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Failing Forward: How to Enhance Payment for Ecosystem 

Services in the Developing World 
 

“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” (Beckett, 1983) 
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Abstract 
As a response to the current rising levels of various environmental challenges, this thesis explores the concept of 

payment for ecosystem services (PES), a market-based approach that aims to account for the negative externalities 

of common pool resource (CPR) extraction. Despite PES’ globally attractive and promising prospect of improving 

environmental systems while simultaneously enhancing social development, the application of the concept fails to 

live up to its potential. As such, this paper investigates how to structure PES in the developing world in order to 

enhance social and environmental sustainability.  

To address this question, the present study employs an interdisciplinary methodology that integrates Elinor 

Ostrom’s design principles of CPR management theory with Pierre Bourdieu’s research on the field. The 

confluence of these two theorists’ insights provides a novel perspective of not only the social and environmental 

challenges within PES schemes, but also the dynamic structures within an institution. Guided by the careful coding 

of 38 peer-reviewed studies on PES schemes, our research and analysis suggest a misalignment between Ostrom’s 

theory and the implementation of PES projects, revealing barriers, a) inadequacy of community engagement, b) 

weak emphasis on sanctions, c) lack of autonomy and voluntariness, that obstruct the proper management of CPRs. 

As such, PES blankly applies formal, restrictive rules, and follows its path dependent nature of ‘do less harm,’ 

without considering the dynamic complexities of local communities. In this way, PES emphasizes mere 

compliance in an attempt to execute fast and rigid conservation solutions, which causes negative second-order 

outcomes, and inhibits new outlets of positive conservation. To overcome these obstacles, this thesis takes 

inspiration from Bourdieu’s research on the underlying social structures to emphasize the factors that constrain or 

empower local agents within the field of PES, i.e. holding a) the right connections, b) established trust, and c) the 

ability to respond to the program’s characteristics.  

By recognizing the dynamics of potential participants in localized communities, this thesis provides an alternative 

approach (PES 2.0) to the application of PES, in an attempt to promote social and environmental sustainability 

through the lens of Ostrom’s design principles and Bourdieu’s field theory. In this way, PES 2.0 acts as a choice 

architect, and transitions PES into a dynamic institution through a sequential process of 1) reducing uncertainty, 

2) prompting trust, 3) promoting collective action, 4) changing social norms, and ultimately, 5) altering the habitus 

of participating agents. PES 2.0 attempts to strengthen a community’s attitude towards positive conservation, 

rather than merely imposing strict rules to obey. However, PES 2.0 must recognize the multifaceted components 

of each project and community when enacting the scheme, and acknowledge and embrace these local differences. 

PES 2.0 promotes procedural sustainability, encouraging communities to learn from localized trial and error, and 

as such, encourages ‘failing forward.’
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Acronyms 

CPR: common pool resource 
DP: design principle 
ES: ecosystem service 
FAO: Food and Agriculture Organization  
IAD: Institutional Analysis and Development Framework  
PES: Payment for Ecosystem Services 
UNDP: United Nations Development Program  
 

Key Terms 

Choice Architecture: the practice of displaying multiple options differently in order to influence one’s choice  
Collective Action: the action(s) taken by individual members within a community to promote a common objective 
Common Pool Resource (also referred to as the commons): a natural or man-made system that may offer 

collective benefits to a group of people; e.g. a watershed  
Community Capital: the form of social, cultural, or economic capital that is linked to the community as a whole 
Cultural Capital: the cultural and educational upbringing one enjoys, expressed by an embodied, objectified, or 

institutionalized state 
Design Principles: Elinor Ostrom’s eight-step framework that includes regulations to promote the 

intergenerational sustainable management of common pool resources  
Ecosystem: the complex web of plant, animal, fungal and microorganism communities interacting in one 

ecological unit 
Ecosystem Service: the benefits received from an ecosystem (provisioning, such as food and water; regulation, 

such as flood and disease control; cultural, such as recreational benefits; and support, such as soil formation and 

oxygen)  
Habitus: open systems of dispositions (tastes, preferences, perceptions and appreciations) that are subject to and 

affected by one’s experiences 
Path Dependence: the tendency of previous institutions and technologies to dominate decision making due to 

increased returns to scale and reduced uncertainties  
Payment for Ecosystem Services: a voluntary transaction where an ecosystem service user (beneficiary) buys a 

well-defined ecosystem service from a provider (supplier); if and only if the service provider secures ecosystem 

service provision (Wunder, 2005) 
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Procedural Sustainability: creating net positive outcomes to social and environmental sustainability through trial 

and error and processes of discussion and negotiation  
Social Capital: the network of social connections one can mobilize in order to secure material or symbolic profits 
Symbolic Capital: the form of capital that is established when the other forms of capital are known and recognized 

through which the agent gains a degree of authority 
Tragedy of the Commons: Garrett Hardin’s (1968) most well-known metaphor, a shared resource situation in 

which every individual acts only with self-interested behavior and attempts to reap all available benefits of the 

resource, without considering the impact on the collective whole, which leads to resource depletion and potential 

resource destruction  
Trapped Herders: derived from Hardin’s ‘tragedy of the commons’ metaphor, the self-interested actors found 

within the commons are viewed as ‘doomed’ to resource depletion as they cannot discover solutions to overcome 

such tragedy without external actors
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1. Introduction 

Aiming to reduce externalities of resource extraction, Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) fails to live up 

to its potential. Mitigation and adaptation initiatives remain necessary to conserve natural resources in the face 

of increasing environmental pressures (IPCC, 2014; Edenhofer et al., 2014), and PES gains increasing 

popularity as a method of incentivizing environmentally sustainable behavior (Jespersen and Gallemore, 2018; 

Muradian et al., 2013). Used more and more frequently in both the developed and developing world, PES 

provides a market-based approach for the preservation of ecosystem services, such as the supply of food, clean 

air and water, climate regulation, and cultural services (Smith et al., 2013, 10; Jack et al., 2008). As such, 

Wunder (2005) defines PES as a voluntary transaction for an ecological service with at least one buyer and 

seller. PES generates varying degrees of compensation to instigate conservation tactics, in which a “service 

provider is awarded a payment contingent upon service delivery to a service user” (Gross-Camp et al., 2012, 

24).  

Ranging in degree of market-based approaches, PES schemes can entail complete marketization (such as the 

European Union’s Emission Trading Scheme), involve government agencies or private actors, include small 

community-based projects, or encompass transnational initiatives (Corbera et al., 2009; Jespersen, 2017). For 

example, the transnational initiative REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation) experiences conservation fame as it attempts to link forest protection and carbon markets 

(Gallemore and Jespersen, 2016; Mongabay, 2017). However, all types of PES emerge as an institution, as 

they entail “formal and informal rules which regulate what to do and not to do in a given situation” (Corbera 

et al., 2009, 745). As North (1991) argues that institutions hold the power to reduce uncertainty, PES rises as 

a mechanism to resolve problems of external effects through the transaction between buyers and sellers (Engel 

et al., 2008). Thus, PES, as a dynamic institution consisting of formal rules and underlying social structures, 

expands the field of sustainable change.  

The Palaurco watershed in Pimampiro, Ecuador reflects an example of a locally based PES scheme. The 

community faces an irregular and insufficient water supply as a consequence of rapid deforestation and other 

land-use changes by farmers living upstream. In order to maintain and increase the benefits of the watershed, 

the community adopts a PES scheme, in which the local municipality incentivizes upstream landowners to 

maintain the natural vegetation instead of clearing it (Grieg-Gran et al., 2005). Financed by a 20% water 

consumption charge on households living in the region, the PES project reflects the local interest of a water 

fund. Accordingly, downstream households pay upstream individual or communal landowners to sustain the 

long-term benefits of the watershed. In this case, the payments produce an important contribution to the 
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generally poor, upstream landowners’ budget advancing both social and environmental development in the 

area (Wunder and Albán, 2008). In this way, one can see how PES functions as an institution; it enforces strict 

rules with regards to payment while also recognizing the social structures and interests of the community.  

However, while environmental conservation acts as the primary goal, PES functions in the developing world 

as an attractive mechanism, offering a win-win solution, in which ecosystem conservation also propels social 

change as exemplified with the project in Pimampiro (Corbera et al., 2007a; Pattanayak et al., 2010). To many 

developing nations, PES provides the outlook for a “new era of economic growth,” which the Brundtland 

Report (1987) and the Sustainable Development Goals (2015) attempt to promote (Brundtland, 1987, 3). This 

new epoch strives to sync global poverty reduction and environmental conservation in order to meet “the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 

1987, 41).  

Yet, this win-win allure of PES often remains mere fantasy, as many PES projects are not always successful 

and sometimes generate no significant impact on environmental or developmental aspects of other areas where 

PES is not involved (Gaworecki and Burivalova, 2017). Brockington and Schmidt-Soltau (2004) argue that 

while poverty alleviation efforts that overlook conservation remain unsustainable, conservationists who ignore 

the social components of the ecosystem harm sustainable development as well. However, due to weak 

governmental and market institutions in the developing countries, PES schemes face challenges in both 

environmental and social objectives (Pattanayak et al., 2010). Frequently, PES schemes in the developing 

world remain unsuccessful as neither environmental or social components significantly improve (Gaworecki 

and Burivalova, 2017). Therefore, PES, as an institution, fails to live up to its potential. In order to better 

understand the potential of PES within developing nations, this thesis investigates how to structure PES to 

enhance social and environmental sustainability.   

1.1. Introduction to Theoretical Frameworks 

To answer this question, we take inspiration from various disciplines—philosophy, economics, and 

sociology—to study the social dilemmas that beset PES institutions, as the effectiveness of any project acts 

conditionally on the actors that participate within it. In this sense, while PES focuses on developing 

environmental solutions, one must consider more than the ecological components, but also the social 

dimensions and behaviors of the agents operating within each ecosystem (Robinson, 2004). The usage of these 

different schools of thought creates a more critical and analytical understanding of both the prominent and 

underlying structures of PES, which only become tangible when varying layers of analysis are applied to PES 
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schemes. In order to understand the “lived and experienced” components of PES as a complex institution and 

to analyze its successfulness, this thesis utilizes the theories of Elinor Ostrom and Pierre Bourdieu (Jespersen 

and Gallemore, 2018, 515). The institutional design of PES incorporates many elements of Ostrom’s common 

pool resource (CPR) management theory, as most ecosystem services entail similar features to CPRs, i.e. an 

open resource that holds collective benefits (Fisher et al., 2010). Therefore, Ostrom’s theory strongly 

influences the design and literature of PES. Yet, while her principles of successful CPR management exist 

inherently within PES design, the implementation of PES still fails. As such, this thesis argues for the need to 

add a new perspective on understanding the social structures, power divisions, and agents within an ecosystem, 

and thus, includes Bourdieu. His development of field theory promotes an awareness of underlying and 

complex institutional dynamics, allowing for novel considerations of how PES can fail forward.  

1.1.1. Elinor Ostrom  

As the first woman to win the Nobel Prize for Economics (2009), economist Elinor Ostrom (1933-2012) 

challenges conventional rational choice theory by offering insights on how common pool resources, natural 

or man-made systems that offer collective benefits, can be successfully managed by local communities. 

Strongly influenced by Garrett Hardin’s (1968) Tragedy of the Commons and his theory of resource depletion 

caused when self-interested, rational individuals act only in short-term individual gain, Ostrom expands 

theories of collective choice and institutional development to present localized solutions for the preservation 

of ecological commons. Expanding on collective action, institutional theory, and development economics, 

Ostrom develops a set of design principles (1990/2017) from her Institutional Development and Analysis 

(IAD) framework to better explain how self-interested individuals living within a common can voluntary work 

together to prevent the over-consumption of a resource and to provide solutions to the social dilemmas that 

may arise within CPR management. These principles, grounded with an emphasis in community management, 

seek to provide the necessary guidelines to generate effective institutional management of CPRs for 

intergenerational development (Ostrom, 2017). Summarized as 1) clearly defined boundaries, 2) good-fitting 

rules, 3) collective choice arrangements, 4) user-monitoring, 5) graduated sanctions, 6) conflict-resolution 

mechanisms, 7) recognition of rights to organize, and 8) nested enterprises (or polycentric governance), the 

design principles build the foundation for understanding how formal and informal institutional structures can 

promote effective CPR management (North, 1991). This thesis investigates the field of PES through the lens 

of Ostrom’s design principles to establish to what extent PES projects apply Ostrom’s theory of the design 

principles. From there, this paper seeks to better understand how institutions as rules can reduce the insecurity 

and uncertainty that arise with social dilemmas within CPRs, and in turn, how trust and reciprocity within the 
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resource can be expanded (Cox et al., 2006). By applying Ostrom’s theory to PES projects, this thesis attempts 

to elucidate and expound upon the specific circumstances of collective enhancement within CPR management.  

1.1.2. Pierre Bourdieu 

Educated as a philosopher, but interested in ethnographic research and social structures, Pierre Bourdieu 

(1930-2002) shifts closer to the disciplines of sociology and anthropology. This thesis utilizes his influential 

theory of fields, which looks at the complex, underlying societal structures and the manner in which social 

actors interact within these patterns (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). In order to succeed, agents in the social 

world need to possess, and therefore often struggle to attain, various sorts of capital (or the “goods, material 

and symbolic, without distinction, that present themselves as rare and worthy of being sought after in a 

particular social formation” (Bourdieu, 1977, 178). Economic, social, cultural, and symbolic capital strengthen 

one’s social position and allow one to gain a better social position in the field. Hence, Bourdieu’s concepts 

promote the “understanding of the processes that enable and constrain [social agents’] choice” (Bowman, 

2010, 14). This thesis employs Bourdieu’s field theory as inspiration to reveal the underlying struggles and 

needs necessary for agents to succeed within PES schemes. As Bourdieu argues that one needs to possess 

certain forms of capital in order to be successful within the academic field, this thesis investigates what forms 

of capital are valued within the field of PES. By analyzing PES cases through the lens of Bourdieu, this thesis 

aims to demonstrate the social struggles at play in PES schemes.    

1.2. Research Question 

Recognizing that PES often fails to deliver significant environmental or social development, this thesis utilizes 

above theories in order to investigate the room for improvement within PES schemes. Both theories of Ostrom 

and Bourdieu prove necessary to consider the role of PES as a complex institution, entailing the formal and 

informal rules and perceptions. While Ostrom’s approach to CPR issues occurs more often in the PES literature 

and entails a very pragmatic method, Bourdieu’s field theory allows us to see the more complicated social 

structures that exist within PES schemes. The consideration of agents’ struggles when engaging with the 

institution facilitates a better understanding of the issues found within the implementation of PES. The 

dialogue expands beyond an analysis of rules and regulations, and opens up for a discussion on dynamic social 

interactions. Thus, the combination of the two influential authors presents this thesis with a more complete 

picture of the tensions that arise within PES’ social dilemmas. However, in order to effectively overcome such 

tensions and enhance the social and environmental sustainability of PES schemes, one “must explicitly study 

institutional creation during its most uncertain periods” (Jespersen, 2017, 21). In this sense, we return to the 
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institution of PES itself, and argue that in order to enhance the environmental and social aspects of PES, one 

should not only observe the formal rules of an institution, but also its informal structures to successfully engage 

the different agents within the field (North, 1991). Inspired by these two theories, this thesis aims to answer 

the research question: 

How can PES be structured in the developing world to enhance social and environmental sustainability 

through the lens of Ostrom’s eight design principles and Bourdieu’s field theory? 

 

1.3. Structure of the Thesis 

In order to answer the posed research question, one must have a firm understanding of the utilized theories 

and the concept of PES. Therefore, the following section will provide an introduction of Ostrom’s work with 

specific focus on her design principles, which are extensively used in this thesis, followed by an elaboration 

of Bourdieu’s field theory. After conveying the connection between the two theories to reveal how they can 

complement one another, this thesis will offer a short review on the definitions and scope of PES. Hereafter, 

we will explain the general research design of this thesis by discussing the research philosophy, approach, and 

strategies we built upon in order to answer the research question.  

 

As this methodological part will describe, the research of this thesis is based upon a process of coding 38 

research papers on PES cases, through the lens of Ostrom’s design principles and Bourdieu’s field theory. 

These 38 peer-reviewed papers, entailing 60 individual studies of PES cases, are selected by Mongabay, a 

public charity and online platform that provides information on environmental news reporting and analysis. 

As such, the platform acts to both enable the maturation of environmental education and journalism, and ato 

raise awareness about environmental, social and economic challenges and issues in different ecosystems 

around the world (Mongabay, 2018). As the 38 publications “represent the best evidence [Mongabay] could 

find,” the literature sample gives this thesis a good overview of the documentation on PES cases implemented 

in developing nations thus far (Gaworecki and Burivaloval, 2017). 

 

Our analysis consists of the findings from the coding process, asking to what extent Ostrom’s design principles 

are implemented, what forms of capital are prevalent in PES schemes, and what struggles may arise from these 

forms of capital. From here, our discussion develops into a dialogue of how to shift the conversation of PES 

from a restrictive ‘do less harm’ approach (PES 1.0) to a more dynamic mechanism of procedural sustainability 

(PES 2.0). Building upon the findings from the analysis, the discussion notes the barriers and second-order 

outcomes that arise within the social dilemmas of PES schemes to answer how social and environmental 
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sustainability can be enhanced within PES. As concluding remarks, this thesis examines potential limitations 

to our research and implications for the further application of PES schemes and the research field. 
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2. Theoretical Framing 

In this section, the thesis elaborates on the theories and concepts extensively employed in this paper. As Elinor 

Ostrom’s theory discusses the most effective ways to enact collective action when facing the threat of resource 

degradation in ecosystems, her research proves crucial to the dialogue of PES schemes (Fisher et al., 2010). PES, 

established as an incentivization tactic for the protection of natural systems, often turns to Ostrom’s theory to 

better grasp collective choice arrangements in such settings. As such, Ostrom strongly influences the design and 

implementation of PES. However, while Ostrom notes the ‘lived and experienced’ characteristics of CPR 

management as a complex institution, the application of PES often disregards these informal structures (Jespersen 

and Gallemore, 2018). Therefore, this thesis applies Bourdieu’s field theory, which highlights the interdynamics 

of individuals and their settings, in order to recognize the underlying components of the institutional design of 

PES. Although Bourdieu is not the first to use the concept of field theory, his work remains most prevalent within 

the discourse of fields (Swartz, 2014). Additionally, this thesis specifically applies Bourdieu’s concept of field 

theory to not only to recognize the social struggles operating with field settings, but also to emphasize the unequal 

power divisions such struggles create. Bourdieu’s research on the different forms of capital provides this thesis 

with a novel perspective to uncover the concealed structures of social struggles that operate within ecosystems. 

By applying these different schools of thought, this thesis provides an analytical understanding of both the explicit 

and implicit structures of PES, which only surface when an interdisciplinary methodology engages the concept. 

As such, the application of Ostrom’s eight design principles and Bourdieu’s field theory allows for a restructuring 

of PES in order to enhance social and environmental sustainability.  
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2.1. Ostrom’s Design Principles  

The only woman to win a Nobel Prize for Economics (2009), Elinor Ostrom (1933-2012) extends traditional 

economic thinking to include principles of institutional analysis, collective action, and rational choice theory when 

considering common pool resource management. A CPR consists of natural or human-made faculties, such as a 

forest or fishing ground, which not only provides a set of benefits to its users, but proves challenging both to limit 

users’ consumption of the resource or to replenish the service once extracted (Ostrom, 1988). Heavily influenced 

by Garrett Hardin’ (1968) Tragedy of the Commons, Ostrom (1990) sets to divulge the steps to cooperatively and 

successfully manage common pool resources through a set of eight design principles. These principles, rooted 

strongly in community engagement, intend to provide the necessary guidelines to generate effective institutional 

management of common pool resources.  
 

2.1.1. The Tragedy of the Commons  
Garrett Hardin (1968) presents the ‘Tragedy of the Commons,’ or the metaphor that examines the over destruction 

of natural resources that are public and commonly owned. Thus, while the resource tends to hold high value as 

each user can acquire strong benefits from the service it provides, the CPR may risk over depletion if community 

members act only with short-term, self-interested behavior (Hardin, 1968).  Hardin presents the image of a 

common pasture, in which all are welcome to herd one’s animals. As each herder is rational, self-interested, and 

seeking to maximize one’s own gains, he/she uses the pasture for his/her own animals to graze, without considering 

efforts to manage the resource. Ultimately, the pasture, so pervaded with grazing animals, holds no resources left 

to provide. Here, Hardin (1968) presents the ‘tragedy’ and claims that without institutional structures of the state 

or the market to control individual consumption, the resource withers as individuals focus on self-gain and ‘free-

ride’ the resource in play.  
 

These social dilemmas around CPRs may be defined as the ‘prisoner’s dilemma,’ the ‘logic of collective action,’ 

or the ‘free-rider’ problem, and all converge when rational, self-interested individuals only prioritize short-term 

gains. Similar to Hardin’s tragedy of the commons, the ‘prisoner’s dilemma,’ reflects a hypothetical situation used 

to explain how individuals act out of rational self-interest and choose the actions that preclude cooperation as a 

group. In this way, the dilemma presents a conflict between individual behavior and social welfare and reveals 

that if members of the community pursue only self-interested behavior, all participants tend to end up worse-off 

(Heckathorn, 1989). Similarly, American economist and social scientist, Mancur Olson (1965) presents the ‘Logic 

of Collective Action,’ noting the idea that while group members with similar group interests should work collective 
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towards a common interest or object, “rational, self-interested individuals will not act to achieve their common or 

group interests” as there seems to be little incentive to strive towards collective action (Olson, 1965, 2). At their 

core, these examples illustrate the ‘free-rider’ problem, or when an individual, grounded by one’s own self-interest, 

reaps the benefits from the CPR, but does not feel the need to either pay for such service or manage the resource 

collectively. However, Ostrom points out that if all members choose to free-ride, “the collective benefit will not 

be produced” (Ostrom, 2017, 6). She reveals that individual actors make “independent choices in an interdependent 

situation,” and thus, must consider the dynamic relationships of agents within one CPR (Ostrom, 1998, 3).  
 

2.1.2. Collective Action Theory 
Ostrom argues that the theory of collective action “is the central subject of political science,” and as such, the core 

of any institution is the complex dynamics of actors (Ostrom, 1997, 1). In turn, when collective action is not 

emphasized and the maximization of short-term gains overpowers long-term collective yields, social dilemmas 

dominate. As a CPR exists as the connection of independent actors within a common field, these agents are “jointly 

affected by almost everything they do” (Ostrom, 2017, 38). In this sense, Ostrom emphasizes the strong, woven 

“lattice of interdependence” that forms within a single CPR; the actors are dependent upon the collective action of 

the other agents in order to promote one’s own self interest (Ostrom, 2017, 39). Thus, in order to prevent the over 

depletion of the valued resource within the CPR, one needs to consider the best strategies to prompt resource 

benefits and reduce losses.  
 

