed fishery. Public goods are an example of a broader class of problems known as social dilemmas. In a social dilemma, everyone is worse off acting as rational individuals than they would be cooperating
. 
In global health, communicable disease control (and thus immunization) is an example of a global public good. In contrast, an HIV treatment program is not. With immunization, donor and recipient countries both benefit. Each country’s decision to act collectively is a rational choice. With HIV treatment, only recipients benefit. The donor’s logic is humanitarian, not rational choice (Smith and MacKellar 2007). 

Although collective action generally leads to a better social equilibrium, the reality is that public goods are seldom provided. The free market fails to provide them precisely because they cannot be privatized or withheld from those who don’t pay. Collective action often fails because rational actors rightly fear that other actors will not contribute their share of the effort needed to secure the public good (the free rider problem). Another reason is that actors doubt that their personal contributions matter (the efficacy problem). Actors who seldom interact will less likely act collectively.
Collective action theories

Some theorists argue that closely knit groups will more likely act collectively because doing so is part of their identity. Rational choice theorists argue that individuals must have personal incentives to join the action. They must stand to benefit more than others or they must be given additional (selective) incentives
. So-called identity theories cannot be easily falsified. It is difficult to separate cause from effect, ie, acting collectively may produce group identity rather than vice-versa. There is considerable evidence supporting rational choice collective action theories.  

Collective action in practice
Collective action is more likely to materialize and succeed if it is supported externally. Actors can be motivated to cooperate by appeals to common values and increased opportunities to communicate with one another. Showing how cooperation benefitted other actors may convince reluctant actors to participate (social learning). Structural solutions may also be important. For example, educating actors about the benefits they will receive and showing that their contributions are measured and valued make cooperation more likely (Kollock 1998). For the case of immunization finance, the Advocacy Project uses several tactics to support collective action: 

· In each country, AP Consultants meet frequently with the Interagency Coordinating Committee, or SWAp subcommittee that oversees immunization. Frequent interaction help actors achieve consensus on their need to act collectively and the methods they will use to secure the public good.
· During their frequent visits to project countries, Consultants collect and disseminate information on the activities of each collective actor. This monitoring and feedback reduces the probability any actor will free ride.

· Consultants ensure that actors receive regular updates on EPI program performance and on financial management performance. This provides evidence that best practices are being taken up and that the program is increasingly robust, strengthening the investment case.

· Whenever possible, Consultants ensure that individual actors are publicly recognized for their contributions to the public good. Such side incentives make it more likely better endowed actors will participate.
· Consultants closely track and widely report progress toward financial sustainability (the public good). The data they use come from outside sources, not from the collective actors themselves. 
· SVI monitors and feeds back data to all fifteen project countries. This second level of collective action induces a healthy competition among countries, favoring successful collective action within each country. 

Some general tips about collective action:

· Group size should be minimal- no more than twenty, less than ten if possible

· Collective action should always be of short duration (e.g., one-year workplans) with very clearly specified milestones
· Milestones and the public good itself must be seen by all to be attainable 

· Some actors will only contribute part of the way; they may need to see their exit strategies before they decide to join in 

· Although contributions will vary with actors’ endowments, care must be taken that no one actor is expected to contribute disproportionately to the effort      
· There must be sanctions applied to actors who break the rules or defect altogether

� For an accessible treatment of collective action as an N-person social dilemma and how structural factors can be manipulated to favor collective action, see Kollock (1998). 


� For a recent review of identity and interest paradigms and an empirical application to microcredit borrowing groups, see Anthony (2005).





