
Falk, Armin; Fehr, Ernst; Fischbacher, Urs

Working Paper

Appropriating the Commons A Theoretical Explanation

CESifo Working Paper, No. 474

Provided in Cooperation with:
Ifo Institute – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research at the University of Munich

Suggested Citation: Falk, Armin; Fehr, Ernst; Fischbacher, Urs (2001) : Appropriating the Commons
A Theoretical Explanation, CESifo Working Paper, No. 474, Center for Economic Studies and ifo
Institute (CESifo), Munich

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/75841

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/75841
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


A joint Initiative of Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität and Ifo Institute  for Economic Research

Working Papers

May 2001

CESifo

Center for Economic Studies & Ifo Institute for Economic Research
Poschingerstr. 5, 81679 Munich, Germany

Tel.: +49 (89) 9224-1410
Fax: +49 (89) 9224-1409
e-mail: office@CESifo.de

Í
An electronic version of the paper may be downloaded
• from the SSRN website: www.SSRN.com
• from the CESifo website: www.CESifo.de

APPROPRIATING THE COMMONS –
A THEORETICAL EXPLANATION

Armin Falk
Ernst Fehr

Urs Fischbacher

CESifo Working Paper No. 474



CESifo Working Paper No. 474
May 2001

APPROPRIATING THE COMMONS –
A THEORETICAL EXPLANATION

Abstract

In this paper we show that a simple model of fairness preferences explains
major experimental regularities of common pool resource (CPR) experiments.
The evidence indicates that in standard CPR games without communication
and without sanctioning possibilities inefficient excess appropriation is the rule.
However, when communication or informal sanctions are available
appropriation behavior is more efficient. Our analysis shows that these
regularities arise naturally when a fraction of the subjects exhibits reciprocal
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Figure 1: Preferences of inequity aversion 
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Figure 2: Best response behavior in a standard CPR-game (alpha = 4, beta = 0.6) 
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Figure 3a: A simple CPR-game without reciprocal preferences 
  Player 2 

 low appropriation high appropriation 

low appropriation 10,10 0,15 

 
     Player 1 

high appropriation 15,0 5,5 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3b: A simple CPR-game in the presence of reciprocal preferences 
 

  Player 2 

 low appropriation high appropriation 

low appropriation 10,10 0,9 

 
     Player 1 

high appropriation 9,0 5,5 
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Figure 4: Contributions to the public good with and without punishment 
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