Hardin (1968) insists that the solution to such individual greed is to strengthen the role of exogenous institutions 

and presents either the amplification of a centralized government or the use of private property rights in order to 

maintain and sustain the commons in the long-run (Dietz et al, 2003, 1907). He grounds his proposal in the 

“Leviathan” approach of Hobbes, declaring that in order to stimulate change, it must be aligned with “whatever 

force may be required to make the change stick” (Hardin, 1978, 314). Contending that a “private enterprise system” 

is the force to steer and to hold common change, Hardin first recommends that state regulation must be heightened 

in order to generate a sense of obligation to handle the resource. In addition to state management, Hardin considers 

the stronger utilization of private property rights, suggesting that when property rights are well-defined, caring for 

the commons transitions from a communal to an individual focus; each owner feels a more personal attachment to 

the resource and consequently, a sense of duty or obligation to manage it. 
 

However, Ostrom notes the gross ‘oversimplification’ of Hardin’s solutions, noting his inherent assumption that 

the users of the resource “were trapped in a commons dilemma, unable to create solutions” (Dietz et al, 2003, 
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1907). Ostrom challenges Hardin’s assumption that external structures have “sufficient time-and-place 

information” to determine the best methods of practice for each CPR and the users within each location (Ostrom, 

2017, 17). Instead, she turns inward, presenting an alternative approach to an institutional requisite and shifts focus 

to the herders of Hardin’s metaphor (Ostrom, 2017, 15). She observes that the herders within the common, are not 

‘trapped,’ but dominated, unable to explore community cooperation before institutional intervention. She presents 

a solution through the implementation of collective rules that promotes a “cooperative strategy that they 

themselves will work out,” rather than relying on the invasion of external parties (Ibid). Although Ostrom does 

not reject the value of property rights, she does not acknowledge property rights as a complete solution as Hardin 

poses, but rather as a tool to promote trust between community members to install the belief “that they can reap 

long-term benefits from an investment” (Ostrom, 2000, 183).  
 

2.1.3. Institutional Theory  
Theorizing outlooks of collective action that move beyond rational choice individualism, Ostrom focuses on the 

social dilemmas and dynamics that arise within communities (Forsyth and Johnson, 2014). Within this field, she 

turns to the institution, which acts as the harbor for collective choice behavior of self-interested individuals. 

“Neither the state nor the market is uniformly successful in enabling individuals to sustain long-term, productive 

use of natural resource systems” (Ostrom, 2017, 1). As part of the co-edited series ‘Political Economy of 

Institutions and Decisions,’ Ostrom develops ‘Governing the Commons’ (1990/2017) to further institutional 

theory, seeking to understand how CPRs can be managed through complex, polycentric institutions.  
 

Diving into the field and collecting research from a range of countries with self-organizing institutions (California, 

Switzerland, Japan, Spain, Turkey, and the Philippines), Ostrom develops her theory of complex institutions, 

which first states that institutions are typically defined as rules, as rules remain essential to diminish the 

unpredictable actions of others within the institution (Forsyth and Johnson, 2014). However, beyond formal 

regulation, North (1991) includes the “informal constraints,” such as customs, traditions, and social norms that 

also devise an institution. Thus, the more recent work of institutional ecological economics considers the role of 

institutions “to manage decision interdepencies more broadly,” by focusing on formal and informal rules to 

regulate behavior (Jespersen and Gallemore, 2018, 508). Utilizing both aspects, Ostrom argues that effective 

management of CPRs must include institutions (but not necessarily solely market or governmental institutions), 

to not only offer formal rules, which install compliance, but also informal structures, which can better account for 

the dynamic actions of the agents within the field (Ostrom, 2017).  
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2.1.4. From IAD Framework to Design Principles 
Originally developed in the 1980s, Ostrom posed the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) Framework 

to study the management of common pool resources without state intervention (Ostrom, 1985; Ostrom, 2011). 

Challenging the conventional concept that government regulation proves necessary to overcome the tragedy of the 

commons, the IAD framework studies the local management of common resources and the dynamics and 

formations of collective institutions (Nigussie et al., 2018). At the heart of the framework lies the ‘action arena,’ 

which consists of both an action and its actors, and the interactions that occur between the agents (Ostrom, 1980). 

From this arena, the IAD framework strongly emphasizes the need to understand such complex social dynamics: 

the active agents, the rules of the social space, and the motivation, participation, and compliance that follows 

(Ibid). Developing this study of free individuals acting with other actors within one community, Ostrom aims to 

understand the structures of CPR governance. Her research on such management, led to the development of a set 

of guidelines, or institutional design principles, which emphasize local resource management as an effective way 

to prevent the overuse of CPRs (Ostrom, 2017). 
 

2.1.5. Eight Design Principles  
Recognizing the strength of the institution to apply formal and informal rules, and consequently, to reduce 

uncertainty in complex environments, Ostrom notes the essentialness of institutions in the sustainable management 

of CPRs (Ostrom, 2017). By reducing uncertainty in dynamic resources, not only do trusting relationships between 

agents expand, but collective action proves possible. In turn, Ostrom submits a set of eight design principles to 

address the situations in which trust and collective action can be preserved and perpetuated within the CPR when 

facing social dilemmas (Cox et al., 2010).  
 

While the locations and specifics of each resource differ, the resources are unified by their “uncertain and complex 

environments,” and all consist of stable participants, who “live side by side and farm the same plots year after 

year” (Ostrom, 2017, 88). Defined as an “essential element or condition that helps to account for the success of 

these institutions in sustaining the CPR and gaining the compliance of generation after generation of appropriators 

to the rules in use,” the design principles reveal how actors within the resource can comply with a set of principles 

to best manage, monitor, and preserve the CPR (Ostrom, 2017, 91). In this sense, the effective management of 

every CPR is an additional institution to the market and government, generated by a set of decentralized rules that 

emphasize local, collective-based mechanisms and sustained methods of trust and reciprocity (Ostrom, 1998; 

Singleton, 2017). While the design principles are “not a blueprint to be imposed on resource management 
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regimes,” they expand the conversation to include collective action to sustain the CPR across generational 

boundaries (Agrawal, 2001, 1652). 
 

Design Principle One: Clearly Defined Boundaries  
The set of principles begins with ‘clearly defined boundaries,’ as “individuals or households who have rights to 

withdraw resource units from the CPR must be clearly defined, as must the boundaries of the CPR itself” (Ostrom, 

2017, 91). Here, Ostrom notes the first step for structuring CPR management and highlights that in order for a 

resource to be well organized, one must first understand who is using the resource (target population), in addition 

to where the resource lies (target area), to prevent the risk of the resource benefits from being “reaped by others 

who have not contributed” (Ibid).  Without defined borders of entry and participation, the resource may face the 

same threat of destruction as Hardin’s pasture, as defined boundaries help the agents participating within the field 

to “internalize the positive and negative externalities produced by participants, so they bear the costs of 

appropriation and receive some of the benefits of resource provision” (Cox et al., 2010, 6). Moreover, by placing 

this as the first of eight design principles, Ostrom touches upon the “realistic perspective” of this attribute, claiming 

that before any other principle can come into play, boundaries must first be defined (Ostrom, 2017, 92).  
 

However, when applying Ostrom’s first principle, resources may experience ecological variability in addition to 

socio-political tension points that make clear boundaries difficult to define and ‘fuzzy’ in understanding. For 

example, resource users may be part of a wider community than just one village or different social groups that 

may extract the same benefits from the same resource (Quinn et al., 2007). Thus, while some flexibility of 

boundaries may be needed within local contexts to “accommodate variations in groups needs and resource flows,” 

clearly defined boundaries prove necessary to create collective ownership (Agrawal, 2001, 1660).  
 

Design Principle Two: Good Fitting Rules 
“Appropriation rules restriction time, place, technology, and/or quantity of resource units are related to local 

conditions and to provision rules requiring labor, materials, and/or money” defines the second design principle 

(Ostrom, 2017, 92). Here, Ostrom calls for good fitting rules, or “well-tailed appropriation and provision rules,” 

which must be constructed and implemented to help preserve the integrity of the common pool resource (Ibid). 

Similar to the first principle, which consists of separate distinctions (target area and target population), the second 

principle emphasizes appropriation in relation to local conditions of the specific ecosystem and to provision rules 

(Cox et al., 2010; Quinn et al., 2007). The latter component of the principle shows the need to consider the 

connection between users and provision and is often exemplified in terms of the congruence between the costs 
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users face and the benefits they, in turn, receive through participation in collective choice action (Cox et al., 2010). 

Ostrom stresses the necessity of the locality and specifics of each resource and location. She notes that no “single 

set of rules” could define each distinctly unique common pool resource, but rather suggests the need to consider 

the creation of rules that can most directly relate both to the environment and the community members that are 

living within and utilizing the resource (Ostrom, 2017, 92).  
 

Design Principle Three: Collective Choice Arrangements 
Design principle three, “most individuals affected by the operational rules can participate in modifying the 

operational rules,” emphasizes the importance of considering collective-choice arrangements when implementing 

the best management structures of common pool resources (Ostrom, 2017, 93). Here, Ostrom further expounds 

upon the local conditions of design principle two, and states that the resource works most effectively when the 

community members who interact with each other and with the environment can “modify the rule over time so as 

to better fit them to the specific characteristics of their setting” (Ibid). Shifting the focus away from external 

authorities and strong institutional management, Ostrom reintroduces the community members back into the 

conversation, insisting that local rules need to be fabricated and fashioned by those who regularly engage and 

interact with the CPR rather than from a removed institution. In this way, Ostrom suggests individual community 

members can apply “contextual knowledge,” and emphasizes that those within the community hold important, 

local knowledge of the resource, and consequently, should maintain the opportunity to adopt CPR rules to local, 

context-based situations (Kauneckis, 2014, 74; Van Laerhoven and Barnes, 2014).   
 

Design Principle Four: User-Monitoring 
However, noting that the establishment of good rules does not ensure compliance of such rules, design principle 

four centers around monitoring, as “monitors, who actively audit CPR conditions and appropriator behavior, are 

accountable to the appropriators or are the appropriation” (Ostrom, 2017, 94). Ostrom calls for the act of such 

monitoring to be enforced by those who are engaged and participating within the CPR themselves. Noting that 

monitoring was often considered an afterthought to CPR management, Ostrom reemphasizes its role as a design 

principle (Cox et al., 2010). The role of user-monitors reinforces collective action; it accounts that the users of the 

resource are the monitors themselves, and thus, will perform more strongly as direct benefits from improved 

resource conditions can be seen (Ibid). Additionally, monitoring further strengthens collective action as it makes 

acts of noncompliance visible to other community members, which generates increased social pressures to follow 

the rules (Newton et al., 2012).  
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Design Principle Five: Graduated Sanctions 
While Ostrom sets monitoring in place via design principle four, she also accounts for the possibility that 

compliance may not follow and presents design principle five as an additional response to non-compliant behavior, 

stating, “appropriators who violate operational rules are likely to be assessed graduated sanctions (depending on 

the seriousness and context of the offense) by other appropriators, by officials accountable to these appropriators, 

or by both” (Ostrom, 2017, 94). To better explain the process of both monitoring and sanctioning in self-governing 

common pool resources, Ostrom introduces Margaret Levi’s (1997) term ‘quasi voluntary compliance’. Here, the 

example of the taxpayer is introduced: a taxpayer voluntary decides “to comply” without being coerced, but it 

proves to be a “quasi-voluntary” behavior as the “non-compliant are subject to coercion—if they are caught” 

(Ibid). Further explaining the “contingent” characteristic of a commitment, or the fact that strategic actors are most 

willing to follow the rules when “they perceive that others also comply,” Ostrom highlights that compliance (with 

necessary components of monitoring and sanctions) can enable stable, long-term solutions (Ibid). 
 

While Levi’s theory includes enforcement supplied by an external player, Ostrom notes that in community-

governed CPRs, enforcement must transpire from within the community to not only “deter those who are tempted 

to break the rules,” but also to “assure quasi-voluntary compliers that others also comply” (Ostrom, 2017, 95). 

Ostrom remains steadfast on requiring internal enforcement, promoting the specific locality of each resource. If a 

community member partakes in the creation of local rules, he/she can learn from his/her own experience to create 

“enforceable rather than unenforceable rules” as he/she knows of the strengths and limitations of the CPR he/she 

inhabits (Ostrom, 2017, 96). Similarly, by emphasizing an internal, user- monitor, he/she can better gauge if 

compliance is ‘quasi-voluntary,’ and if the other members within the community are respecting them (McGinnis 

and Ostrom, 1992, 24). If a violation is observed, the community leaders, through the guidance of the user-monitor, 

can better discern why such an infraction occurs and how to adapt the rules accordingly. Additionally, the user-

monitor can better decipher those who are breaking the rules repeatedly and can impose sanctions, either small or 

severe, depending on the circumstance and the frequency of repetition (Cox et al., 2010). Thus, graduated sanctions 

help secure a sense of community cohesion, as violators are assessed by other resource users, while also deterring 

future infractions from occurring (Quinn et al., 2007).  
 

Design Principle Six: Conflict Resolution Mechanisms 
Design principle six, “Appropriators and their officials have rapid access to low-cost local arenas to resolve 

conflicts among appropriators or between appropriators and officials” observes that applying sustained rules can 

frequently lead to conflict as individuals can interpret the meaning of each rule differently or alter the 
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understanding of the rule over time (Ostrom, 2017, 100). Ostrom presents the sixth design principle to act as 

‘conflict-resolution mechanism,’ as a result of the collective-choice arrangements (Gari et al., 2017). While 

ranging in the level of formality, principle six states that low-cost conflict-resolution mechanisms are most likely 

to survive (Cox et al., 2010).  
 

Design Principle Seven: Recognition of Rights to Organize 
Design principle seven, “The right of appropriators to devise their own institutions are not challenged by external 

governmental authorities,” notes that local users within a CPR may organize to create their own institutions and 

external governments must not intervene (Ostrom, 2017, 101). Calling for minimal recognition of local users, 

design principle seven notes that a CPR may suffer if local knowledge and institutions are not recognized by 

external stakeholders (Turner, 1988). However, while this design principle cultivates the recognition of local 

community autonomy in order to promote long-term CPR management, the rule does not dismiss the authority of 

external players, further showing the need to integrate external institutions with an emphasis on local community 

engagement.   
 

Design Principle Eight: Nested Enterprises 
Finally, Ostrom presents design principle eight, which is reserved for common pool resources that are parts of 

larger systems and reads, “appropriation, provision, monitoring, enforcement, conflict resolution, and governance 

activities are organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises” (Ostrom, 2017, 101). Noting the “cross-scale 

institutional factors” of large CPR systems, design principle eight calls for the different structures to be ‘nested’ 

together (Cox et al., 2010). In this sense, the many different social systems at play can facilitate communal 

cooperation as the varying structures participate at various levels within the “locally provided, globally 

appropriated commons” (Hess and Ostrom, 2007, 49). Such merged constructions reinforce the constant 

consideration of collective action as the divergent components integrate to form cross-scale linkages for long-term 

sustainability.  
 

Through these eight design principles, Ostrom repeatedly emphasizes the need for both formal rules and informal 

relationships. Her design principles reveal a structured set of orders to comply to, but also include strong elements 

of community engagement and collective action, which represent the essentialness of understanding the actors and 

agents within each CPR. By inundating each principle with an explicit rule and a recognition of the role of the 

actors participating within the setting, Ostrom proposes that in order to manage a CPR most effectively, one must 

consider the complex dynamics found within the ecosystem. This paper uses Ostrom’s theory to better understand 
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to what extent PES projects truly implement the design principles. As such, this understanding enables this thesis 

to unravel how PES, as a CPR management institution, can help to reduce the ecosystem challenges and social 

dilemmas that often develop in CPRs.  
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2.2. Bourdieu’s Field Theory 

 

Educated as a philosopher and later working within the fields of anthropology and sociology, Pierre Bourdieu 

(1930 – 2002) remains a very influential French intellectual. Although mainly developed through research on 

educational systems in France around the 1960-1970’s, Bourdieu’s theory of fields remains widely used in 

different areas of study to demonstrate the (symbolic) power relations at play in daily interactions. Despite the fact 

that ‘field analysis’ does not originate from Bourdieu, his approach still dominates the discourse (Swartz, 2014).  
 

2.2.1. The Social World 
In his work, Bourdieu attempts to overcome the common reductions of sociology, i.e. either a complete objectivist 

approach or a constructivist phenomenology without room for ‘reality.’ According to Bourdieu, it is the task of 

sociology “to uncover the most profoundly buried structures of the various social worlds which constitute the 

social universe, as well as the ‘mechanisms’ which tend to ensure their reproduction or their transformation” 

(Bourdieu, 1996, 1). Hence, the social world consists of two layers, of which, one can be characterized as 

‘structuralist’ and the other as ‘constructivist.’ One can understand the structuralist approach as the idea that the 

social world contains objective divisions, a “distribution of material resources and means of appropriation of 

socially scarce goods and values (species of capital, in Bourdieu’s technical language)” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992, 7). Structuralism sees society as a ‘social physics,’ an objective structure that can be observed and measured 

“independent of the consciousness and will of agents” (Bourdieu, 1989, 14). Accordingly, the distribution of forms 

of capital (economic, social, cultural and symbolic) and its ‘value’ determine the set of constraints and 

opportunities, which again dictate the chances of success for certain practices (Bourdieu, 1986). The second layer 

entails the systems of classification: one’s thoughts, feelings, and judgements. This constructivism looks at society 

through the lens of ‘social phenomenology.’ Contrary to structuralist objectivism, it adheres to the idea that agents 

continually construct their social world through their everyday practices, on the basis of schemes of perception 

and appreciation (Bourdieu, 1989). “Its value lies in recognizing the part that mundane knowledge, subjective 

meaning, and practical competency play in the continual production of society; it gives pride of place to agency 

and to the “socially approved system of typifications and relevances” through which persons endow their “life-

world” with sense (Schutz 1970)” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 9). Hence, social actors construct reality 

(individually and collectively), but one must remember that these agents have not constructed the distribution of 

capital and the means of appropriations. Both layers prove equally necessary for understanding the social world 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 11). “Together, these two mechanisms act to produce a common world, a world 

of commonsense or, at least, a minimum consensus on the social world” (Bourdieu, 1989, 20) 



 
THEORETICAL FRAMING 

 

	 25 

 

2.2.2. Fields  
The social world extends beyond a steadfast system, but rather is “an ensemble of relatively autonomous spheres 

of “play” that cannot be collapsed under an overall societal logic, be it that of capitalism, modernity, or 

postmodernity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 17). These ‘spheres of play,’ or fields, prescribe particular values 

and each field has its own regulative principle. For example, in the academic sphere, one is expected to behave 

differently than in the realm of the market. He/she most likely values publishing results rather than low transaction 

costs. This also means that, throughout one’s life, agents participate in different fields and value different things. 

The particular principles of each field demarcate a space that contains the endless struggle to attain the valued 

forms of capital and to either change or maintain the shape and boundaries of that field. “In analytic terms, a field 

may be defined as a network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions. These positions are 

objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations they impose upon their occupants, agents or 

institutions, by their present and potential situation (situs) in the structure of the distribution of species of power 

(or capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are at stake in the field, as well as by 

their objective relation to other positions (domination, subordination, homology, etc.)” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992, 97). Hence, while participating in the struggle to gain more of the right type of capital, social agents’ 

positions in the field also influence other participants, and thereby, the structure of the field.   
 

2.2.3. Field as a Game 
As such, one can understand the basic idea of a field as a game. The field itself accounts for the structure of the 

game (a patterned system of objective forces) and its rules (what is valued and by how much). Competition 

between social agents exist, as the players, as forms of capital (positions of power) are at stake. Moreover, players 

‘invest’ in the game: they participate, but only to the extent that they believe in the game and its stakes, as some 

recognition of the game being played must exist (Bourdieu, 1991; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). This recognition 

or ‘agreement’ does not follow from some sort of contract, but rather, stems from the mere fact that playing the 

game makes it worth playing. For example, it would not make much sense to play a card game without recognizing 

that the aim is to win the game, which occurs when a certain position or status is reached. Similarly, one would 

not be a (good) ‘player’ in the academic field, if one does not believe in the rules, e.g. increasing and sharing 

knowledge through peer-reviewed publications. Different species of capital (economic, social, cultural, symbolic) 

can be seen as trump cards, of which the relative value changes with each game just like the hierarchy of different 

species of capital varies across various fields (Bourdieu, 1991; Townley, 2014). The value of a species of capital 

depends on the existence of a game, a field in which this capital can be employed. Hence, “species of capital is 
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what is efficacious in a given field, both as a weapon and as a stake of struggle, that which allows its possessors 

to wield a power, an influence, and thus to exist, in the field under consideration, instead of being considered a 

negligible quantity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 98). Players’ strategies, or their plans to use, protect, or attain 

trump cards, depend upon their habitus, or their dispositions within the game (Edgerton and Roberts, 2014). This 

approach defines whether the actors play to increase or to maintain their current amount of capital in line with the 

rules and prerequisites of the game and its stakes. Additionally, players can also try to either partially or completely 

transform the rules of the game, although not every opponent will be content by this. They could, for example, 

work to change the relative value, the exchange rate, of certain forms of capital “through strategies aimed at 

discrediting the form of capital upon which the force of their opponents rests (e.g. economic capital) and to valorize 

the species of capital they preferentially possess (e.g. juridical capital)” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 99). In 

this sense, everyone constantly struggles to attain a better, more powerful, position within the game. Although this 

comparison of the field with a game proves helpful to understand the structure of a field and the strategy of its 

actors, one needs to note that unlike games, fields are not the product of a deliberate act, created and structured 

instead through the everyday work of social agents. Moreover, the rules and regularities a game follows and the 

social agents (who prove never as explicit as in a game) constructs the field.  
 

2.2.4. Habitus 
As shortly touched upon in the game analogy, habitus is another important concept in order to understand how 

fields operate. Bourdieu designates the term habitus as a reaction to intellectualist philosophy and the description 

of human as homo economicus. Homo economicus presents the human being as a rational agent, able to act freely, 

consciously, and with complete understanding. However, Bourdieu argues that this rational action theory ignores 

the individual and the collective history of an agent through which structures of preference are constituted 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, 2000).  
 

In contrast to this line of thought, Bourdieu argues that people possess dispositions, or habitus, which represent 

the past experiences, schemes of perception, appreciation and action. This then enables humans to perform acts of 

practical knowledge on the basis of identification and recognition of conditional, conventional stimuli to which 

people are ‘predisposed’ to react (Bourdieu, 2000). As Bourdieu uses the term to express the result of an 

‘organizing action,’ habitus represents one’s disposition, tendency or inclination (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). 

It embodies “the strategy-generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-changing 

situations” (Bourdieu, 1977, 72). Reacting to the attraction of the field in a relatively coherent and systematic way, 

habitus is the result of the internalization of external structures. It reflects a ‘practical logic,’ or an everyday relation 
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to the world, representing the basis for regular modes of behavior. Hence, the concept habitus and field closely 

interrelate, in the sense that they function only completely in connection with one another as both structure each 

other. The field exists not as empty, but rather, structured by its agents, who play the game of the field through 

their acceptance of the rules and by actively pursuing its goals (Bourdieu, 1992).  
 

Contrary to how some depict him, Bourdieu is not a strict determinist, as social agents also reinforce or modify 

the structures of the field. In his words, “social agents will actively determine, on the basis of these socially and 

historically constituted categories of perception and appreciation, the situation that determines them. One can even 

say that social agents are determined only to the extent that they determine themselves” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992, 136). “Habitus is also a principle of both social continuity and discontinuity: continuity because it stores 

social forces into the individual organism and transports them across time and space; discontinuity because it can 

be modified through the acquisition of new dispositions and because it can trigger innovation whenever it 

encounters a social setting discrepant with the setting from which it issues” (Wacquant, 2006, 268). As such, one 

single action does not represent habitus, but rather the entire set of dispositions, beliefs and attitudes one absorbs 

from social forces and social norms.  
 

However, one needs to acknowledge that “the habitus goes hand in glove with vagueness and indeterminacy” 

(Bourdieu, 1990, 77). Although habitus can be described as a ‘practical logic,’ it does not articulate a precise 

regularity comparable to behavior deduced from a legislative principle. Thus, although agents are strongly affected 

by their history, experiences and surrounding, they also obtain the position to influence these same structures.  
  

2.2.5. Species of Capital 
To account for the structure and functioning of a field, Bourdieu argues it proves fundamental to ‘reintroduce’ all 

the forms of capital that are distributed among agents (Bourdieu, 1986). A reintroduction remains essential as there 

is a need for more forms of capital to explain the social world rather than the one form recognized by economic 

theory, “by reducing the universe of exchanges to mercantile exchange, which is objectively and subjectively 

oriented toward the maximization of profit, i.e., (economically) self-interested, [economic theory] has implicitly 

defined the other forms of exchange as noneconomic, and therefore disinterested” (Bourdieu, 1986, 280). Hence, 

a new interest in other forms of capital manifests as crucial. Based on Bourdieu’s empirical investigations in France 

around the 1960’s, social capital and cultural capital represent important resources to describe society and its field, 

beyond economic capital. Moreover, symbolic capital portrays the form of capital other species can take when 

gaining recognition (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu, 1989).    
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Capital in general can be defined as “all the goods, material and symbolic, without distinction, that present 

themselves as rare and worthy of being sought after in a particular social formation” (Bourdieu, 1977, 178). The 

value of different forms of capital depends on the field, the ‘life-order,’ one operates within (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992). As elaborated by the first layer, the objective structure, agents possess certain properties or the 

material resources and means of appropriation of goods and values. “These properties only function as capital, that 

is, as a social power relation, in and through the field that constitutes them as stakes and instruments of struggle, 

rescuing them thereby from the meaninglessness and uselessness to which they would be just as necessarily 

doomed in another field or another state of the same field. More specifically, they are linked by relations, 

constitutive of the structure of the field, that contribute to determining their efficacy and their value in such a way 

that, within the field they contribute to defining, they are able to produce effects different from the ones they would 

produce in another field” (Bourdieu, 1996, 264). Hence, the species of capital represent different levels of power 

and depend on the value they hold in a particular field, e.g. rich people (economic capital) possess more consumer 

power in the field of the market, and when job searching, a strong network (social capital) proves helpful.  
 

Economic Capital 
Economic capital represents the specie of capital recognized by economic theory and the most straight forward 

form of capital. This resource is directly convertible into money and is used to benefit individuals and collectives 

in different ways, such as providing access to more prestigious schools and professions (Davis, 2010). Frequently 

economic capital manifests in the form of property rights in order to secure the possession of this capital (Bourdieu, 

1986). Economic capital “is at the root of all the other types of capital and [...] these transformed, disguised forms 

of economic capital, never entirely reducible to that definition, produce their most specific effects only to the 

extent that they conceal (not least from their possessors) the fact that economic capital is at their root, in other 

words – but only in the last analysis – at the root of their effects” (Bourdieu, 1986, 288). In this sense, the different 

forms of capital can be attained through economic capital, which, at times, gives immediate access to certain 

services and goods, but at other times, a greater effort remains needed to produce the type of power effective in 

the specific field (Bourdieu, 1986).  
 

Cultural capital 
Cultural capital typifies the form of capital related to one’s social class, and can be categorized in three different 

forms: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized. In Bourdieu’s theories, cultural capital closely relates to 

education, as it is grounded from research on academic success. Cultural capital often accounts for the fact that 
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students from more cultured families generally hold higher rates of academic success. As such, one’s successful 

academic upbringing exhibits the modes and patterns of cultural consumption and expression, which cannot merely 

be accounted for through the economic wealth and social position one holds (Bourdieu, 1992). “[T]he propensity 

of families and children to invest in education (which is itself one of the major factors of educational success) 

depends on the degree to which they depend on the educational system for the reproduction of their capital and 

their social position, and on the chances of success for these investments in the view of the volume of the cultural 

capital they possess” (Bourdieu, 2000, 216). Hence, social agents will only invest in cultural development that fits 

within the educational system if they need this education to further enhance their possession of capital. In turn, the 

investment in cultural development proves necessary as the possibility of success in that educational system 

depends on cultural capital. In certain conditions, this cultural capital can convert to economic capital and may be 

institutionalized in the form of (educational) qualifications. However, cultural capital exists most often as an 

internalized form of capital, which remains impossible to purchase it directly (Bourdieu, 1986). This internalized 

form is the embodied state, or long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body. It is an external wealth (not 

necessarily economic) converted into someone’s habitus. It influences how one acts and perceives and values 

things. Holding embodied cultural capital often functions as symbolic capital, as the social conditions of its 

transmission and acquisition are relatively disguised in comparison to economic capital. In this sense, the 

embodied form of cultural capital interrelates with one’s habitus, as it entails skills and dispositions, similar to the 

way habitus influences one’s strategy in the field. They are “two sides of the same socialization process: the 

situated internalization of cultural schemas. Habitus and embodied cultural capital are not separate things but rather 

continuous with each other, as “moments” of the same process” (Edgerton and Roberts, 2014, 207).  
 

The second form of cultural capital, the objectified state, refers to the possession of cultural objects, such as books 

and paintings which demonstrate a certain cultural status. The third form entails the power of instituting. This 

institutionalized state is a form of objectification of the above-mentioned states of capital by ‘collective magic.’ 

Through this collective action, a certain form of culture and cultural expressions is revealed, emphasizing an 

institution can impose recognition towards certain values and practices. An exchange proves possible between 

cultural capital and economic capital as the institution ‘guarantees’ a monetary value for a given expression of 

cultural capital (depending on the scarcity of that expression). For example, the academic field poses value on 

published research, leading to the indirect translation of economic capital, i.e. a secured job position.  
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Social Capital 
“Social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of 

possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 119). Hence, it represents the network of connections a person has 

and can effectively mobilize. The amount of people in someone’s network and the capability to mobilize them 

depends on the volume of other forms of capital (economic, cultural, or symbolic) possessed. Social capital 

consists of social obligations (“connections”), which are relatively irreducible to economic and cultural capital, 

but instead, exert a multiplier effect on the capital one possesses in its own right. For example, having a family 

friend with a high position in a company might help one to get a job at the same company if one has the right 

cultural capital, which grants a stable salary, i.e. economic capital. It represents the product of an endless effort of 

institutionalizing one’s relations to secure material or symbolic profits, which depend on (the conscious or 

unconscious) solidarity of one’s network. “Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which 

are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 

and recognition – or in other words, to membership in a group – which provides each of its members with the 

backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the 

word” (Bourdieu, 1986, 286). Through building and investing in social relations, one can expect to make a profit 

in the form of social capital to some extent.  
 

Symbolic Capital 
As mentioned, different fields have different values and not all forms of capital and judgments carry the same 

weight. Those with large amounts of symbolic capital, or those who are well-known and recognized by society, 

de facto maintain a monopoly over society’s institutions. In this way, they hold the position to intrude the order of 

values, which they do in favor of the values and forms of capital they possess. One can see symbolic capital as a 

credit: those with sufficient recognition have the power to impose recognition or depreciation (Bourdieu, 1989). 

For example, presidents are holders of large amounts of symbolic capital, especially the president of the United 

States as he is well known and enjoys a position of status. For example, the current president of the United States, 

Donald Trump, uses his symbolic power in his own interest; for instance, he discredits the value of the press as he 

declares ‘Fake News’ about the ‘truths’ that obstruct him or his ideas. However, symbolic capital is not a separate 

form of capital from the other economic, cultural and social forms. Rather, other species (economic, cultural, 

social) can appear as symbolic capital when grasped through the categories of perception that recognize its specific 

logic. Symbolic capital embodies nothing other than the varying forms of known and recognized capital. As such, 

one often perceives symbolic capital as the legitimate competence someone holds, which grants him/her a new 
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level of authority, in addition to the already attained credit to the possession of the underlying economic, cultural 

or social capital (Bourdieu, 1986). In Bourdieu’s words, symbolic capital “is known through the categories of 

perception that it imposes [and] symbolic relations of power tend to reproduce and to reinforce the power relations 

that constitute the structure of social space. More concretely, legitimation of the social world is not, as some 

believe, the product of a deliberate and purposive action of propaganda or symbolic imposition; but rather, it results 

from the fact that agents apply to the objective structures of the social world [the first, objective layer] structures 

of perception and appreciation [the second, subjective, layer] which are issued out of these very structures and 

which tend to picture the world as evident” (Bourdieu, 1989, 21).  
 

Community Capital 
Although Bourdieu himself never touched upon the concept of ‘community capital,’ and is not one of the species 

of capital found by his research in France, as argued by Leonard and Kenny (2010), it epitomizes a form of capital 

that might be more prevalent in fields located in areas with strong elements community engagement. According 

to Leonard and Kenny (2010, 20), one can understand community capital as “the sum of the various elements of 

capital available to a community as part of any sustainable form of development.” Hence, community capital 

includes all the forms of capital (cultural, social, economic and symbolic) that are linked to a community as a 

whole, rather than to individual agents. Those tangible and intangible assets often are linked to benefit the whole 

community, e.g. provision of labor and infrastructure. Moreover, “community capital can be understood as the 

forms of economic or social capital which incorporates the wider linkages of social groups who provide due 

concern for the well being of their counterparts without immediate recourse to normative concerns for profit or 

other compensation for such actions” (Ibid). It entails a shared community culture in which social bonds are 

established and constantly strengthened through interaction with community members.  
 

The application of Bourdieu’s field theory provides this thesis with the foundation to comprehend the dynamic 

relationships of the informal structures of an institution. In contrast with other field theorists, for example Fligstein 

and McAdam, Bourdieu emphasizes that fields form people just as people form the field, and therefore, stresses 

the need to include both the social structures and the individual habitus. As such, Swartz (2014, 401) argues that 

Bourdieu’s focus on “the weight of past experience and the unequal distribution of valued resources” are strikingly 

absent in Fligstein and McAdam’s work. Whereas these authors provide a restricted perspective on the agents in 

fields, Bourdieu includes ‘field effects;’ the structure of the field shapes the behavior of agents without their 

explicit awareness. The focus on ‘field effects’ and “on how the structuring of the field gives more powerful actors 

the tools by which to consistently win the game,” makes Bourdieu’s work most suited to this thesis (Kluttz and 
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Fligstein, 2016, 185). It allows for a critical methodology to unravel the impact the specific design of PES has on 

the behavior of its (potential) participants and its influence on the unequal power structures in place. Inspired by 

Bourdieu’s research, this paper recognizes the importance of understanding the social structures, in addition to the 

formal regulations of PES as an institution, which further elucidates the need to recognize social struggles in order 

to enhance environmental sustainability (Brockington and Schmidt-Soltau, 2004). As such, in order to address 

these struggles, in addition to applying Ostrom’s research, this thesis extensively analyzes multiple PES cases in 

developing countries through the lens of Bourdieu’s field theory.  
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2.3. Ostrom and Bourdieu? 

 

Elinor Ostrom and Pierre Bourdieu, both born in the 1930’s, may not have much in common regarding their 

academic writings, limiting the research available that provides a profound understanding of how their theories 

interrelate. However, with some caution, we discover some overlapping points worth mentioning and, most 

importantly, find that these theories can indeed complement rather than contradict one another. This proves 

especially relevant as this thesis applies an interdisciplinary methodology, where one theory adds value to the 

application of the other theory.  
 

As this thesis intends to combine theory and practice, the empirical and conceptual, both thinkers derived their 

theories from empirical, ethnographic research in the field. While Bourdieu completed extensive research in 

academic systems, Ostrom ventured to specific communities to investigate the varying ways of CPR management. 

Based on this ethnographic research, they both arrive at a model which sees the ‘players’ as active agents, able to 

change the rules of the game. In Bourdieu’s work, the agents and institutions employ strategies to change the field 

and its structures. Social agents exist not as ‘prisoners’ of the field they operate in, but as players who “can play 

to increase or to conserve their capital […] in conformity with the tacit rules of the game and the prerequisites of 

the reproduction of the game and its stakes; but they can also get in it to transform, partially or completely, the 

immanent rules of the game” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 99). In response to the conventional models of 

governing the commons, Ostrom argues that agents can create their own rules or bend the existing rules, instead 

of being ‘trapped herders’ within a CPR. Similar to the way Bourdieu views actors as players within the field, 

Ostrom considers the community members within the commons as dynamic, arguing that one must “address the 

question of how to enhance the capabilities of those involved to change the constraining rules of the game to lead 

to outcomes other than remorseless tragedies” (Ostrom, 1990, 7).  
 

However, despite being an active player in the game, the free-rider problem still lies at the heart of the CPR models. 

Similarly, following Weber, Bourdieu argues that social agents obey rules only as far as their interest in complying 

with the rule outweighs their interest in overlooking it. Hence, rules do not automatically transpire by themselves, 

but rather, one needs to ask when a certain rule can successfully operate (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992). Here, some of the eight design principles can contribute to one’s understanding of successful 

implementation and operation of rules. When facing CPRs, rules must contain components of formal regulation 

and informal structures (Ostrom, 2017; North, 1991). As such, informal structures contribute to the comprehension 

of local community members and the dynamics within the communities they reside within, while formal orders 
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represent the defined boundaries the members must adhere to. The combination of informal and formal rules 

reduces uncertainty, and builds collective trust, which ultimately, diminishes the ‘free-riding’ problem.  
 

Moreover, one could view these design principles as a way to define and shape a particular field. Fields delimit a 

socially structured space in which agents struggle, either to change or to maintain the forms and limitations of that 

space (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). As such, the design principles can provide a strategy to change the 

structures of a field in order to enable and enhance sustainable resource use. Defining boundaries of whom can 

and cannot participate within the CPR, establishes the agents within a certain field. More specifically, Ostrom’s 

sixth design principle, which states the need for conflict-resolution mechanisms, will influence the structure of the 

field in the sense that it prescribes what is valued (no conflicts). Additionally, the regulative principle of a field 

remains partly defined by the sanctions (design principle five) and rules (design principle two). Thus, all the design 

principles can push an agenda in a certain field: the field of CPR management. The question then remains whether 

the actors who carry out the design principles on the field, also hold the power, and the right forms and amounts 

of capital, to do so.  
 

Although understood in a slightly different way to Bourdieu, Ostrom also contributed to work on the concept of 

social capital in relation to development (Ostrom, 2000; Ostrom and Ahn, 2003). Similar to Bourdieu, she argues 

that one can use this form of capital for either beneficial or harmful ends, as “all forms of capital [social, natural, 

physical and human] are essential for development, none of them are sufficient in and of themselves” (Ostrom, 

2000, 173). Here, Bourdieu would add that they remain insufficient in, and of themselves, as the forms of capital 

not only need the recognition of actors, but also depend on how much value exists in each context and how they 

relate to one another. However, Bourdieu, purposefully, does not incorporate the natural, physical and human 

forms of capital in his theories. Asserting that human capital is not the only determinant of success, Bourdieu 

stresses the underlying structures and forms of capital that arise within dynamic fields. Hence, one could comment 

that the application of Ostrom’s design principles place less emphasis on these underlying structures, focusing 

instead on more explicit factors. Thus, in order to understand the complex nature of agents and the fields they 

operate within, one must consider using both Ostrom and Bourdieu to disclose all forms of capital.  
 

In general, this comparison finds that although both studies do not directly intersect with one another, they do not 

exclude each other. Moreover, they may even complement each other, revealing new ways of understanding and 

interpreting the intricate workings of each field. As such, utilizing both Ostrom and Bourdieu to understand the 
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same concept, promotes a more novel and holistic approach to the concept of PES. In this way, the combination 

of the two theories can better elucidate the underlying structures within PES as an institution.  
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3. The Case: Payment for Ecosystem Services 

 

Due to the global rise of agricultural productivity and strong demands for food, water, energy and timber, the 

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) noted that, worldwide, the “majority of ecosystem services had been 

degraded” and despite few improvements, most ecosystem deliver “below their full potential” (Smith et al., 2013, 

11). This dramatic degradation of natural resources stems from society’s inability to recognize ecosystem benefits 

and rather views many of the ecosystems’ services as tacit resources (Engel et al., 2008). Historically, society 

prioritized the “short-term financial gain” over such resources, similarly reflecting Hardin’s theory of the tragedy 

of the commons (Smith et al., 2013, 12). As such, PES acts as a way to actively value ecosystems services into 

societies’ systems (Pattanayak et al., 2010; Muradian et al., 2013). While the concept holds varying definitions, in 

its most basic form, PES embodies a voluntary transaction for a well-defined ecological service, with at least one 

buyer, [and] at least one seller (Fripp, 2014). Buyers can either be governments, NGOs, or beneficiaries such as 

private ecosystem service users (who often ‘buy’ the services through a payment via their taxes) or private 

companies (local or global). Hence, PES schemes represent incentive programs, “which involve users of ecosystem 

services (ES) paying for actions that protect those services” (Chan et al., 2017, 111). It operates as a market-based 

approach in order to address the negative externalities caused by natural common pool resource extraction. In this 

section, the thesis elaborates on the general concept of PES and its features. 
 

3.1. Ecosystem Services 
In order to understand the details of PES, one must first recognize what an ecosystem service includes. An 

ecosystem service refers to the range of benefits that generate from the natural environment and include, 

provisioning services (the supply of food, water and timber); regulation services (clean air quality, climate, and 

flood watch); cultural services (occasions for recreation, tourism and education); and supporting services 

(formation of soil and nutrient cycling) (Smith et al., 2013, 10; Jack et al., 2008). The Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO) defines ecosystem services as “the multitude of benefits that nature 

provides to society” and as the services that “make human life possible by, for example, providing nutritious food 

and clean water, regulating disease and climate, supporting the pollination of crops and soil formation, and 

providing recreational, cultural and spiritual benefits” (FAO, 2018). As Peterson et al. (2010) note, the 1980’s 

marked a shift in the way conservationists expressed ecosystem functions, transitioning the concept from a natural 

resource to a natural resource that benefits humans. While one needs to acknowledge that not all ecosystems are 

advantageous to humans, such as drought and fire, ecosystem services specifically focus on those processes 

beneficial to human life (Redford and Adams, 2009).  
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The realization that these ecosystems provide humanity not only with products such as wood and food, but also 

with the above mentioned services (Costanza et al., 1997), attracted increased attention in order to communicate 

society’s dependence on ecological systems and to strengthen public interest in the conservation of these 

ecosystems (Gómez-Baggethun et al., 2010). Due to this attention, the use of the concept ‘ecosystem service’ 

shifted from its pedagogical approach to raise awareness and interest and to a focus on the monetary value of 

ecosystem services. More specifically, such a focus emphasizes how ecosystem services can sell, for example, in 

the form of carbon offsetting (Peterson et al., 2010). The FAO (2018) notes, that “[d]espite an estimated value of 

$125 trillion, these assets are not adequately accounted for in political and economic policy, which means there is 

insufficient investment in their protection and management.” Hence, much of the discussion of ecosystem services 

today emphasizes the inherent value to human life the resource provides. This presents the need to shift the public’s 

focus from the economic benefits of resource extraction to conservation measures, in order to lasting resource 

preservation.  
 

3.2. Key Features of PES 
While there are varying degrees of what specifically defines a PES scheme, the most common definition within 

the literature, posed by Wunder (2005; 2007), includes:  
1. a voluntary transaction where  

2. a well-defined ecosystem service  

3. is ‘bought’ by a (minimum of one) ecosystem service user  

4. from a (minimum of one) ecosystem service provider, if and only if  

5. the service provider secures ecosystem service provision (conditionality)  

 

Wunder argues that the first component of PES should represent a voluntary transaction in nature, in order for 

ecosystem service providers to have “real land-use choices” (Wunder, 2005, 3). However, varying degrees of 

voluntary behavior of compliance to PES schemes exist, as seen in countries with centralized governments such 

as Vietnam and China (To et al., 2012; Gutiérrez-Rodríguez et al., 2016). Secondly, Wunder proposes that PES 

programs consist of a “well-defined ecosystem service,” in order to clearly understand the ecosystem service, with 

its boundaries and limitations, in place (Wunder, 2005, 2). This relates to Ostrom’s previously discussed first 

design principle about clearly defined boundaries, which emphasizes the need to maintain structured edges of each 

CPR in order to effectively manage and conserve the resource at play. Wunder’s third and fourth requirements of 

PES include specific market requirements and mirrors the market use of supply and demand. Finally, Wunder also 
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calls for conditionality, often the hardest criterion to meet, which ensures that ecosystem service providers only 

get paid if they indeed supply the benefits over the stated period of time. As such, the ecosystem services can 

repeatedly be utilized and it allows for more location specific rules as monitoring, sanctions, and other tactics for 

conservation need to enter the dialogue (Wunder, 2005; 2007). Following these requirements, the “payments thus 

provide a direct, tangible incentive to conserve the ecosystem and prevent encroachment by others” (Pattanayak 

et al., 2010, 256). 
 

There are a series of actors involved with each PES scheme. Most commonly, four principal players are identified 

(Smith et al., 2013, 20): 
1. Buyers; the ecosystem service beneficiaries, or those willing to pay a price for its conservation, often 

down-stream households, governmental agencies or international organizations 

2. Sellers; the ecosystem service providers, most commonly landowners, who can protect and supply the 

ecosystem service 

3. Intermediaries; agencies, linking the providers and beneficiaries, who often support specifics of 

fabrication and enforcement 

4. Knowledge Providers; resource management experts, providing specific conservation knowledge  

The last two stakeholder groups often serve as NGOs, local and national government, and community-elect 

officials, and private donors.  

 
Figure 1. PES Concept (Smith et al., 2013, 13) 
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Figure 1 represents an example of the flow of PES within a watershed ecosystem. The watershed provides services 

such as water purification and flood risk mitigation to downstream householders (users/beneficiaries). In order to 

sustain these services or benefits, the downstream households pay upstream landowners to steward and conserve 

the land to secure the benefits. As such, the PES project facilitates a transaction of payments and incentives 

between upstream providers and downstream users.  
 

Beyond this standard framework of PES, the practice sees differences in type and scale of ES demand, the source 

and amount of payment and the targeted conservation activity (Engel et al., 2008). There are three commonly 

established types of PES: “public payment schemes, private payment schemes, and public-private payment 

schemes” (Smith et al., 2013, 16). Public payment schemes include local or national governments to pay the 

providers to “enhance the ecosystem services on behalf of the wider public;” while private payment schemes 

involve private actors and players, and public-private schemes incorporate both state and private funds to pay for 

the transaction (Ibid). Moreover, PES schemes can be limited to national players or can include international 

partners. The latter most commonly includes both developing and more developed nations, where the developed 

country pays for the ecosystem service in the developing world. 
 

Although not explicitly defined as such, PES schemes generally entail institutional conditions (Wunder et al., 

2008). PES schemes, like all institutions, “are composed of rules that shape social interactions exogenously” 

(Jespersen and Gallemore, 2018, 508). As such, most PES schemes demand land use changes, apply formal and 

informal rules, and attempt to change preferences, and thus, can typically be seen as institutional projects (Vatn, 

2010).  
 

3.3. PES as a Market-Based Institution? 
PES schemes include specific market characteristics in which a transaction between buyer and seller is negotiated 

and the service buyer directly benefits from the existence of an ecosystem and is willing to pay for its preservation 

(Smith et al., 2013). In return for the payment, service providers commit to “undertake or not to undertake certain 

activities to preserve the provision of ecosystem services” (UNDP, 2017). In this sense, the concept of PES is an 

attempt to put the Coase theorem (Coase, 1960) into practice; “problems of external effects can, under certain 

conditions, be overcome through private negotiation between affected parties” (Engel et al., 2008, 665). Thus, 

through PES, ecosystem services can be characterized as an ecological function subject to trade. PES establishes 

a standard unit for the exchange of these ecosystem services (Kosoy and Corbera, 2010). Hereby, market efficiency 

is introduced to environmental policies and conservation efforts (Shapiro-Garza, 2013).   
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Although PES remains a fairly new concept (established in the 1990’s), ecosystem services indirectly have been 

bought and sold before PES’ existence, e.g. as part of European agricultural policy as price-based incentive 

schemes were set in place (Gómez-Baggethun et al., 2010; Jack et al., 2008). While PES is not unique in its market 

characteristics (e.g. certification schemes, such as organic labelling, reflect product pricing as well), it is distinct 

in its emphasis as a “beneficiary pays principle,” instead of a “polluter pays principle” (Smith et al., 2013, 12). In 

PES schemes, beneficiaries of a particular ES often pay those in charge of the resource (providers) to conserve 

this system; in contrast, the polluter pays principle states that those who produce pollution should bear the cost 

(Engel et al., 2008). For example, “downstream water users pay upstream farmers to reduce sedimentation and 

eutrophication of waterways” (Chan et al., 2017, 112). In this sense, PES differs from a market as the provider 

does not attempt to find or convince buyers, but it is rather a demand-side innovation: the buyers themselves or 

intermediaries try to locate and engage potential providers, either proactively or reactionary (Wunder et al., 2008). 
 

Moreover, in contrast with the market-based ideal, high transaction costs often accompany PES schemes, 

intermediaries frequently set the price, and beneficiaries are not always aware of the fact that they pay for the 

service as they often pay through taxes (Vatn, 2010). Generally defined as “all costs associated with buying and 

selling in a market,” transaction costs may include the expenses of matching buyers and sellers, creating contracts, 

governmental inclusion, and monitoring/sanctioning outcomes (Fripp, 2014, 5). Because of the strong possibility 

of high transaction costs and inherent complexities within PES, some may argue that the schemes “do not fulfill 

the strict criteria that define markets,” (Muradian et al., 2013, 276). Additionally, some PES schemes do not fit the 

market criteria of voluntary transactions, as centralized governments demand compliance with PES payments and 

ES provision (Muradian et al., 2010). Moreover, most implemented projects remain under firm jurisdiction of 

national or local governments and depend on its political and financial support (Shapiro-Garza, 2013). As Vatn 

(2010) argues, this involvement of the state or public action is, besides covering part of the high transactions costs, 

often needed in order to establish clear land rights. PES schemes often have the ownership over land rights as 

prerequisite for participation in order to avoid conflicts. Accordingly, “PES are not actual markets where 

ecosystem services are sold to service buyers. The commodity is ill-defined, and, in most cases, governments play 

an intermediary role by mobilizing resources from consumers to a government fund, which then distributes 

financial resources to ecosystem-service stewards at a pre-established price” (Corbera et al., 2007a, 366). 
 

Including the role of the government, PES schemes resemble incentive-based policies that aim to achieve 

environmental goals (Jack et al., 2008). Essentially, PES projects aim at changing one’s land use practices in favor 
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of conservation; the ‘price’ does not directly reflect the exact value of the ecosystem service, but is rather 

established to make the practice of conservation more appealing (Engel et al., 2008). In this sense, instead of being 

a mere relationship between a seller and a buyer, PES can be viewed as a compensation for a ‘good act’ (Vatn, 

2010). However, one can discuss whether a monetary, instrumental incentive is enough or the ‘right’ way to change 

people’s behavior in the long run. The main concern within this discussion revolves around the (predominantly 

theoretical) worry that monetary incentives will crowd-out intrinsic incentives for conservation (Vatn, 2010; Chan 

et al., 2017; Pattanayak et al., 2010; Kosoy and Corbera, 2010; Muradian et al., 2013). Additionally, Klain et al. 

(2017, 17) argue, “studies show numerous other values, beliefs and attitudes [than instrumental, that] motivate 

conservation action, including, but not limited to, identity and social norms, biophilia, altruism and notions of 

reciprocity.” Bottazzi et al. (2018) find, for instance, that less than fifty percent of the participants in a Bolivian 

PES scheme mention the payment as their top reason for participating.  
 

3.4. Advantages and Disadvantages 
Being applied throughout the world, the positive outcomes of PES programs are frequently pronounced as “carbon 

sequestration, reforestation, and water control” (UNDP, 2017). When compared to other conservation approaches, 

direct payments within PES schemes tend to be “institutionally simpler, more cost-effective in delivering benefits 

to buyers, more effective in generating economic growth among suppliers […] and provide new sources of finance 

for conservation” (Lopa et al., 2011, 35, see also Pattanayak et al., 2010). Through PES projects, (low-income) 

land stewards are enabled to benefit from the increased value placed on the services they (can) provide (Milder et 

al., 2010). In this sense, the utilization of PES schemes in both the developed and developing world has the 

potential to reduce environmental degradation and support new outlets of sustainable development, which is 

especially attractive for government-financed programs (Engel et al., 2008; Wunder et al., 2008). Some argue that 

not only will PES work to reduce ecosystem failures, but through the direct payments of the ecosystem service to 

the poorest members of society, PES can work to alleviate poverty (Pagiola et al., 2005). Although some PES 

schemes are particularly designed to simultaneously contribute to poverty alleviation, authors who promote PES 

as a market-based solution argue that a focus on poverty alleviation undermines the ultimate goal of PES; 

ecosystem service conservation (Shapiro-Garza, 2013).  
 

Thus, the “win-win” allure of PES falters as both risks and negative consequences arise within PES programs. 

Risks may include failure to monitor the operating PES schemes, experiencing leakages, uncontrolled liabilities 

that may arise, and possible corruption, e.g. misallocation of funds and bribes, between PES players (UNDP, 

2017). However, in addition to the risks that may materialize, it is argued that the direct payments of PES within 
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poor communities in underdeveloped nations proves too “institutionally complex” to instigate reform as 

communities exist with “insecure land tenure and weak institutions” (Lopa et al., 2011, 35; Leimona et al., 2009; 

Milne and Niesten, 2009). In addition, crucial challenges to the efficient program design of PES, such as fairness 

and political constraints, cause trade-offs, between environmental factors and social dimensions (Wunder et al., 

2008). Another risk often put forward is the possibility that PES does not deliver additional ecosystem protection; 

participants who already observe conservation and pose no harm to the ecosystems, might receive payments 

without the need to change their practice (Pattanayak et al., 2010).  
 

While these advantages and disadvantages prevail most frequently in the literature, the list is not limited to the 

above mentioned. In the below chapters, this thesis reviews multiple PES cases in the developing world to better 

understand the barriers to the social and environmental enhancement of PES schemes.  
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4. Methods 

 
Guided by the research question, how can PES be structured in the developing world to enhance social and 

environmental sustainability, the central part of this thesis consists of the analysis of research on PES schemes in 

developing countries through the lens of Ostrom’s eight design principles and Bourdieu’s field theory. The analysis 

presents a better understanding of the structures of PES as it accounts for the local social struggles that exist and 

the second-order outcomes that may arise within project implementation. Bourdieu’s theory of fields explains 

portrays the steady struggle over capital and defining the value of that capital. By applying a Bourdieusian lens, 

both the material and immaterial conflicts over resources are highlighted. Similarly, utilizing Ostrom’s design 

principles allows for an analysis to consider the formally implemented rules that strive to capture and control these 

struggles. During this process, the acknowledgement of the presence of interpretation proves especially important; 

not only do we interpret the data through different lenses, but the data we use is also already interpreted by other 

respective researchers. This second interpretation stems from the use of secondary data, as this thesis represents a 

systematic review, i.e. systematically collecting and assessing available literature on a topic (Collaboration for 

Environmental Evidence, 2018). This thesis’ data set is already collected by Mongabay, an environmental news 

and research platform, and we extensively assess the literature sample to identify the areas of room for 

improvement. In order to pursue such a systematic review of the evidence that exists on the effectiveness of PES 

schemes, we depend on the valuable work done by other researchers. All secondary data used is published in peer-

reviewed journals and brings forth a broad data set from multiple databases. As Young and Ryu (2000) argue, this 

is often preferred over a smaller, unique data set generated by a single author as it is less biased by having multiple 

perspectives. Through this analysis of multiple cases and through the process of coding, we enable ourselves as 

researchers to see overarching structures in PES designs and its effectiveness related to the concepts of Bourdieu 

and Ostrom respectively. 
 

To account for the inevitable toll of interpretation, we will elaborate on the data analyzed, the manner in which it 

was reviewed, and the choice for examining it in this way. In order to do this in a structured manner, we use the 

‘research onion’ (Figure 2) proposed by Saunders et al. (2016). The center of the onion describes how one collects 

the data and how to review it. However, underlying the choice of data collection techniques reside decisions, which 

reflect the outer layers of the onion. Before touching upon the data collection, the time horizon should be explained, 

i.e. whether one’s research consists of a ‘snapshot’ reflecting a particular moment or a longer period over time. 

The next layer discusses the research strategy, which demonstrates how one intends to carry out the research. 

Moreover, one should provide an elaboration on the choice of a qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods research 
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design. An explanation of the approaches to the theory development, often with a focus on either deductive 

reasoning, inductive reasoning or an abductive approach should follow. The most outer layer represents the 

research philosophy to which we turn in the first subsection. Elaborating on these layers, enables us, as researchers, 

to reflect upon our own assumptions and interpretations, which prove important to how we pursue our research 

process. 
 

 
Figure 2. The Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2016, 124) 

 

4.1. Research Philosophy 
 

“Social facts are objects which are also the object of knowledge within reality itself because human beings make 

meaningful the world which makes them” (Wacquant, 1992, 7) 
 

In this section, we refer to our assumptions about developing knowledge (epistemology) and our assumptions 

about reality or what exists (ontology). Traditionally viewed as revealing truth, the cultivation of objective 

knowledge through a scientific method commonly defines research (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). This 

approach implies the possibility of direct access to the world through a human sensory experience. Called 

positivism, this tradition in science strongly values empirical date and proved dominant until the 1960s. It adheres 

to universal validity and assumes that knowledge can be separated from the knower, and thereby, exists 
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independently of local human concerns (Ibid). However, broadly accepted thesis within the philosophy of science 

especially after the 1960s, is that every interpretation of a phenomenon entails a perspective and that facts always 

entail theory (Newton-Smith, 1990). Wittgenstein’s (1958) use of the image of the duck-rabbit (Figure 3) 

exemplifies this as it presents the possibility of seeing two different images in one picture, leading to the conclusion 

that our internal cognitive changes can influence the perception of content (Wittgenstein, 1958). Thereby it proves 

not always, if at all, possible to offer complete unambiguous knowledge as positivist scientist promise. 

Acknowledging the duck-rabbit illusion, this thesis combines a realist approach with a constructivist interpretation.  
 

 
Figure 3. Duck - Rabbit Representation (Wittgenstein, 1958, 194) 

 

Most works do not strictly fit into one philosophical paradigm, and neither does this thesis. However, during the 

research process we mainly adhere to Bourdieu’s ‘constructivist structuralism’ or ‘structuralist constructivism’ 

(Bourdieu, 1989). As the title suggests, this is a combination between structuralism, represented by thinkers as 

Lévi-Strauss, Lacan and Barthes (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009), and constructivism, representing the idea that 

agents construct their own understanding of the world. Based on a non-Cartesian social ontology (i.e. monist 

instead of dualist; drawing on phenomenologies of Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and late Wittgenstein) 

Bourdieu’s work refuses to split object and subject, intention and cause, materiality and symbolic representation. 

In this way, constructivist structuralism seeks to overcome the reduction of sociology to either an objectivist 

physics of (material) structures or a constructivist phenomenology of cognitive forms. He does this by means of a 

genetic structuralism that is capable of subsuming both (Wacquant and Bourdieu, 1992). This implies that on the 

one hand, objective structures exist “independent of the consciousness and will of agents” and are expressed in the 

distribution of socially efficient resources that define the external constraints bearing on interactions and 
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representations (Bourdieu, 1989, 14). This acts as the more objective side; properties are attributed to agents or 

institutions, just like feathered animals are more likely to have wings than furry animals (Ibid). On the other hand, 

social reality is constructed by schemes of perception, thought and action (habitus) and by the social structures. 

These categories of perception and appreciation represent the more subjective side.  
 

In this sense, Bourdieu’s work seems close to constructivist realism, which similarly tries to combine the idea that 

a world exists independently of its actors (realism), while these actors at the same time ‘construct’ and give 

meaning to their environment and experiences (Cupchik, 2001). In earlier works, Bourdieu seems critical of 

realism, calling it ‘naive’ and referring to realists as “those who cannot characterize a group other than as a 

population defined by directly visible boundaries” (Bourdieu, 1977, 38, emphasis added). However, in later works, 

realism gained more positive attention, as he argues that constructivist and realist epistemology are inseparably 

and essential to any science (Bourdieu, 1996). Science entails a circular logic where the empirical and the practice 

of constructing interact with one another; “In the present case [the field of the Grandes Écoles], it is both our prior 

knowledge of the general laws of the functioning of fields (social microcosms characteristic of differentiated 

societies) and empirical attention to the field effects that can be detected [...] that have led us to treat this universe 

as a field and to give ourselves the means to construct the network of the objective relations among establishments 

that, like heavenly bodies belonging to the same gravitational field, produce effects upon one another from afar.” 

(Bourdieu, 1996, 132) 
 

This research approach of constructivist structuralism and constructivist realism translates to our research through 

the expectation that there are certain structures “that made their imprints on the matter of reality” (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2009, 18). For example, the characteristics of ecosystems are structured independently of our own 

perceptions. Regardless if someone is conscious of a forest acting as a carbon sink, the forests still can store carbon 

by absorbing more carbon dioxide than it releases in the atmosphere. Accordingly, this carbon storage creates a 

positive impact on the issue of climate change, as carbon dioxide is a greenhouse gas that traps heat. However, 

without the acknowledgement of climate change as a real issue and the real contribution of ecosystems to mitigate 

this issue, one would lose a strong argument in favor of ecosystem conservation. Moreover, as the aim of this 

thesis is to demonstrate the underlying structures of PES schemes, we assume that these structures hold an impact 

on those participating in the projects, who then can respectively influence the real world again. Accordingly, we 

believe that changing the structures within the field through the application of PES, e.g. changing the level of 

income of ES providers, will generate an impact on the participants’ behavior, perceptions, and actions. However, 

perceiving ecosystems as ‘services’ and valuing them through payments for such ecosystem services, depends on 
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our own categories of perception and appreciation. As such, PES constructs ecosystems in a certain manner and 

places a meaning on the ecosystem service that differs from the connotation the resource would have without an 

emphasis on the ‘services,’ or on the payment it now contains. As the PES projects reveal, this new construction 

of ecosystems changes the relationships between agents and ecosystems. As Newton et al. (2011) show in their 

research on the Bolsa Floresta program in Brazil, economic incentives, and the social norms that stem from such 

motives, act as important drivers of behavioral change. Sequentially, a change in behavior influences the real 

world. For example, if one harvests his/her forest, the impact on the world’s structures, such as the absolute number 

of trees in the area or the particles of carbon dioxide in the air, will be different if one does not harvest the trees. 

Hence, this thesis adheres the circular logic in which the real structures of the world and agents’ construction of 

this reality affect each other on a constant basis.  
 

4.2. Research Approach 
Similar to explanatory models, we need to distinguish between induction, deduction and abduction. An inductive 

approach proceeds from multiple singe cases, assuming that certain connections can be observed and that these 

relationships are also generally valid. To illustrate, one can use the common swan example, in which an inductive 

approach would entail observing multiple individual swans that are all white, noting that every time you see 

another swan, it is white as well. This would lead to the conclusion that the next swan you will see, will be white. 

It thus “involves a risky leap from a collection of single facts to a general truth” (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, 

3). According to Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009), induction’s main weakness is that the general truth or theory 

that is to be established, already is included in the observations, which therefore does not include any underlying 

structures or situations. A deductive approach, in contrast, postulates that if there is to a be a bird that is a swan, it 

is white, which leads to the conclusion that an individual swan will be white, too. The deductive approach produces 

a less risky leap, assuming that the general rule always holds true. However, we can see a lack in the ability to 

demonstrate underlying patterns in the deductive approach, as it does not appear to give an explanation for anything 

(Ibid). The third approach, abduction, proves more promising regarding the explanation of underlying structures. 

Abduction often interprets a single case through the lens of a (hypothetical) overarching pattern, which could better 

explain the particular case. Accordingly, added new cases strengthen the first interpretation. Although abduction 

cannot simply be seen as a mix between induction and deduction. On the one hand, its departure from empirical 

data reflects induction, and on the other hand, abduction echoes deduction as it does not reject any theoretical 

preconditions. “The analysis of the empirical fact(s) may very well be combined with, or preceded by, studies of 

previous theory in literature; not as mechanical application on single cases but as a source of inspiration for the 

discovery of patterns that bring understanding” (Ibid, 4). Implicitly, philosopher Whitehead (1929, 5) describes 



 
METHODS 

 

	 48 

abduction, as, “[t]he true method of discovery is like the flight of an aeroplane. It starts from the ground of 

particular observation; it makes a flight in the thin air of imaginative generalization; and it again lands for renewed 

observation rendered acute by rational interpretation.” Thinking back to the swan-example, abduction would 

observe a swan with a certain color, followed by an explanation of that color. From here, one would consider an 

explanation to the color of the bird would be its genetic structure; yet, before accepting this explanation, one must 

continue to observe more swans. “In other words, what is needed is a repeated process of alternating between 

(empirically-laden) theory and (theory-laden) empirical ‘facts.’ This means a hermeneutic process during which 

the researcher, as it were, eats into the empirical matter with the help of theoretical pre-conceptions, and also keeps 

developing and elaborating the theory” (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, 5-6). As such, abduction merges deduction 

and induction; it starts with an observation, then searches for the most likely explanation, and tests this explanation 

through new observations.  
 

Both Ostrom and Bourdieu derived their theories through observations in the field. Accordingly, we use their 

theories to interpret multiple PES cases, and inspired by their research, create new insights to craft a more effective 

design of PES. As such, our analysis exists as a combination of deduction and induction, and thereby, closely 

mirrors the abductive approach. As researchers, we first observe Ostrom and Bourdieu’s theories existing in the 

air, but then guide our plane closer to the ground of PES to investigate the empirical cases Mongabay provides. 

However, we need to acknowledge that in contrast to most abductive approaches, we do not establish our theory 

only from empirical data and accordingly test this theory again with the empirical. Rather, we start with a deductive 

approach where we analyze the empirical through the lens of theory. Then, moving beyond deduction, we use the 

analysis of the empirical data to craft a new theory. This process likens a more inductive approach, although our 

analysis is never merely derived from the empirical. We, thus, use theory as a source of “inspiration for the 

discovery of patterns that bring understanding” (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, 4) Although this combination of 

different research approaches might seem confusing, it is often said to be the most advantageous, as it opens up 

for more reflection and enables the researcher to explain why things are the case (Saunders et al., 2016; Alvesson 

and Sköldberg, 2009).  

4.3. Methodological Choice 
Although we closely analyze published papers that made use of quantitative and qualitative data, we mainly apply 

a qualitative method with the Mongabay papers as our data. When exploring complex issues and investigating 

processes that happen over time, such as the implementation of a PES scheme, qualitative research methods prove 

more suitable than quantitative research methods (Snape and Spencer, 2003). This exists partly because it enables 

the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of a phenomenon and how it interacts with its surrounding (Trochim 
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and Donnely, 2008). Moreover, “qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, 3). 

Again, we emphasize the interpretive factor in our research, especially since this thesis aims to obtain a better 

understanding of the underlying patterns of PES, and from there, offer a structure that fits with the interest of 

reaching environmental and social sustainability. The questions posed throughout this thesis are, therefore, closer 

to what, why, and how questions rather than posing questions related to the quantity of things (which most often 

would be better answered through quantitative methods). However, while we code qualitative data through 

theoretical lenses, the process of coding always entails a form of quantifying. The analysis notes the frequencies 

and infrequencies of theory implementation, which demonstrates the prevalence of specific concepts within the 

literature. Nonetheless, the qualitative focus dominates our analysis, as we remain most interested in understanding 

why such frequencies and infrequencies occur.  

4.4. Research Strategy 
Through our analysis of different PES implementations, our research entails an empirically oriented method. We 

focus on a case study of PES in developing countries, as this thesis strives to understand the dynamics of the 

studied topic within a certain context (Saunders et al., 2016). As Dubois and Gadde (2002, 554) state, “the 

interaction between a phenomenon and its context is best understood through in-depth case studies.” By reviewing 

many PES cases, we gain a more holistic understanding of how the phenomenon of PES operates as a general 

concept, but also how PES works better (in terms of environmental and or social sustainability) in some contexts 

than in others.  
 

Moreover, grounded theory inspires our research, as it is a common interpretive framework in the social sciences 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). As Turner (1988, 112) notes, “the qualitative researcher has no real alternative 

to pursuing something very close to grounded theory.” As a broader concept, grounded theory enables the 

researcher to develop a theory through gathering and analyzing data, which can offer an explanation about a 

phenomenon. In this way, grounded theory shifts beyond pure analysis “to develop theory or a nuanced 

understanding of the lived experience” (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). It embraces explorations through a flexible 

method of data collecting and the sensitizing of concepts to stimulate the identification of new relations, 

perspectives and worldviews (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). As such, grounded theory acts as a response to the 

‘extreme positivism’ that remained present in much of the social research done around the 1960s. Instead of this 

positivist approach, a grounded theorist views reality “as being socially constructed through the meanings that 

social actors ascribe to their experience” (Saunders et al., 2016, 193). With the practice of coding, this thesis 

employs a common approach within grounded theory for the productive extraction and interpretation of data. This 
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entails the scanning of written material to uncover fruitful theoretical linkages, which we will elaborate on in a 

later subsection. As such, so far, our research aligns with grounded theory as our close analysis of data through 

the coding of PES cases enables us to develop a new framework for a more effective implementation of PES.  

 

However, our analysis differs from grounded theory in some ways. For example, as grounded theory proceeds 

from empirical data, it develops purely inductively, and its proponents, such as Glaser and Strauss, often argue 

against a ‘logical deductive’ view (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). Yet, as we elucidate in the previous subsection, 

our research approach is not strictly inductive. Instead of staying as close as possible to our data, we make flight 

by using prior theories. Moreover, we are never on the ‘ground,’ but instead, use secondary data to give an 

overview of the different PES cases in developing countries, which will be amplified in the subsection on data 

collection below.  
 

The manner in which we analyze our data expresses our distance from grounded theory, and is detailed further in 

the last subsection. Instead of deriving categories to organize one’s data from the data itself, as grounded theory 

emphasizes staying as close to the data as possible, we use the theories of Ostrom and Bourdieu to construct the 

categories, and thereby, interpret the data. This is a relevant difference, as grounded theorists are often against the 

idea of ‘pushing’ data into the categories of the theory, as they argue one should analyze the data as neutrally as 

possible (Ibid). However, viewing PES through certain lenses embodies this thesis’ objective. Moreover, as 

Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009, 67) argue, “despite its intentions, the coding operation is not really able to represent 

reality in an unambiguous way through an objective, unequivocal, sure and rational procedure. On the contrary, it 

is a question here of researchers interpreting what they think they are seeing, in light of their own unreflected 

frames of reference.” Therefore, one might as well acknowledge the fact that researchers’ interpretations remain 

steadfast and present, and make use of this fact by seeing PES through the lenses of Ostrom and Bourdieu. By 

applying these lenses and dissociating from grounded theory, we also move away from, according to Bourdieu 

(1991) the ‘greatest danger’ of social science: remaining at the level of common-sense. This is, as mentioned 

before, a weakness common for solely inductive approaches as the derived theory acts as a sum up of that what is 

observable. By categorizing data on the basis of categories derived from the data, it is unlikely that the data can 

‘reveal’ a theory that breaks with common-sense knowledge and reaches the deeper structures in the data, as 

Whitehead (1929) argues, drawing deep structures out of pure data is never possible. By applying Bourdieu’s field 

theory and Ostrom’s design principles to reflect upon PES schemes, we create an entrance to the deeper structures 

underlying the concept of PES.  
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4.5. Time Horizons 
The time horizon of a research project can either be cross-sectional (a snapshot of a particular moment in time) or 

longitudinal (over a longer period) (Saunders et al., 2016). Most of the PES cases we review are snapshots; they 

analyze the implications of a particular PES scheme at a certain point in time after the project is implemented. For 

example, participants and non-participants are interviewed after the project implementation regarding their 

perceptions of PES, instead of on an ongoing basis (see for example Newton et al., 2011; Hayes, 2012; Arragida 

et al., 2012; Arragida et al., 2015; Krause et al., 2013; Wunder and Albán, 2007; Corbera et al., 2007a; Hedge and 

Bull, 2011). Hereby, the different authors aim to discuss the impact the implemented PES scheme has on the 

environment and or the wellbeing of the local people. Hence, in regard to our own analysis, we look at a series of 

snapshots, and therefore, argue our thesis holds a cross-sectional approach. Although all PES cases we analyze are 

implemented and researched at different points in time (ranging from the late 1990s to 2016), we do not examine 

the development of only one particular scheme. Instead, we look at moments of different PES schemes, 

implemented over a period of approximately 18 years, to investigate how the cases are generally structured in 

relation to their context. 
 

4.6. Data Collection and Analysis 
 

Data collection 
As all the layers have been discussed, we reach the center of the onion, which describes how researchers collect 

and review their data. For our analysis, we need to make a selection of the most relevant peer-reviewed papers that 

demonstrate the effectiveness of PES schemes in developing countries. To find these papers, we used specific 

search terms on the literature search engine Scopus. A first search for an overview of titles mentioning PES 

included the terms: "payments for ecosystem services" OR "payments for environmental services" OR "payments 

for environmental benefits" OR "Payments for Ecosystem Services". Hereby, we found 1438 published articles 

relating to PES in some way. Interestingly, as one can see in Figure XX, this reveals that PES shifts into a more 

popular concept to write about as only 3 articles were published in 2000, compared to 205 in the year 2017.  
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Figure 4. Graph of documents published on the concept Payment for Ecosystem Services: Value 2000 - 2017. February 15, 

2018, retrieved from https://www.scopus.com/ Copyright 2018 by Elsevier B.V. 
 

Going through all these papers, reading abstracts and scanning them systematically to filter out the most relevant 

articles exists as an intensive process. Acknowledging our time limits, we decided to build upon the valuable work 

that Mongabay, an environmental science and conservation news and information site, completed. Through their 

research on conservation interventions such as PES, they display online the existing evidence of these 

interventions, in terms of environmental, social and economic success (Garowecki and Burivalova, 2017).  
 

Mongabay’s researchers used the literature search engine Google Scholar and specific search terms to locate 

relevant studies done on PES. The search terms included ‘Payment for ecosystem services’ AND ‘tropical forest’ 

OR ‘Africa’ OR ‘Asia’ OR ‘South America’ AND ‘impact’ OR ‘effect’ AND ‘social’ OR ‘economic’ OR 

‘environment’ (Burivalova, 2017). As we only examine the implementation of PES in developing countries with 

a focus on environmental and social sustainability, these search terms fit perfectly with our interest. Out of the 

many results, Mongabay’s researchers scanned the thousand most relevant titles. Examining more papers would 

not add any more value, as the relevance of the search results after the first thousand was too low. Accordingly, 

all abstracts of the potentially relevant papers were read, and studies that mentioned one or more specific outcomes 

(environmental, social and/or economic) related to PES were identified. Purely theoretical and opinion studies 

were excluded. Eventually 38 studies with relevant data on the effectiveness of PES, which “represent the best 

evidence [Mongabay] could find” (Gaworecki and Burivaloval, 2017), were completely reviewed. These 38 peer-

reviewed and published papers contain 60 cases with PES projects. Of these 60 cases, some are researched by 

multiple studies, such as the Noel Kempff Mercado Climate Action Project in Bolivia (Grieg-Gran et al., 2005; 
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Asquith et al., 2002), the Huetar Norte conservation area in Costa Rica (Locatelli et al., 2008; Grieg-Gran et al., 

2005) and the national Socio Bosque program in Ecuador (De Koning et al., 2011; Krause et al., 2013). 
 

Limitations 
Mongabay recognizes limits to their research. The researchers and authors acknowledge that they are not able to 

compare the effectiveness of the different cases, due to diversity, for example in methodology or sample sizes 

(Burivalova, 2017). This incomparability presents a limitation in the study offered as it becomes more difficult to 

locate the ‘best-practices.’ The use of the English language acts as another limitation, as Mongabay only peer-

reviewed literature written in English. Hereby, Mongabay’s review and our analysis remains inexhaustive. 

Moreover, we need to acknowledge that by choosing to build upon Mongabay’s database, and therefore using only 

secondary data, introduces a certain amount of bias and restraints in our paper. We depend on what the 38 cases 

measure. This means that we can only detect what is already written, and can only draw conclusions from what 

we can see in these cases. For example, in regard to the coding of Ostrom’s design principles in PES schemes, 

when a case does not mention one of the design principles, it does not necessarily imply that this design principle 

is indeed not implemented. It might just be the case that the authors do not mention it. However, as with every 

analysis, one can only find what is visible, and the literature sample’s written data bounds our thesis.  
 

Data Analysis 
As every research question, methodology, and conceptual framework proves context-specific, it is important to 

find “the right tool for the right job” (Saldana, 2009, 2). We decided that the practice of coding, i.e. the process of 

methodically extracting relevant information (Collaboration for Environmental Evidence, 2018), provides us with 

the best available insights into the social and environmental sustainability of PES schemes. The practice of coding 

enables us, as researchers, to use particular lenses, such as Ostrom’s design principles or Bourdieu’s field theory, 

as it is an interpretive act and requires an analytic view (Saldana, 2009).  
 

As articulated by Russell Bernard (2012, 394), the analysis “is the search for patterns in data and for ideas that 

help explain why those patterns are there in the first place.” Hence, coding represents a tool to find these patterns 

in the data by categorizing the relevant data (a code). A code is often a short phrase within the text that represents 

the essence of a datum’s content and/or captures information relevant for that what one wants to analyze. 

Accordingly, we organize the codes by placing them in different categories or ‘nodes.’ This process does not just 

entail labeling certain sections, but rather creates linkages between the data (retrieved from the 60 Mongabay 

cases) and the idea (the theories of Ostrom and Bourdieu). Hereby, the act of coding exists as the transitional 
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process that happens between the collection of data and the more extensive data analysis, which is often 

represented in the results section (Saldana, 2009). The latter describes the process we pursued, as we are interested 

in retrieving information from the texts related to our two lenses rather than (only) distilling the most essential 

parts form the 38 analyzed papers. Hence, we need to acknowledge that “[c]oding is not a precise science; it’s 

primarily an interpretive act” (Ibid, 4). This implies that the level of personal involvement as a participant observer 

also functions as a filter; it influences how the data is perceived, documented, and coded. This makes our coding 

analysis double-filtered; first by our own perspectives and secondly, by systematically applying the theories of 

Ostrom and Bourdieu. We acknowledge that this causes some limitations in terms of objectivity. However, we 

believe that applying these lenses also creates benefits. It enables us to see PES in a more creative way, and thereby, 

opens up the possibility to discover structures that go beyond conventional common sense.  
 

Although it remains possible to code manually, with printouts, pens and markers, we used the electronic program 

NVivo to code the 38 relevant titles located by Mongabay. This permits us to have a clear overview of the coded 

data, while organizing evolving and complex coding systems. Moreover, it creates the ability to search and query 

in order to collect and display keywords to examine the data. However, as often recommended (Saldana, 2009), in 

our first trials, we coded manually with different colors to create a clear picture of what exactly we wanted to code 

and to what extent. For example, we established an agreement to not code the parts of the literature sample related 

to the researchers’ own actions. More precisely, one of the eight design principles we coded entailed the monitoring 

of the CPRs by community members. As an illustration, in the Wolong nature reserve in China, household groups 

are assigned to monitor one-third of the area, while the remaining area is monitored by the local government 

(Tuanmu et al., 2016). The authors themselves also monitored the area to track the effects of the PES project. 

Thus, we had to make sure to not code the sections, where the researchers described how they monitored 

differences in the ecosystems. As the Collaboration for Environmental Evidence mentions in their Guidelines for 

Authors (2018), data coding and extraction should, to a certain extent, be guided by a priori described rules. 

However, a degree of flexibility needs to be maintained to comprehend the complexity of the operation. Through 

constant conversation with one another, we reminded each other of the a priori set coding scheme, but also allowed 

changes if deemed necessary by both of us. This was extensively done during the first studies we coded, which 

functioned as pilot-tests, to establish agreement on how to pursue the process of data coding and extracting. This 

first piloting helped to ensure that our process was streamlined, reliable, and possible to be reproduced by others. 

As Hsieh and Shannon (2005) note, such a trial phase is important to achieve neutral or unbiased results, especially 

when using more vague terminology, such as used in Bourdieu’s field theory. While Ostrom’s design principles 

contain more straight-forward definitions, we can debate about how to exactly define Bourdieu’s concept of 

‘habitus’ or how to interpret the different forms of ‘cultural capital’ and how this relates to a more common used 
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term ‘human capital.’ This poses “a challenge for the researcher in creating useful operational definitions. Having 

an auditor review and examine these definitions before the study could greatly increase the accuracy of 

predetermined categories” (Ibid, 1283). During this phase, we slightly modified our initial coding schemes. In both 

schemes, we decided to add a node, which should include all the actors related to a specific PES implementation. 

Moreover, we also included ‘theory on PES related to Bourdieu’s field theory’ and ‘theory on PES related to 

Ostrom’s design principles’ to also capture any theories related to the used lenses.  
 

However, the discussions do not stop after this first trial phase; every new dilemma faced during the coding process 

was debated to ensure consistency and agreement. As Saldana (2009, 28) argues “sharing coded field note excerpts 

and discussing your “dilemmas” about coding and analysis generate peer support and may even help you and 

others find better connections between categories in progress (Burant et al., 2007; Strauss, 1987). Discussion 

provides not only an opportunity to articulate your internal thinking processes, but also presents windows of 

opportunity for clarifying your emergent ideas and possibly making new insights about the data.” 
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5. Analysis  

5.1 Eight Design Principles 

Through the detailed reading and coding through the lens of Elinor Ostrom’s design principles, this analysis notes 

the cases in which the design principles are mentioned. Further, in order to best exemplify how the PES schemes 

engage with each design principle, the below section pinpoints specific examples to describe the intersection of 

the design principle and the PES project. As such, this analysis reveals where PES projects within the literature 

sample converge with Ostrom’s design principles, but also the situations where they do not meet the institutional 

guidelines she provides. Consequently, the analysis finds that barriers arise within the literature, which prevent the 

complete implementation of the design principles and hinders overall enhancement of PES schemes. These 

institutional barriers, combined with the hurdles the Bourdieusian analysis finds in the same PES cases, will be 

explored further in the discussion section of this thesis.  
 

Table 5 reflects Ostrom’s eight design principles (2017), including the title of each principle (to the right) and a 

short definition of the design principles on which the findings, revealed in the following subsections, are based (to 

the left).  

 
Table 5. Elinor Ostrom’s Design Principles (1990/2017) Defined 
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The documentation of the coded PES cases through the lens of the design principles is reflected in Figure 6. The 

38 analyzed papers display, in total, 60 studies on PES schemes. This figure shows how often the different 

principles are referenced. As one can see, there exists a strong difference in the prevalence of each design principle 

within the literature sample. In the following subsections, the analysis dives deeper in detail on how exactly these 

design principles are implemented and when/how they diverge from Ostrom’s theory. Furthermore, the end of this 

section displays multiple tables with more detailed information related to the design principles found within each 

specific case.  

 
Figure 6. Distribution of Design Principles Discussed in the Analyzed Cases 

 

5.1.1. Design Principle One: Clearly Defined Boundaries 
The boundaries are to establish the specific target area and target population involved in CPR governance in order 

to govern the CPR most effectively. This entails the specific measurements of the area included, the plant and 

animal species that exist within the resource, and the (potentially) involved people and households (Ostrom, 2017). 

The PES literature reveals that within all the 60 analyzed cases, borders remain established and include specifics 

about both the areas and households involved and the boundaries of whom can and cannot participate within the 

PES scheme. This allows for the different stakeholders on both the supply and demand side of the PES project to 

know the limits and parameters of the project in place. Moreover, the analysis notes clearly defined boundaries as 

the only design principle implemented across all the cases reviewed. This frequency of mentionings stems from 
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the very definition of PES itself, which at least includes defined service buyers and sellers, in addition to the 

ecosystem in play.   
 

Therefore, the cases studied present multiple examples of well-defined boundaries in PES schemes, such as in 

Mexico’s national PES project, noted by Alix-Garcia et al. (2012). In this case, applicants’ acceptance depends on 

administrative and geographic specifics and the qualification of the area for the PES scheme specifically relates to 

whether it resides “upstream from significant population centers in a watershed with a high to medium degree of 

water scarcity” (Alix-Garcia et al., 2012, 620). Another, more detailed, example of clear boundaries of both target 

area and target populations can be seen in Locatelli et al.’s (2007) description of the PES project, Pago por 

Servicios Ambientales (PSA) in Costa Rica. The geographical location selected, the Huetar Norte conservation 

area, was chosen specifically by the Ministry of Environment as “one of 11 administrative units” and covered 7662 

km2 (Locatelli et al., 2007, 276). Additionally, the target population that could participate remained limited to 

landowners who could present “administrative and legal documents, as well as a technical study conducted by a 

forestry agent” (Ibid).   
 

However, there exists a large range of interpretations on which aspects and actors define and support the drawing 

of boundaries of both target area and target population. While the definition of PES insists the service providers 

hold formal ownership over land, there are varying degrees of what constitutes property rights. The literature 

shows situations when enrolled land can be owned by individuals, community collectives, or government 

initiatives. Formal land tenure often defines the boundaries of a specific PES scheme, as only those with official 

property rights can enroll their land. Hence, in every case, the literature concerns the notion of property rights. 

Insecurity regarding property rights is frequently noted within the literature sample, and as a consequence 

boundaries are blurred, as the area that can be enrolled and the specific service provider is undefined. At least 16 

of the 38 papers analyzed emphasize that property rights are not well defined in the target area; although villagers 

de facto own enough land to enroll, the lack of de jure land titles inhibits them from participating in a PES scheme. 

It is posed that this causes ambiguity over who is supposed or allowed to act as service provider. Only one of the 

sources from the literature sample specifically mentions that a titling program is implemented by the government. 

Although this initiative is viewed as significant to the performance of PES, it is noted that land titling by the 

government “is a costly and time consuming process” (De Koning et al., 2011, 538). Other papers also observe an 

increase in land tenure security due to PES (Arriagada et al., 2015; Grieg-Gran et al., 2005; Pagiola, 2008; Asquith 

et al., 2008; Locatelli et al., 2008). According to the literature sample, active support by the PES program to 

institutionalize land tenure security, or simply PES’ request for formal land rights, often causes this increase in 



ANALYSIS 
 

	 59 

land security, as it motivates households to officially apply for property rights. In most cases where people own 

land in common, seen often in Mexico, the areas enrolled entail clear boundaries, but it does not allow for a clear 

definition of the service providers. Usually, the community leaders, ejidatoros, decide who can ‘own’ land and 

participate, and thus can vary whenever the ejidatoros decide to change the ownership structures (García-Amado 

et al., 2011; Corbera et al., 2009).    
 

The literature notes frequent cases when boundaries exclude some of the actors involved. This can be exemplified 

by the above-mentioned case in Huetar Norte, as the Ministry of Environment selected the area, and thereby, also 

the potential participants (Locatelli et al., 2007). This remains relevant to the analysis of this design principle in 

PES cases, as Ostrom (2017) notes that CPRs are managed most effectively when local actors are engaged in the 

initial phases of project implementation. For example, Asquith et al. (2008) describe the PES scheme situated in 

the Los Negros Valley in Bolivia. The boundaries for the watershed PES project extend geographically to cover 

the Los Negros region, which includes approximately 26,900 ha with 481 upstream inhabitants in Santa Rosa and 

2970 inhabitants downstream. Yet, the project more closely defines the boundaries with interested community 

members, inviting all upper watershed landowners to participate voluntarily in the program, and allowing the 

service sellers to “decide what plot to enroll,” in addition to the “time period of their contract” (Asquith et al., 

2008, 678). This resulted in an incremental increase of participators and land protection each year, expanding from 

five farmers protecting 592 ha of land in 2003, and leading to a total of 46 landowners “protecting 2774 ha of 

native vegetation, of which approx. 1335 ha were cloud forest” in 2007 (Ibid).  
 

5.1.2 Design Principle Two: Good Fitting Rules 
Ostrom’s second design principle emphasizes the need for an established set of rules that are well-defined, and 

also made present in the community. While she notes that rules cannot be uniform across all common pool 

resources, she remains steadfast in promoting the creation and utilization of such rules specific for each resource 

(Ostrom, 2017). This analysis records that 50 of the 60 PES schemes explicitly include a set of rules and entail the 

most common defining characteristics of PES (as described by Wunder, 2005) such as a degree of voluntariness, 

a defined transaction between buyer and seller, and a level of conditionality, or the securement of the ecosystem 

service. However, this analysis also finds other repeated rules, such as the need for formal land ownership. This 

could be exemplified by de Koning et al.’s (2011) description of the Socio Bosque PES scheme in Ecuador. This 

case involves a “voluntary conservation agreement,” consisting of a direct transfer of a monetary incentive between 

buyer and seller with an emphasis on conditionality as it includes a specific duration of the conservation agreement 

(de Koning et al., 2011, 531). Land ownership acts as another rule to the PES project, as a “key requirement to 
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enroll in Socio Bosque is the presentation of a formal land title,” in order to “identify the legal rights holder and 

avoid land conflicts” (Ibid). Additionally, because of this project’s clear objective to alleviate poverty, the rules of 

the program have been established with clear “social investment plans,” which requires “each applicant to fill in a 

form that requests basic information about how the applicant(s) are planning to use the monetary incentive” (de 

Koning et al., 2011, 536). However, in contrast to the Socio Bosque example, which embodies a formal regulation 

crafted with community considerations, Asquith et al. (2002) demonstrate in their research the possible tensions 

that may arise when the PES project does not fabricate any set of orders. The Noel Kempff Mercado project lacked 

a contract, i.e. comprehensive rules between the communities involved and the project developer, which led to 

confusion over each actors’ rights and responsibilities. This created strong tensions between the players, generating 

both ambiguity and apprehension (Asquith et al., 2002). In this way, the analysis highlights the negative 

consequences that can form when PES projects fail to include well-defined rules.  
 

While the Socio Bosque project clearly exemplifies design principle two, many of the PES schemes reflect rules 

in place, but not necessarily ‘good-fitting’ orders as they are not specifically designed for the location of the PES 

scheme. At least ten of the 38 papers from the literature sample noted situations where rules may be in place, but 

remain ambiguous and only command compliance. Kosoy et al (2007) demonstrate the apprehension related to 

poorly implemented rules. In this case, the service buyers mentioned their willingness to pay a higher amount for 

the ecosystem conservation than the PES scheme eventually charged on the basis of political grounds. At the same 

time, service providers perceived the amount they received as unfair. This represents a missed opportunity to align 

willingness to pay with actual payment due to non-engagement. Furthermore, the prevalence of demanding 

compliance with restrictive rules can be exemplified by a case in Ecuador, analyzed by Krause et al. (2013). The 

conservation agreement demands compliance to the formal regulations in place, such as “not to change the 

vegetation land cover; to report any chances to it […] not to hunt for commercial purposes” (Krause et al., 2013, 

3). The analysis reveals that rules in place frequently reflect the formal regulations of PES and most often consist 

of hard law components that restrict practices and demand compliance instead of more soft approaches. As such, 

the examples demonstrate that the role of ‘good-fitting rules’ as proposed by Ostrom (2017) faces limitations in 

the literature of PES. The literature sample displays PES schemes that offer a) no rules (Asquith et al., 2002), b) 

rules not well adapted to local preferences (Kosoy et al., 2007), or c) generic rules that demand less harmful actions 

(Krause et al., 2013).   
 

5.1.3. Design Principle Three: Collective Choice Arrangements 
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Focusing on situations of collective-choice within each CPR, design principle three embraces voluntary 

involvement, community creation and engagement of rules. Ostrom declares that in order for common pool 

resources to be managed most effectively, the participating members must hold a sense of voluntary commitment 

to the specific situation or resource at hand. Hence, participants must be able to play a role as individuals in the 

communal decisions made for the management of the CPR (Ostrom, 2017). Similarly, a foundation of PES is 

based on the voluntary action of service providers and buyers (UNDP, 2017). The literature sample displays that 

33 of the 60 PES cases contain situations of collective-choice arrangements, with a focus on the voluntary aspect. 

For example, Newton et al.’s article about the Bolsa Florestra PES program in Brazil is founded as a “voluntary 

PES programme that grants financial compensation to individual households and communities in exchange for a 

commitment to zero conversion of primary forest” (Newton et al., 2011, 129). Going into more depth, Asquith et 

al. (2002) demonstrate the ability for community members to individually decide or alter the characteristics of the 

PES scheme in place, as the recipients in Santa Rosa “specifically rejected the option of payments in cash,” and 

opted instead for beehives (Asquith et al., 2002, 679).  
 

However, this analysis also frequently finds prior communal conflicts in some communities, denying the 

application of the third design principle. This situation can be well exemplified by the Socio Bosque program in 

Ecuador, analyzed by Krause et al. (2013). While this case was coded at the node for design principle three (as 

community members have the opportunity to create their own rules for the conservation tactics), the study also 

reveals that there are different rankings for the actors within the same community. Only full members, (called 

“socios,” and based on person’s age, time of residence in the community, personal character and conduct), could 

participate via majority voting in important decision making, including the opportunity to join the PES program 

(Krause et al., 2013). Consequently, those without full membership were marginalized and complete collective-

choice can therefore not be described to the program. This point of tension within communities frequently relates 

to the concentration of decision-making power seen within the literature sample (Corbera et al., 2007a; Corbera et 

al., 2007b). In the discussion section, this thesis elaborates on how existing power structures are reinforced through 

PES schemes.  
 

5.1.4. Design Principle Four: User-Monitoring 
Ostrom (2017) describes design principle four to establish the need for monitoring tactics to be completed by 

community members, or user-monitors. Beyond portraying the value-added of the PES scheme, Ostrom calls to 

have local and resource-user monitors in order to better gauge the players’ compliance, but also to be mindful if 

adaptation of the rules proves necessary. Moreover, as mentioned within the literature sample, participants “may 
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also avoid causing damages on the parcels monitored by other groups to maintain good social relations with 

households in those groups” (Tuanmu et al., 2016, 833). The literature shows the application of monitoring in 

approximately half of the cases. However, not even all of these 30 cases applied user-monitors, as external players, 

such as NGOs or government teams, often complete the monitoring. For example, a PES watershed project 

established in the Uluguru Mountains of Tanzania, incorporates monitoring as a requirement, but notes that the 

duty is “the task of the NGOs that are providing the funding” (Lopa et al., 2011, 42). While this may prove stable 

in the current stage of the project, it “is not ideal in the longer term” as it does not create self-sufficiency (Ibid). In 

this sense, monitoring only exists exogenously and does not interrelate with the daily actions within the ecosystem. 
 

The analysis of this design principle reveals that the study of Lopa et al. (2011) is not unique, as only 6 of the 25 

papers that coded monitoring, mention that community members monitor the area themselves. From the literature 

sample, the PES scheme around the Nyungwe National Park in Rwanda represents an example of user-monitoring 

(Gross-Camp et al., 2012, 24). Here, the project ReDirect (Reconciling Biodiversity and Development through 

Direct Payments for Conservation) encourages the “reporting of illicit activities to the management authorities,” 

and is “undertaken through community monitors” (Gross-Camp et al., 2012, 28). In addition, these community 

members were not only selectively chosen to be rule enforcers, but also document “specific events such as 

encounters with hunters, the number of trees planted, and severity of crop-raiding events” (Gross-Camp et al., 

2012, 26). As the monitors are both community members and users of the CPR themselves, and as they record the 

details of the PES activity, the literature shows that adjustments or alterations of the PES scheme are in place. 
 

However, the literature also demonstrates greater deficiencies that arise within monitoring practices, decreasing 

its ability to observe the actors’ commitment to the PES scheme. The literature displays several specific cases 

where monitoring measures are diminished. This may be due to the lack of integration within the PES scheme 

itself and lack of customization of monitoring techniques (Börner et al., 2013), the high costs of monitoring 

schemes (Gutiérrez Rodríguez et al., 2016; Jayachandran et al., 2017; Asquith et al., 2002), or the lack of support 

from program developers (Costedoat et al., 2015). More specifically, the literature highlights frequent examples 

of trade-offs that occur within the ecosystem when monitoring methods are expensive. For example, Gutiérrez 

Rodríguez et al. (2016) observe that when monitoring is difficult to perform, the local government is prompted to 

employ some subsidies to offset the cost, which results in lost tax revenues.  
 

5.1.5. Design Principle Five: Graduated Sanctions 
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Ostrom roots design principle five as a response to non-compliant behavior and this node looks for situations when 

the rules—constructed, implemented, and monitored by community members within the common pool resource—

are fractured. The analysis of this design principle only finds six cases where sanctions are implemented when 

non-compliance is identified, of which only four were graduated. In general, the literature sample shows that 

sanctions entail exclusion of the program for a period of time and/or suspension of payments. Asquith et al. (2008) 

present an example of a PES case in the Los Negros valley in Brazil. The project holds a monitoring system in 

place, which includes a yearly written report on the assessment of the land. The report is then presented to the 

Enforcement Directorate, which includes authority figures of both the upstream and downstream communities. 

From here, the Directorate ultimately recommends how to best deal with the violation (Asquith et al., 2008). Only 

one infraction of the conservation agreement has been registered since the program’s implementation. In this case 

however, the project developer was not able to sanction the landowner, “due to political consequences of enforcing 

such an expropriation [of the provided beehive]” (Asquith et al., 2008, 679). More defined sanctions can be seen 

in Börner et al.’s (2013) study of the Bolsa Florestra PES program in Brazil. In order to partake in the BFP, 

participants must sign an “agreement that includes a set of ‘good practice rules,” and remain aware that any non-

compliance can be “sanctioned through the suspension of payments after two previously repeated warnings” 

(Börner et al., 2013, 16).  
 

This thesis expects that when monitoring (design principle four) is in place, consequences for not following the 

rules (design principle five) would occur. Although the literature does not often show hard sanctions, a few cases 

mention that when user-monitoring is in place, non-compliance is (additionally) sanctioned through social norms 

and networks (Tuanmu et al., 2016; Kosoy et al., 2007). As Newton et al. (2012) argue, “individuals who decide 

not to comply may be exposed to a range of social pressures that together confer a greater likelihood of adherence 

to the programme’s requirements” (133).  
 

5.1.6. Design Principle Six: Conflict Resolution Mechanisms 
Ostrom (2017) employs the sixth principle to discuss the possibility of the disagreements that could arise from 

stagnant rules. Although Ostrom argues rules should adapt with time, she acknowledges that they often remain 

grounded and unchanging. Therefore, she states that there must be regular mechanisms “for discussing and 

resolving what constitutes an infraction” (Ostrom, 2017, 100). While the method of mechanism can be both formal 

and informal, Ostrom presents the need to include conflict-resolution structures in order to avoid repeated instances 

of defiance. However, as PES remains a relatively new field, there are few cases that have had the opportunity to 

become stagnant over time. This analysis features 14 cases that show conflicts occurring within the ecosystem, 
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most often noted between upstream and downstream water users and between local landowners and larger 

institutions. Within this principle, the literature sample shows two different tendencies; on the one hand, PES 

schemes function as a mitigator for disputes, while it acts as an instigator to conflicts in other cases.  

 

The mitigator function can be exemplified by Kosoy et al.’s (2007) article. Within watersheds conflicts form 

because of the competition between upstream landholders and downstream consumers as “direct use rights on 

forests often belong to upstream landholders,” yet downstream consumers often benefit from the “variety of 

environmental services” (Kosoy et al., 2007, 447-448). Additionally, Kosoy et al. discuss the fact that in tropical 

watersheds, “vulnerable groups tend to be located in upstream areas, where land is usually less productive” (Ibid). 

Thus, the literature shows how PES programs have been designed to encourage upstream stakeholders to consider 

downstream effects when making decisions about their own land consumption. As such, the analysis elucidates 

that PES can function as a conflict-resolution model in itself.  
 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the analysis also shows that PES can increase conflicts already in place and 

can spur new conflicts, although this is less prevalent than PES working as a conflict-resolution mechanism. This 

is especially related to the issue of formal land ownership, which is frequently a required component within PES 

cases. The case where PES resulted in conflicts to the largest extent is found in Vietnam, described by To et al. 

(2012). The projects operate under a centralized government, where “insecure land tenure, high transaction costs, 

high opportunity costs and pervasive capture of benefits by local elites” constantly challenge the PES 

implementation (To et al., 2012, 238). Established within the Ba Vi National park region, the PES system in place 

only “contracted to six out of 94 households,” in which the households involved were all officials in the 

Communist Party and “effectively excluded the remaining 88 households from land contracts” (To et al., 2012, 

242). Additionally, the land within the park reserve was declared to be under the management of the State Forest 

Enterprise, but never formally recognized the “villagers’ traditional claims to the land” (Ibid). In this sense, as 

many of the local households felt excluded from the ability to participate in the PES scheme, the villagers reacted 

against the conservation practices in place, “by cutting down trees and letting their cattle graze freely within the 

forest damaging younger trees” (Ibid). Instead of the PES scheme motivating people to expand conservation 

efforts, or even merely comply with the rules, the restrictive and exclusive barrier prompted further harm.   
 

5.1.7. Design Principle Seven: Recognition of Rights to Organize 
The seventh design principle reinforces the need for government management to recognize and prioritize local 

autonomy, allowing for communities to fabricate internal rules to aid in CPR management. However, it remains 
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important to note that while Ostrom highlights the need for community recognition, she does not disregard the role 

of external players, who can provide value and support in other manners (Ostrom, 2017). This analysis finds 

examples of design principle seven in 36 cases, revealing that, in general, governments support the PES schemes. 

This is not surprising, as the PES schemes are often initiated by governmental organizations; yet the recognition 

of local autonomy is accepted at varying degrees. While governments often sustain the PES schemes and support 

the development of local institutions, this analysis does not find any situation where the local appropriators 

attempted to change the established rules in place. A plausible reason for this could be the voluntary aspect of the 

PES programs, as either one agrees to the terms of the program and decides to participate, or if dissatisfied with 

the scheme, one chooses to not engage. Furthermore, the analysis could not locate a situation where governments 

allowed for a change demanded by local communities either. Hence, the PES programs allow local communities 

to become actors, yet their impact is still limited as the project developers (NGOs, national and international 

governments, private investors) often control the specifics of each PES transaction.  
 

A good case to exemplify the role of both local and national governmental authorities within the application of 

PES can be seen in Clements et al.’s (2010) study in Cambodia. While the PES schemes are “village-managed 

programs,” consisting of “an elected village committee of nine people,” the management first had to be approved 

by the “relevant Government authorities” (Clements et al., 2010, 1284). Hereby, the literature shows that while 

local autonomy is recognized, the external stakeholders hold a stronger authority in terms of the implementation 

of PES program specifics.  
 

Although all cases include the government participating within the PES scheme, either through the role as co-

initiator or by offering financial support, there are different degrees to such involvement. The literature reveals 

multiple cases that exemplify frustration because of the inactive involvement or slow response of the government. 

For example, Leimona et al. (2015) show the disappointment towards the “lax” governmental involvement, and 

noted instead, the need and expectation of long-term support of the government. Additionally, the literature sample 

mentions frequently situations in which the role of the government contradicts the PES initiative in place (Scullion 

et al., 2011; Grieg-Gran et al., 2005). This can be demonstrated by Corbera et al.’s (2009) case study in which the 

Mexican government directly undermined the efforts of the PES scheme by placing more economic value on farms 

that cultivated maize or nurtured new crops. Consequently, interest in the PES scheme weakened as contradictory 

practices are more strongly subsidized.  

5.1.8. Design Principle Eight: Nested Enterprises 
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While Ostrom calls for the eighth design principle to be reserved for complex CPRs, 48 cases mention the 

integration of different enterprises within the PES scheme, working together and committing to management of 

the CPR (Ostrom, 2017). Nested enterprises prove essential to consider as they reveal a multi-stakeholder approach 

that allows a CPR to be managed most effectively. Many cases within the literature sample give examples of a 

‘hybrid program,’ integrating together governmental actors, local and global NGOs, community members, and 

international players (Newton et al., 2011, 128). Hence, the analysis shows that the design principle “nested 

enterprises” occurs with frequency and is strongly represented as multiple actors and institutions are needed to 

make a transaction happen. The literature reinforces the idea that each actor plays different roles, which forms a 

complete system of PES and increases the possibility that the schemes endure in the long run (Ostrom, 2017). For 

example, Clements et al. (2009) note the four parties that play distinct roles in the PES scheme about ecotourism 

in Cambodia: elected village committees, the PA authorities, the Sam Veasna Center, which acts as the local civil 

society partner in the area, and the private sector, which provides revenue for the bookings. The woven 

connectedness of each stakeholder provides both “redundancy and reinforcement,” working together to generate 

“resilience and checks in the system that ultimately may make the programs more effective and sustainable” 

(Clements et al., 2009, 1289).  
 

5.1.9 Barriers to Implementation 

By reviewing the literature on PES through the lens of Ostrom, this analysis demonstrates the extent to which the 

design principles are achieved across the different PES cases. More specifically, as one can see in Figures 7-10, 

the analysis reveals that of all the 38 Mongabay papers and 60 explicit cases reviewed, only one PES project 

(Asquith et al. 2008) touches upon all of Ostrom’s eight design principles. Because of such rarity in the design 

principle implementation, the literature displays that several barriers emerge within PES schemes making the 

application and acceptance of Ostrom’s design principles incomplete.  

 

Design principle one, clearly defined boundaries, is crafted to protect the ecosystem from over-depletion as 

specific target populations and target areas are considered when constructing the borders. However, while defined 

boundaries may be listed as a necessary component of PES, the cases frequently mention that the local 

communities are not asked or consulted when boundaries are structured. In this way, the literature highlights the 

lack of community consideration as a barrier to Ostrom’s first design principle. Similarly, the second design 

principle, good-fitting rules, faces barriers to implementation within the PES schemes. While 48 of the 60 cases 

refer to design principle two, upon closer investigation, the literature frequently exposes that while rules may be 

in place, they stray from good-fitting standards as the different stakeholders (and most often the local communities) 
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are not engaged in the designation of the PES project procedures. In the same way, this relates to the barrier to 

design principle seven, recognition of rights to organize, as the literature displays that only approximately half of 

the PES cases have local autonomy recognition. Furthermore, of these cases coded at design principle seven, many 

exhibit situations in which the local community may be recognized, but external actors (such as governments, 

NGOs, and private investors) hold greater power, producing an obstacle to the proper execution of Ostrom’s design 

principle. In addition, the literature sample also addresses hurdles to implementation of design principle three, 

collective choice arrangements, as many cases find prior community conflicts in the area where the PES scheme 

should be put into action. In this way, collective choice arrangements do not take place as the literature shows 

preceding points of uncertainty and instability that hinder the application of the design principle. The analysis also 

notes the infrequency of design principle five, graduated sanctions, as only six cases mention this principle, calling 

for further discussion about the misalignment of the application of Ostrom’s design principles.  

Table 7. Distribution of the Design Principles in PES cases in Asia 



ANALYSIS 
 

	 68 

Table 8. Distribution of the Design Principles in PES cases in Africa 

Table 9. Distribution of the Design Principles in PES cases in South America 
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Table 10. Distribution of the Design Principles in PES cases in Mexico and Central America 
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5.2. Bourdieusian Field Analysis 

As Eichholz et al. (2013, 827) write in their Bourdieusian analysis of the rural livelihoods in Uzbekistan, “getting 

access to the natural resources requires itself investments of other forms of capital, each with different 

availabilities, exchange rates and specific opportunities of investment, and in interaction with other actors (i.e. 

input supplier, landowner, salesmen).” Similar to the analysis in this thesis, it demonstrates the competing 

interaction of different actors over forms of capital and access to resources. In this competing interaction, everyone 

has a different strategy, related to their habitus, which is influenced by past experiences and expressed as 

dispositions, schemes of perception, appreciation and action. Accordingly, these dispositions determine the forms 

of capital one values and aims for and thereby also influence the structures of the field (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992). Bourdieu argues that agents aim to accumulate the forms of capital they possess and thereby take in different 

positions within the hierarchical ladder defined by the specific field (Davis, 2010). This section demonstrates the 

findings of analyzing PES through the lens of Bourdieu’s field theory. As such, one can see PES schemes as a 

particular field with its own specific logic, rules and regularities (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Although every 

case is a slight adaptation of the theoretical concept of PES, its logic, paying ecosystem service providers for their 

conservation practices, is the same. Similarly, all universities are different, but still described as an element of the 

academic field (Ibid). Through their research on the Bolsa Floresta program in Brazil, Newton et al. (2011, 133) 

offer a good example of what the field of PES and the struggles of its players might look like; “[e]conomic 

incentives, social norms and community power structures are all important drivers of behavioural change, so 

individuals who decide not to comply [with the PES scheme] may be exposed to a range of social pressures that 

together confer a greater likelihood of adherence to the programme’s requirements.” As such, within the field of 

PES, conservation practices are strongly valued and the PES projects attempt to make people act in accordance 

with these values.  
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Figure 11.  Bourdieu’s Forms of Capital and Habitus Defined 

 

5.2.1. Habitus  
The habitus exists as the internal, subjective, dispositions one has and develops through past experiences and 

external structures. One’s dispositions, such as one’s schemes of perceptions and appreciations, act as the deciding 

factors of how one plans to go about life, one’s strategy, and regular modes of behavior (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992). As the literature refers 168 times to habitus in different ways (Figure 12), it shows the importance of 

people’s livelihood strategies and regular modes of behavior. The literature sample demonstrates that as a reaction 

to the way fields are structured in most rural areas analyzed, communities often depend on natural resources for 

their livelihood, which can be reflected as livelihood strategy. For example; “At the local scale [...] specialized 

livelihood strategies sometimes emerge around particularly valuable natural resources, such as fishermen 

(ribeirinhos) or rubber tappers (seringueiros)” (Börner et al., 2014, 25). Accordingly, the cases reviewed repeatedly 

emphasize that “[l]ivelihood strategy is a crucial determinant of the pressure that an individual household or 

community may place on standing forest,” which ultimately affects PES schemes (Newton et al., 2011, 132).  
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Figure 12. Expression of Habitus in the Field of PES 

 

A common theme throughout the literature is the ability of PES to change the behavior, practices, or livelihood 

strategies of individual community members. Arriagada et al. (2015) mention for example in that farmers exit 

from agricultural practices due to the PES project in Noel Kempff, Bolivia. Moreover, Gutiérrez Rodríguez et al. 

(2016, 14) demonstrate that participating households in China had a faster increase in off-farm labor compared to 

non-participants, hence the PES program “has contributed to a change in the structure of labor from agricultural 

work towards forest management and off-farm employment.”  
 

Additionally, the literature frequently finds that legislation is not always sufficient to change people’s behavior 

and PES can be used as an extra ‘push’ to change one’s actions or livelihood strategies. Asquith et al. (2002) 

demonstrate this finding; even though concessionaires are required by the new Bolivian forestry laws to manage 

their forests sustainably, payments to the concessionaires were deemed necessary by the project developers 
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because the loggers did not adapt to the change in laws. Thus, the literature shows that PES can function as a 

mechanism to enhance social agents’ interest in ecosystem conservation and in obeying the rules.  
 

Besides the payment and policies, the literature sample also displays other factors that influence people’s 

dispositions towards ecosystem conservation. For some, value and respect for the environment or religious and 

social habits act as a reason to embrace the opportunity to conserve ecosystems (see for example Grieg-Gran et 

al., 2005). However, for others, gaining secure land tenure represents a strong reason to participate (Arriagada et 

al., 2015). Additionally, through interviews with ecosystem service providers, Kosoy et al. (2007) reveal the 

importance of ‘socially acknowledging’ practices that conserve ecosystems. The literature sample discloses that 

paying for a certain practice signals its greater value. Consequentially, not only the cash itself induces changed 

behavior, but also, the appreciation that is expressed through the payment (Kosoy et al., 2007).  
 

Regarding understanding the PES projects by the participants, the analysis shows two different tendencies that 

form within the literature. In some cases, the payment and assistance is not explicitly linked to the protection of 

ecosystems (Asquith et al., 2002; Hayes, 2012; Scullion et al., 2011). When participants remain unaware of this 

link, the additional value of the payments by ‘socially acknowledging’ the practice narrows (Kosoy et al., 2007). 

Similarly, Asquith et al. (2002) argue that without the knowledge of the connection between the payment and 

ecosystem conservation, participants or prospective participants have little incentive to invest in ecosystem 

protection other than strictly prescribed by the program. However, in other cases, the PES programs presents and 

strengthens environmental consideration by creating an awareness of this link (Asquith et al., 2008; Börner et al., 

2014; Arriagada et al., 2012; Krause et al., 2013; Locatelli et al., 2008; Gross-Camp et al., 2012). In this way, the 

literature demonstrates that it is possible for the participants to see the relevance of their work, which increases 

the possibility to change people’s long-term dispositions towards ecosystem conservation. As Gross-Camp et al. 

(2012, 31) conclude regarding their research on the PES scheme at the Nyungwe National Park, Rwanda, the 

effectiveness of the program depends partly on participants’ belief in the protected environmental services and its 

perceived legitimacy; “a belief that the payment is for doing something intrinsically good such as protecting the 

forest.” Consequentially, the literature displays that one needs to know the structures of the field in order to adapt 

its regular modes of behavior strategically.  
 

5.2.2. Economic Capital 
As PES operates as a payment scheme, all of the 38 analyzed cases refer to economic capital to some extent (Figure 

13). It is the most straight forward form of capital, directly convertible into money and used to benefit individuals 
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and collectives in different ways, such as access to more prestigious schools and professions (Davis, 2010). 

Economic capital is often institutionalized in the form of property rights (Bourdieu, 1986), which is, as this section 

demonstrates, a frequently mentioned topic in the literature on PES. In general, the conversation of economic 

capital within the literature relates to the payments made by the PES schemes, the forms of economic capital one 

can utilize (e.g. land ownership or cash generating off-farm practices), and the economic benefits PES generates. 

Within this discourse, the analysis shows a slight improvement in recipients’ welfare. The literature sample shows 

that this is often due to the stable payment for ecosystem services in combination with job diversification as a 

result of less on-farm activities (Hedge and Bull, 2011). Therefore, the analysis finds that the integration of PES 

influences the levels and forms of economic capital (potential) participants possess.  

 
Figure 13. Expressions of Economic Capital in the Field of PES 
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The literature sample shows frequent cases in which the ecosystem service that needs to be conserved functions 

as economic capital for villagers, i.e. they can convert the benefits of this ecosystem into monetary gains, for 

example through logging, ecotourism or water provision, and depend on it for their own livelihood. As participants 

are paid to rather conserve the ecosystem, they forgo certain opportunities to gain economic capital from other 

outlets. More often than not, the analyzed papers show that opportunity costs are indeed not met for all participants 

and authors explicitly raise the question why villagers would still participate, knowing that their economic capital 

will not increase or even decrease (see for example Arriagada et al., 2015; Costedoat et al., 2015; Kosoy et al., 

2007; Newton et al., 2011).  
 

Wunder and Albán (2008) give three different reasons for why landowners in Pimampiro, Ecuador, participate 

while only receiving about 4-8% of the opportunity costs (and thus losing economic capital). First, the real 

opportunity costs might be lower due to the dollarization in 1999 and the liberalization of meat imports, which 

made using land for meat production in Ecuador less profitable. Their second point takes into account that while 

receiving PES for all land enrolled in the scheme, landowners cannot clear all their land at once if they had not 

participated in PES; more specifically, Wunder Albán (2008) note that due to labor and capital limitations, only 

0.5 ha can typically be cleared per year. Lastly, Wunder Albán (2008) state that land clearing is illegal by law, 

which makes the fear of law enforcement lower the opportunity costs as well. In this way, the literature 

demonstrates that the different circumstances within the field influence the perceived value of a form of capital.  
 

Although PES might not fully cover opportunity costs directly, the literature notes that by engaging in PES 

schemes, participants might look for other opportunities to gain economic capital. For example, seven articles 

indicate that the specific PES schemes generate different forms of employment in the long run, e.g. off-farm 

employment, urban work, medical plant extraction or in some cases receiving payment for active conservation 

work such as monitoring.  
 

Additionally, while the literature displays that most PES schemes simply pay participants for conservation efforts, 

amongst the cases analyzed, there are a few PES schemes that focus explicitly on the creation of other forms of 

income. A community based PES scheme in Tmatboey, Cambodia is for example focused on the development of 

local village-level tourism enterprises whereby the revenue is directly linked to long-term species conservation; 

visitors pay $15 per person for species conservation and another $15 if they have seen all species during their stay. 

On average, the number of tourists in Tmatboey has increased with 36% annually and revenue increased 100% 
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annually since 2005 (a year after the program is implemented). The revenue has increased stronger due to a price 

raise based on improved service quality and the implementation of a diversified range of services (Clements et al., 

2009). More specifically, this case emphasizes that natural resources can still provide villagers with economic 

capital, but without the need to destruct or exhaust these resources. As García-Amado et al. (2011) point out, this 

creation of work related to conservation creates the possibility for landless people to benefit economically from 

the PES program as well.  
 

As it is often necessary to prove land tenure in order to receive PES, those without (official) ownership over land 

(i.e. institutionalized economic capital) cannot participate. The literature reveals that there are polarizing factors 

within the conversation about land tenure, as some cases emphasize its positive, conflict avoidance, side and others 

note the inequality that forms. To exemplify the adverse effects, in the Rio Bravo Conservation Management Area, 

Belize, local residents did not have formal land rights, which caused the PES project to perceive them as ‘secondary 

actors’ and not as direct service providers (Corbera et al., 2007a). As such, the analysis finds that the possession 

of economic capital remains fragile and less valuable when not institutionalized in the form of property rights. 

However, other cases show that PES schemes, indirectly, actually enhance the official establishment of ownership, 

often through (active) support of the project developers. Yet, within this dialogue, the literature sample frequently 

mentions that poorer households are afflicted with inequality as they cannot participate within the PES schemes.  

 

5.2.3. Cultural Capital 
The social class one grows up in and the manner in which one (knows how to) behaves are determining factors for 

one’s cultural capital. Bourdieu’s definition of cultural develops through his research on the educational system; 

in order to succeed in educational development, one needs to have the right cultural background. Cultural capital 

can be categorized in three different forms; embodied, institutionalized and objectified. This coding analysis shows 

that the objectified state is clearly less prevalent in the PES cases analyzed for this thesis (Figure 14), as material 

expressions of one’s culture or social class do not seem to play a role in the field of PES. However, the third form, 

which entails the power of instituting, is mentioned with much more frequency and is found within 26 publications. 

Similarly, the embodied form is constructed throughout the literature, and more specifically, within 25 articles. 

Before elaborating more on the findings from the data, it needs to be acknowledged that Bourdieu’s theory is based 

on research in an entirely different setting; the educational system in the 1960’s, France. However, the general 

concept of cultural capital offers relevant insights by showing how social class and one’s (educational) upbringing 

can represent an opportunity or constraint for further development. In general, the literature reveals that one needs 

to have the right type of cultural capital to be able to benefit from PES. More specifically, the analysis finds that 
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the benefits of PES are limited to those who have the cultural capital that enables them to understand the project 

in place. Moreover, the analyzed cases repeatedly disclose that one needs to have the ability to change one’s 

livelihood practices to successfully adapt to the PES scheme.  

 
Figure 14. Expressions of Cultural Capital in the Field of PES  

 

The analyzed cases reveal that the level of education among target-participants is in general relatively low. 

Tellingly, this low level of education influences the way participants understand the explanation of the PES 

program. More specific, Krause et al. (2013) show that only 17% of the respondents who participated in the Socio 

Bosque program in Ecuador, were familiar with the terms of the program, even though most of them had an idea 

of what the program represented. This demonstrates either a lack of access to more profound information or that 

the information received was not fully understood by community members. Moreover, the same research in the 

Socio Bosque program reveals that in written material and in the meetings technical terms were used and Spanish 

was the main language, with infrequent and nonprofessional translation to Kichwa, the everyday language of the 

villagers (Ibid).  
 

In addition, the literature sample highlights that even if villagers can apply and understand the projects’ terms, 

there still remains an expressed need for (technical) advice and training to enable the participants to successfully 
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change their land practices (see Figure 14 for references in the literature sample). However, the analysis also 

reveals that in some PES projects, knowledge on ecosystem services conservation increases due to information 

sharing and (skill) trainings given as a result of the PES project. For example, in the agri-environment payment 

scheme in Cambodia, trainings in new agricultural techniques were provided (Clements et al., 2009), in the 

conversion of cropland to forest program (CCFP) in China, local farmers received skill trainings (Gutiérrez 

Rodríguez et al., 2016), and the Socio Bosque program in Ecuador supports participating families with workshops 

on financial management and monitoring of conservation areas (De Koning et al., 2011; Wunder and Albán, 2008). 

However, when such training is not provided, the cases reveal that it can create inequalities between those who do 

and do not have the cultural capital, or the right knowledge to apply. This was for example the case in Bolivia, 

where participants did not receive cash-payments, but were instead payed in beehives. Because beekeeping is a 

skill dependent practice, the differences in the success materialize (Asquith et al., 2008). Those who were familiar 

with beekeeping could more successfully translate their cultural capital, i.e. knowledge of beekeeping, into 

economic capital.  
 

Several cases explicitly show that the willingness to participate is influenced by existing practices and cultural 

values favoring conservation. Arragida et al. (2015) present that higher environmental consciousness tends to 

translate into higher enrollment rates. While this is an example of the embodied state of cultural capital within the 

PES literature, much of the discussion of the more institutionalized state of cultural capital similarly relates to the 

role of existing practices and values and how these are challenged or maintained by particular institutions. This 

can be examplified by the N’Hambita community carbon project in Mozambique, which attempts to change the 

old cultural practices of the community. Through burning m’shambas (farmers’ fields) the community members 

prepare for cultivation, clear undergrowth, collect honey and scare dangerous animals off. However, this 

institutionalized practice increases the risk of carbon loss, which is a reason for the PES project to discourage the 

practice (Jindal et al., 2012). Here, one can observe a clash between the local cultural capital and the preferred 

practice by the institution that provides PES.  
 

5.2.4. Social Capital 
Social capital represents the network of connections a person has and can effectively mobilize for one’s own 

interest. Knowing the right people and being able to ask them for a favor enables one to put its other forms of 

capital (cultural, economic, community or symbolic) to more efficient use, e.g. through one’s network a person 

might be able to get a better deal for the car he or she is buying. The literature sample refers 77 times to social 

capital (Figure 15), and is particularly concerned with trustful relationships between stakeholders. On the one 
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hand, the literature points towards the need for these relationships in one’s network for successful PES 

implementation. On the other hand, the cases reveal that PES can enable the enhancement of one’s social capital 

through increased networking outlets.  

 

 
Figure 15. Expressions of Social Capital in the Field of PES  

 

The literature sample demonstrates that (dis)trusted relationships often depend on historical structures in the field 

(Corbera et al., 2007a; Corbera et al., 2007b; Kosoy et al., 2007). For example, Kosoy et al. (2007) show that the 

PES scheme in San Pedro, Nicaragua, had a lower acceptance among water users, compared to the other cases in 

Central America they analyzed. This lower acceptance rate can partly be explained by the historically bad 

reputation of the local water service. The public water enterprise offered inefficient service and (the villagers) 

faced considerable water problems in terms of quality and availability. In contrast, in a case in Cambodia where 

agri-environmental payments were made, interviewed farmers indicated a preference for working with ‘their own 

people,’ whom they know and trust, rather than with outside middlemen (Clements et al., 2009). In line with the 

other analyzed cases, these examples show that trustful relationships between villagers and (intermediary) 
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organizations, and between buyers and suppliers of ecosystem services, are relevant to ecosystem service 

transactions.  
 

The relation between social capital and knowledge of the PES program represents another returning point in the 

literature sample. Villagers’ awareness of the PES project in place often depends on the network people have and 

their exposure to particular organizations. While describing the aspect of poverty alleviation through the Socio 

Bosque program, De Koning et al. (2011), point out that extra outreach is needed for the poorest population of 

Ecuador because they have less contact with governmental institutions.  
 

In addition, the literature sample shows that those participating in PES have the opportunity to enhance their 

connections, as PES often provides non-cash benefits in addition to the payments. This repeating point can be 

demonstrated by Locatelli et al. (2008) who found a positive impact on the relationships between landowners and 

institutions (such as land tenure institutions, local and national organizations) due to the PES scheme 

implementation in Costa Rica (PSA). This social benefit appeared especially the case when landowners applied 

for the PSA through a local NGO (Locatelli et al., 2008). Additionally, the literature provides examples of how 

this enhanced social capital through PES can be utilized in different ways, such as to increase knowledge and skills 

of conservation and improvement of one’s business (Leimona et al., 2015).  
 

As often mentioned in theoretical discussions on PES, the importance of knowing the right people to get things 

done can invite practices of corruption. However, instances of corruption were only expressed in the case in 

Uganda (Jayachandran et al., 2017) and Vietnam (To et al., 2012). To et al., (2012) describe the political economy 

of PES implementation in Vietnam, which reveals that the political elite governs the distribution of forestlands 

and the excess production from forests. Moreover, “[i]n Ba Vi, all payments were captured by local elites who had 

connections to political power through which they monopolized access to land” (To et al., 2012, 247). As such, 

the literature sample shows that social capital, knowing the right people, provides one with more opportunities, 

either through corruption or due to awareness of the PES project and therefore the ability to participate. 
 

5.2.5. Community Capital 
Community capital is defined as the resources available to a community as a whole, rather than to only an 

individual. In addition, community capital expresses the interwoven relationships of community members, as it 

provides due concern for the well-being of others. Hence, community capital reflects all the other forms of capital 

when directed towards a community as a whole instead of individual agents (Leonard and Kenny, 2010). Implicitly 
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or explicitly, the literature sample refers to forms of community capital 48 times, throughout 21 of the 38 papers 

(Figure 16). In general, the literature reveals how PES can benefit communities as a whole, in addition to the 

individual payments made. Moreover, the role of collective action within communities is discussed within the 

literature, revealing that if collective action remains strong, the PES scheme most often enhances.  

 
Figure 16. Expressions of Community Capital in the Field of PES  

 

Although the payments for ecosystem services are often paid to individual landholders, the analysis finds that PES 

schemes can contribute to improvement of community assets, such as improved school systems, healthcare and 

roads. The literature shows that this communal benefit is often implemented within the PES scheme itself, as for 

example in the N’hambita project in Mozambique, where one third of the payments goes into a community trust 

fund aimed at generating benefits for the whole community (Hedge and Bull, 2011). Moreover, the literature 

sample reveals that PES often has activity enhancing effects within the community. Wunder and Albán (2008), 

for example, find in their study in Ecuador that participants perceive more entrepreneurial activity in the 

community and better internal organization, demonstrated by successful application for tourism project funds. 

Similarly, the PES program researched in Huetar Norte, Costa Rica, encouraged the establishment and 

strengthening of community associations (Grieg-Gran et al., 2005).  
 

While these examples demonstrate the collective benefits of PES, seven of the articles explicitly discuss situations 

where benefits are not distributed throughout the whole community because PES schemes instigated existing 
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power struggles. In Sierra Morena, Mexico, payments are received by the community, the ejido, as a whole. Instead 

of deciding to distribute the payments equally, ejidatarios (those with final decision power) purposefully link PES 

to possession of land rights. Hereby some community-members are excluded from the benefits (García-Amado et 

al., 2011). Thus, the literature shows that, especially in areas with strong communal ties, there is a possibility of 

prominent community members capturing the system for their own benefit (Samii et al., 2014; De Koning et al., 

2011). 
 

5.2.6. Symbolic Capital 
As established in the theoretical section, one holds symbolic capital when being well-known and recognized by 

other members of society. In turn, this capital can be utilized to impose one’s own values upon others or even upon 

the whole of society. Although symbolic capital is one of the least explicitly mentioned forms of capital, still 21 

out of the 38 articles within the literature sample touch upon the concept, even if just briefly (Figure 17). Because 

of the frequency of mentions, the literature reveals that PES schemes and their participants can hold symbolic 

capital. More specifically, the literature is concerned with the actors’ sentiment of recognition, which further 

allows more stakeholders to be actively involved in the PES scheme. Additionally, it permits participants to gain 

goodwill for their conservation efforts. However, the literature sample does not point toward one specific actor 

holding a large amount of capital within the field of PES. Although Bourdieu (1989) argues that specific fields 

often only have a few people holding significant symbolic capital, the analysis of design principle eight reveals 

that PES schemes are frequently nested within different enterprises and therefore might not allow symbolic capital 

to be completely centered around one actor.  
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Figure 17.  Expressions of Symbolic Capital in the Field of PES 

 

The literature sample shows that recognition of the PES program and its participants by other parties, such as by 

other surrounding communities or international organizations, represents a valuable asset to sustain the program. 

This recognition translates into symbolic capital, as it enables a PES program or PES in general to be seen as more 

prestigious. An example can be provided by the first certified REDD program in Brazil, SDR Juma, which received 

the ‘Gold Level’ of the Climate, Community & Biodiversity Alliance (CCBA) (Börner et al., 2014). Through 

established recognition of their work, they mitigate risk for investors and offset buyers and thereby increase 

funding opportunities for project developers (CCB Standards, 2018). As found in this example, the literature shows 

situations in which symbolic capital not only establishes a feeling of pride within the community, but can also 

directly translate into economic capital; the Juma Redd project was able to complement public funding for their 

effective management of the reserve, partly due to the certification under the CCB Standard (Börner et al., 2014). 

Additionally, in Costa Rica, the project developer FONAFIFO gained symbolic capital through recognition, which 

resulted in attaining a degree of autonomy to make personnel decisions and manage funds (Pagiola, 2008).  
 

More focused on individual agents, the literature sample also points towards the relevance of recognition to 

participants. This can be exemplified by Arriagada et al. (2015) and Grieg-Gran et al. (2005) who both studied 

PES projects in Costa Rica and revealed that participants said they partly joined the program to gain (official) 

recognition for their conservation efforts. This recognition is not only symbolic, as it can be translated into land 
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tenure security (securing economic capital) for participants and gaining goodwill of neighboring communities 

(habitus forming). Arriagada et al. (2015) highlight a general theme throughout the literature, stating, “our survey 

results suggest that farmers participated in order to gain recognition of their conservation efforts, which both made 

them feel more secure about their land tenure and gave them a “warm glow” from conserving forests” (Arriagada 

et al., 2015, 14). Additionally, Asquith et al.’s (2008) case study in the Los Negros Valley in Bolivia, reveals that 

PES implementers and ES providers can also gain greater goodwill through the payment in bees and beehives, 

rather than direct cash payments.  
 

As another category of symbolic capital, the literature refers to the symbolic difference between males and females, 

and sometimes between the older and younger generations of a community as well. The analyzed cases give 

examples of these differences in action through decision-making processes and on-farm activities. For example, 

in Brazil, a clear difference in the tasks that women and men pursue is evident. In this case, men are more 

dependent on the forest and income from business, while women more strongly rely on crop and livestock income 

in addition to government support. Consequentially, the PES scheme’s objectives align more with ‘male practices’ 

(Börner et al., 2014). The frequency of apparent gender and community roles in the literature demonstrates that 

existing structures of recognition are repeatedly reinforced through PES schemes.  
 

5.2.7. Social Tensions within the Field of PES 
In terms of the Bourdieusian analysis, the literature sample shows that PES can be seen as a field in which 

(potential) participants, project developers and other stakeholders either try to maintain or increase the amount of 

capital they possess. This can be exemplified by, community leaders utilizing their (symbolic) position to increase 

their own capital (by distributing land to their own benefit) (Krause et al., 2013; García-Amado et al., 2011). 

Moreover, looking through the lens of Bourdieu’s field theory, the PES literature demonstrates how all participants 

and stakeholders aim to obtain benefits from PES in the form of capital, whether this is recognition, monetary 

gains, education or better social relations that can be exerted when in need of a helping hand. In this way, the 

literature demonstrates that underlying barriers to the implementation of PES projects form between the different 

actors. Expressed in the type and amount of capital social agents possess or lack, e.g. if an actor lacks the cultural 

capital that aligns with that of the project developers, these barriers limit the application and understanding of the 

PES program. Thus, the lack of the right forms of capital ultimately hampers the involvement of certain actors and 

weakens the potential effectiveness of PES projects.  
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5.3 Summary of Analysis 
Through the review of the literature sample, this analysis finds the situations where Ostrom’s design principles are 

not, and cannot, be activated and engaged in PES implementation. This highlights the distinct barriers that arise 

within CPR management. Simultaneously, the analysis of the literature through the lens of Bourdieu expounds 

upon the underlying tensions between the different agents in the field, which contribute to the obstruction of the 

application of successful PES schemes. In this way, the analysis locates the different challenges that arise within 

the implementation of PES. From these findings, this thesis develops a discussion, which emphasizes the obstacles 

that surface in the institutional design and implementation of PES and proposes a more procedural approach to the 

enhancement of social and environmental sustainability within PES projects.  
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6. Discussion Failing Forward 

Due to the mismanagement of ecosystems, PES rises as an institution to address the externalities of resource 

extraction and to promote sustainable development. While this concept remains popular among academics and 

policy makers as a ‘win-win’ solution, the execution of PES schemes reveals contrasting results (Jespersen and 

Gallemore, 2018; Muradian et al., 2013; Pagiola et al., 2005). The analyzation of the literature sample reveals the 

limitations of PES schemes, as the projects coded remain ultimately unsuccessful. Unable to locate any project 

that significantly improved land management or biodiversity without facing negative second-order outcomes, none 

of the PES schemes reviewed exist as an example for best practice. All the schemes faced varying degrees of 

‘failures,’ entailing barriers to the implementation of PES. This highlights that while PES acts as a step in the right 

direction towards sustainable development, the theory and application of PES remain limited in design and too 

restrictive in the approach to conservation.  
 

The PES literature reveals that the theoretical underpinning of PES grounds itself in the concept of ‘doing less 

harm,’ which serves as a common ambition in different national environmental policies (Robinson and Cole, 

2015). PES projects are most often enacted to limit the harm that is caused by deforestation and other ecosystem 

disturbances and to compensate for the damage produced from missed opportunity costs. Samii et al. (2014) 

provides an example from the literature sample; based on their theoretical approach, the authors test two 

hypotheses; “PES reduces deforestation rates” and “PES has non-negative impacts on local poverty levels.” As 

they argue themselves, this “focus on non-negative, as opposed to “positive” impacts, reflects a primary concern 

to ensure that policy interventions do no incidental harm in association with ultimate goals, which in this case are 

taken to be reductions in deforestation” (Samii et al., 2014, 18). In this sense, the PES projects analyzed are 

dominantly preoccupied with the ‘negative duties’ of doing no harm to the environment, focusing on avoiding 

negative consequences through strict rule implementation rather than conservation creativity (Wettstein, 2016). 

As such, PES remains locked into a ‘do less harm’ approach as its path dependency restricts more creative and 

positive conservation. Path dependency explains why certain developments might stay dominant while other 

initiatives advance further. This anomaly forms due to a dominant design that can increase returns to scale and 

reduce uncertainties, and thereby limits alternatives (Unruh, 2000). Hence, the dominant institutional design of 

PES, rooted in a ‘do less harm’ approach, curtails the ability to explore alternative approaches or to criticize its 

own lock-in. As such, PES inhibits the diffusion of other approaches to avoid risks and prioritizes ‘do less harm,’ 

rather than ‘do more good.’  
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The analysis finds that PES’ path dependency reinforces the ‘do less harm’ approach as it emphasizes the 

components of the design principles that fit with this restrictive attitude. The analysis notes the frequent mentioning 

of design principle one (clearly defined boundaries) and two (good fitting rules), with an emphasis on the more 

explicit components of hard regulations. The recurrent nature of these hard-rules accentuates the restrictive ‘do 

less harm’ approach of PES, as the formal rules embody the most easily implemented component of the design 

principles. In this way, the application of the formal components of design principle one and two ignores the 

informal structures and aspects of community engagement, focusing instead on the elements that may be viewed 

as the ‘easiest to see’ and the ‘easiest to enforce,’ which furthers the path dependent outlook of PES. The moderate 

mentioning of design principle seven (recognition of autonomy) and infrequent references of design principle six 

(conflict resolution) further grounds PES’ path dependency of ‘do less harm.’ The practical implementation of 

both principles reveals that communities lack the power to actively challenge the status-quo. In this way, the ‘do 

less harm’ and restrictive approach of PES denies the opportunity for more positive and creative conservation 

through outlets of adaptive knowledge.  
 

From this ‘do less harm’ path dependence, the analysis shows that the interpretation and implementation of 

Ostrom’s design principles are limited as the understanding of PES stems from a restrictive outlook. While Ostrom 

(2017) employs strong aspects of collective action and inclusive engagement within her design principles, the 

application of the principles does not incorporate these aspects as the PES projects remain focused in strict 

adherence to a set of preventative rules. This misalignment with Ostrom’s design principles causes the institution 

of PES to be broadly applied to various situations, leading to social dilemmas as the institution does not consider 

its surrounding or its agents. However, this contradicts Ostrom’s initial framework as the local specificity of formal 

and informal rules and perceptions are not taken into account (Vatn, 2010). In this way, the analysis establishes 

strong barriers that hinder the successful implementation of Ostrom’s design principles and reinforce mere 

compliance with the rules. These barriers generate negative second-order outcomes, or long-term consequences, 

that further deny the enhancement of sustainable development. In order to rectify the limitations of PES, one must 

reconsider the underlying structures, such as deeper norms and affiliations to institutions, that are ignored in the 

implementation of Ostrom’s guidelines.  
 

While the analysis acknowledges the implementation of the design principles, their application proves limited in 

manner. The lack of real engagement with these principles emphasizes that the PES projects did not fully grasp 

the collective choice and dynamic interactions of Ostrom’s theory. While Ostrom (2017) attempts to replicate the 

‘lived’ experience of the dynamic institution in her approach, the application of her principles within the PES 
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literature sample remain burdened by restrictive institutional design. Hence, Ostrom’s theory provides the 

foundation for positive and creative conservation in PES schemes, but in practice, it refrains from materializing.  
 

This thesis utilizes Bourdieu’s field theory to restore the dynamic structure of PES institutions, which remain 

overlooked in the application of the design principles within the PES projects. By considering the struggles agents 

experience when interacting with institutions, the analysis presents that PES, as a CPR management scheme, can 

only promote lasting enhancement if social dilemmas are understood. The analysis through the lens of Bourdieu 

reveals the possibilities and constraints one may have or may need in order to participate as an agent within this 

institution (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). As such, this thesis expands the dialogue of PES 

beyond a finite space and into the ephemeral discussion of broader environmental systems and their complex 

agents. In contrast with rational agent theory, actors internalize the social structures within the field into their own 

dispositions and unconscious behaviors (Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, 2000). Thus, 

in order for PES to enhance lasting strategies that favor environmental conservation, PES must consider collective 

values and social norms. The reintegration of such dynamics within PES as an institution allows for a more 

procedural approach to sustainability, promoting trial and error, which proves lost in the interpretation and 

application of Ostrom’s principles.  
 

We argue that future PES schemes need to acknowledge that sustainability mechanisms are essentially social 

processes, combining institutional rules with “values, preferences and beliefs of affected communities, to give rise 

to an emergent, “co-produced” understanding of possibilities and preferred outcomes” (Robinson, 2004, 381). 

Following the argument that sustainability entails “both ecological and social dimensions” (Brockington and 

Schmidt-Soltau, 2004, 142), the below subsections elaborate on the social barriers found through the analysis, 

which demonstrate the misalignment of Ostrom’s theory and the need to include a greater awareness of the 

dynamics within fields. However, this thesis notes that sustainability is a process, which grounds itself in 

“experience in collaborative planning for sustainable community development and” (Robinson and Cole, 2015, 

135). By presenting the barriers to sustainable enhancement of PES, we attempt to rectify the limitations from the 

past. Thus, this thesis argues that PES must constantly ‘fail forward,’ permitting local agents to collectively create 

and change the rules of the institution.  
 

The below figure (Figure 18) represents the aim of this discussion. The misalignment of Ostrom’s design principles 

within PES projects generates barriers that not only restrict long-term positive conservation methods, but also 

create negative second-order outcomes within local communities. However, as this thesis applies Bourdieu’s field 
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theory, a deeper understanding of the social dynamics within the institution of PES, addresses the barriers. With 

this Bourdieusian outlook, the informal structures of the institution are restored within PES, allowing PES to ‘fail 

forward,’ in order to promote lasting sustainability.  

 
Figure 18. Discussion Mapping, from PES 1.0 to PES 2.0  

 

6.1. Institutional Barriers  
Throughout her research, Elinor Ostrom declares the need for strong collective action in order to manage CPRs 

most effectively (Ostrom, 2017). By creating this sense of collective action, Ostrom transitions the community 

from the ‘trapped herders’ who are the source of such resource collapse, and instead, positions them to be a force 

of solution strategists while voluntarily acting as a communal whole in order to reap the benefits of their own 

efforts (Ostrom, 2017; Agrawal and Gibson, 1999). Additionally, Ostrom notes that while individuals may have 

long term, self-interested motivation to act sustainably, they also hold the power to utilize local and adaptive 

knowledge sources to generate the most effective measures of sustainability (Ostrom, 1997; Van Laerhoven and 

Barnes, 2014). Beyond knowledge of the resource itself, Ostrom asserts that local knowledge consists of knowing 

others living within the system, and “what norms of behavior are considered appropriate” (Ostrom, 1998, 25). One 

can see the application of the design principles as an institution, entailing formal regulations and informal 

interactions (North, 1991). However, the analysis finds that the informal interactions are overlooked in the 

implementation of PES as her theories are incorrectly applied. More precisely, the literature emphasizes the lack 



DISCUSSION 
 

	 90 

of local community consideration when constructing PES projects, threading a common theme throughout the 

barriers, and highlighting specific obstacles to the implementation of Ostrom’s design principles. The project 

developers often “stamp a PES system down on the landscape,” in an attempt to limit the harm, and use a set of 

predefined rules in every localized setting (Jespersen, 2017, 29). Thus, barriers arise and reveal that the PES 

schemes in place are too restrictive in nature, further limiting the active engagement of sustainable PES schemes 

and the interactions between agents in the CPRs.  
 

6.1.1. Inadequacy of Community Engagement  
The analysis demonstrates the lack of community involvement throughout the literature as only a few articles 

manifest strong, positive, interactions with community members when establishing the defined boundaries (DP1), 

the crafting of good fitting rules (DP2), the use of collective-choice (DP3), and the monitoring of compliance 

(DP4) within the PES schemes. The analysis displays that boundaries frequently do not consider the involved 

actors, rules do not fit to the specific location and situation, community members do not all have an active choice, 

and monitoring does not involve internal users. As noted in the analysis, Asquith et al. (2002) mention this frequent 

lack of community engagement as the project failed to include local participation when considering boundaries 

and contracts, leading to participants viewing the developer as a “paternalistic charity,” rather than a partner, in 

addition to causing “little incentive for the communities to invest in C protection” (Asquith et al., 2002, 334). 

While Ostrom’s design principles prioritize community engagement to promote lasting sustainability, the PES 

schemes within the literature sample contain a stronger focus on applying generic, short-term solutions to deeper 

environmental and social challenges. Due to limited community engagement, participants do not hold the 

capability to constructively criticize the system in place. As such, PES’ path dependence and ‘do less harm’ 

foundation remains unchallenged. PES projects do not interpret Ostrom’s theory of collective action, and instead, 

mirror more charity efforts that seek to limit the agents’ negative impact on the environment.  
 

6.1.2. Weak Emphasis on Sanctions  
At the heart of CPR management lies the problem of the free-rider, which arises when shortsighted self-interested 

actors engage in a community that offers collective benefits (Ostrom, 1998). Here lies the tragedy of the commons; 

“If all participants choose to free-ride, the collective benefit will not be produced” (Ostrom, 2017, 6). In turn, 

Ostrom develops her design principle of monitoring (four) and graduated sanctions (five) in order to prevent the 

depletion of the ecosystem service. Yet, the analysis reveals that only four of the PES cases reviewed maintained 

the role of graduated sanctions. This operates as a barrier to PES projects as the scarcity of mentions may further 

the notion of free-riding within the ecosystem.  
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Ostrom asserts that when local communities are an integral component of the resource, a form of structural trust 

between participants develops (Ostrom, 1998). This trust allows the construction of rules to be built with 

reciprocity, which ultimately lowers the “cost on relying entirely on formal sanctions” (Ostrom, 1998, 25). If 

sanctions develop and adapt to the community, the sanctions can convert into social standards. As Kosoy et al. 

(2007) emphasize the power of ‘socially acknowledging,’ the sanctions transition from mere compliance of hard 

rules and to soft law, representing “non-mandated norms and expectations” that influence social standards (Rasche 

and Waddock, 2017, 165). Hereby, PES as a complex institution that socially acknowledges certain behavior, 

allows potential participants to transit from ‘trapped herders’ and into agents of sustainable enhancement aligned 

with their social norms. Similarly, Bourdieu notes that social actors obey the rules only to the extent in which 

following the rule exceeds their interest in neglecting it (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Hence, 

if the sanctions are embedded with community interest, community members are more incentivized to comply 

with the rules not only to avoid the sanctions in place, but also to retain strong social relationships with others.  
 

6.1.3. Lack of Autonomy and Voluntariness  
To cope with the potential risk of the tragedy of the commons, Ostrom calls communities to consider the 

institutional structuring of polycentric systems, in which the users of each CPR would maintain the authority “to 

make at least some of the rules” related to how the resource will be employed (Ostrom, 1998, 27). Here, Ostrom 

calls for multiple units of “self-organized resource governance systems” that operate interconnectedly in order to 

promote information exchanges and to foster redundancy of rule creation and enforcement, ultimately lowering 

the probability of failure (Ostrom, 1998). However, in order to participate in such outlets of local communal 

autonomy, the comprising individuals must willingly acknowledge that the collective action is in their own interest 

(Ostrom, 2017). 
 

The analysis reveals that within the PES institution, collective choice is most commonly depicted through the 

voluntary transaction between service provider and service buyer. However, as established in the analysis of 

symbolic capital, there are situations when community members cannot participate due to their social position (see 

for example Corbera et al., 2007a; Krause et al., 2013). For example, in the analyzed case in Vietnam, the State 

Forest Enterprise never formally recognized the “villagers’ traditional claims to the land,” which led the villagers 

to react against the conservation practices in place, “by cutting down trees” (To et al., 2012, 242). Instead of the 

PES scheme motivating people to expand conservation efforts, or even to comply with the rules, the restrictive 

and exclusive barrier prompted further harm. When the institution of PES ‘parachutes’ down with blinders of 
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short-term gains, the existing power structures strengthen as a result of second-order outcomes. In each setting, 

those excluded from participation are not an integral part of the collective choice arrangements and therefore, 

cannot willingly participate or alter the rules in place. Unaware of local power structures, in attempt to solve 

immediate conservation problems, the PES scheme generates negative second-order outcomes and reinforces 

inequality as the most marginalized members of society cannot participate.  
 

6.2. Understanding the institutional barriers 
The literature sample shows that PES schemes may offer numerous benefits to its participants; these benefits are 

not limited to the payments for conservation of ecosystem services (economic capital), but also entail the value of 

a stronger network (social capital), attainment of recognition (symbolic capital) and access to trainings and 

knowledge sharing (cultural capital). Hereby, the analysis supports the idea that humans are more complex in their 

preferences regarding conservation efforts. While instrumental incentives remain important, various other values, 

beliefs and interests also affect people’s decisions (Klain et al., 2017; Bottazzi et al., 2018). Thus, in order to 

rectify the social barriers caused by the misunderstanding of Ostrom’s design principles and the ‘do less harm’ 

approach, PES must consider the dynamics of the actors within the CPR.  
 

Although Ostrom acknowledges the importance of social structures, PES neglects the integration of these social 

structures. To face the negative second-order outcomes, such as increased inequality and reinforced power 

structures, a deeper understanding of social agents and their intersections with institutions demand review. 

Accordingly, Chan et al. (2012, 745) argue, “[n]eglecting cultural values and services in the design of interventions 

can produce dire unintended consequences and can impede the achievement of program goals.” Through the lens 

of Bourdieu, this thesis further demonstrates the situations where collective action is not met, which lead to a lack 

of trust amidst community members and the institution. From this, we note that social norms, and ultimately, one’s 

habitus, remain unchanged to instigate sustainable behavior. By better understanding how agents (can) interact 

with the institution, PES can transition into an organization of lasting positive change.  
 

Overall, the analysis reveals that one’s social status influences whether one can successfully participate in PES 

schemes, as richer households often have more opportunities to reap the numerous benefits of PES. The analysis 

demonstrates that PES programs favor richer households, men and community leaders (both possessing symbolic 

capital). As Bourdieu emphasizes the fact that other forms of capital, in addition to economic capital, influence 

success (Bourdieu, 1986), the literature sample displays that one can only receive the benefits of PES when one 

possesses the right forms of capital. It is the capital a service provider holds and how it is valued by others, which 
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determines the set of constraints and chances one faces (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu 1991). As such, PES reinforces 

power structures within local areas and stays rooted in its conventional path dependence.  
 

The analysis finds that PES introduces an institutional solution, but does not consider the need for active agents 

within the complex ecosystem. Because of the misalignment of Ostrom’s theory, the scheme proves restrictive and 

does not lead to local institutional building or long-term sustainable enhancement. While PES may improve 

outcomes in the short-run, the barrier that prevents those from participating expounds that long-term sustainability 

cannot be enhanced as community members, living in the ecosystem, are excluded. Below, the thesis discusses the 

barriers for potential service providers to successfully participate in PES schemes. In general, these barriers argue 

for stronger consideration on the choice architecture of PES schemes. PES is inherently a choice architect as it 

organizes the field in which people make decisions and influences these decisions (Thaler et al., 2012; Thaler and 

Sunstein, 2008). The founders of the concept argue that in order to influence choice, one must first hold “a good 

understanding of how humans behave” (Thaler et al., 2012, 430). While PES may explicitly affect choice by 

offering a monetary incentive for conservation measures, this thesis argues that this is a too simplified 

understanding of unconscious human behavior and decision-making (Shapiro-Garza, 2013). Instead, one must 

consider the complexity of agents and how individual history and social structures do influence one’s habitus, as 

Bourdieu notes that “the human mind is socially bounded, socially structured.” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 

126). Similarly, Ostrom argues that individuals are bound to the surrounding they engage in, and therefore, value 

the practices that align with one’s own setting (Ostrom, 2005). If PES schemes do not actively engage with 

potential service providers’ surroundings, or the social structures they engage in, the lasting dispositions of agents 

will not change, and therefore, PES will remain short-sighted.  
 

6.2.1. Lack of the right connections  
The analysis notes the importance of social connections to support PES’ existence. The cases show that many 

households in the rural areas do not have close contact with the (local) organizations that implement the PES 

schemes. Consequently, if no extra efforts extend to the community’s marginal members, many agents will not 

know about the program in place, let alone consider participating. The PSA program in Costa Rica clearly 

exemplifies this, as only “landowners who were familiar with MINAE regional offices and previous forestry 

programs” applied to the scheme (Arragida et al., 2012, 389). This deficiency of social capital hinders the 

successful sustenance of the PES scheme, as those with the right connections are not necessarily the most important 

target participants in terms of ecosystem service conservation. Moreover, it prohibits collective action as this issue 
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creates a division between those who can and those who cannot participate. Such divisions only further uncertainty 

and lack of trust between community members and the institution. 
 

6.2.2. Lack of trust 
As such, the literature sample discloses the importance of trustful relationships between actors in order to sustain 

the program. As Bourdieu would argue, in order to capitalize on one's social connections, the connections must be 

well established, i.e. based on trust (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Asquith et al. (2008), for 

example, show that due to low levels of trust between service buyers and providers, both parties experienced low 

levels of confidence in the others’ ability or willingness to comply with the contract. Additionally, due to a lack 

of trust in the project developers and other stakeholders, one remains timid to enroll land in the program (Kosoy 

et al., 2007). Similar to Bourdieu, Ostrom emphasizes the beneficial aspect of social capital, but mainly through 

its reciprocal nature; offering a favor to someone increases one’s own likelihood of goodwill and future benefits 

gained through the relationship (Ostrom, 2000; Ostrom and Ahn, 2003). Ostrom (2000) argues that a high level of 

trust between the stakeholders is crucial in order to know that individuals commit to the promises they make. 

Hence, when social capital between parties prevails strong enough to establish commitments for long-term 

benefits, “it is then in each farmer’s interest to conform to the agreed-upon rules most of the time” (Ostrom, 2000, 

184). This thesis argues that trustful relationships prove to be in the interest of PES schemes in general, as PES 

needs participants to conform to the terms of the program. Trust in the institution of PES and the involved agents, 

not only strengthens the rules and the compliance of such rules, but also fortifies the role of PES as a lived 

institution. Trust combines one’s self-interested behavior with one’s community objectives in order to promote 

enhanced sustainability measures.  
 

6.2.3. Low levels of understanding  
Throughout the analysis, many cases demonstrate low levels of understanding the terms of PES, as only those who 

literally and figuratively ‘speak the same language’ as the developers can grasp the project objectives. For example, 

Krause et al. (2013) show that only 17% of the participants in the Socio Bosque program in Ecuador knew the 

terms of the program and Scullion et al. (2011) find that less than half of the participants understood the PES 

program in Coatpec, Mexico. This lack of understanding proves problematic, firstly because it may allow 

participants to (unconsciously) disregard the rules (Hayes, 2012). Secondly, it allows those who do understand the 

program to drive their own agenda (see Krause et al., 2013; Corbera et al., 2007b) as participating community 

members who do not have a firm understanding of the PES scheme and its conditions, will not notice the program 

abuse by others. Lastly, as Samii et al. (2014) point out, the inability to understand the program increases the 
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likelihood that households will not participate as they may be afraid that the program will claim their households’ 

land (Asquith et al., 2008; Corbera et al., 2007a; Corbera et al., 2007b). Hence, in order for all participants to 

successfully engage in PES, the programs need clear language (Corbera et al., 2009) and must adapt to the local 

cultural capital, in order to produce communal trust and collective action. Additionally, the analysis reveals that 

without awareness of the fact that the Payment relates to ES conservation, (potential) participants can only comply 

with the strictly prescribed rules and hold little incentive to invest in this conservation as they do not know that 

this practice remains valued by the PES project (Asquith et al., 2002). On the other hand, if this connection between 

payment and ES protection is clear, participants can see the relevance of their work, which, as the analysis 

demonstrates, increases the likelihood that their long-term dispositions change in favor of ecosystem conservation 

(Gross-Camp et al., 2012). 
 

In some cases, one can see a clear division between those with the right cultural capital and those without it. Unless 

one receives the right upbringing or education (in regard to conservation practices) one may lack (technical) 

advice, support and training, and therefore, cannot apply the right practices. The Bolivian case where participants 

received payment in the form of beehives demonstrates this situation well, as only those who had the skills for 

beekeeping could immediately gain from the program (Asquith et al., 2008). Hence, the members with the right 

cultural background benefited the most from the program. However, this issue of capital is not limited to practices 

like beekeeping, as changing from on-farm practices to off-farm practices also demands a degree of flexibility in 

terms of skill-application. Some cases show, for example, that as a consequence of PES, participants replace their 

on-farm employment by urban work (see for example, Sierra and Russman, 2006). This is, of course, not reserved 

for everyone, and exposes how possibilities extend only to those with the right cultural capital (Gutiérrez 

Rodríguez et al., 2016). The barrier posed due to low cultural capital reinforces the disproportionate distribution 

of power and communal trust. Lack of comprehension of PES denies lasting enhancement of possibilities and 

active engagement of the agents within the schemes. As such social norms do not change, and one’s habitus 

towards conservation remains unaltered as it is shaped through socialization (Lee and Kramer, 2013).  
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6.3 Implications for Future PES schemes 

 
Figure 19: Progression to PES 2.0  

 

From the misalignment of Ostrom’s theory and the failure to embrace the informal structures of PES projects, PES 

faces dire second- order outcomes and barriers to sustainable implementation. Our analysis shows that in most 

cases, PES ‘parachutes’ down into local communities and attempts to apply fast and rigid solutions to complex 

community structures. While conservation practices may increase in the short-run, the negative second-order 

outcomes of community conflict, clashing power struggles, and limited agent involvement result in the 

unsustainable development of PES schemes. As Corbera et al. (2009, 744) argue, “PES institutional design greatly 

influences actor relationships [...] and the nature of PES outcomes. PES are more successful when they are 

designed collaboratively between providers and identifiable ES users.” These results are not unique to the work of 

PES and prove common when conventional development projects are imposed onto communities without utilizing 

sufficient time, energy, and an understanding of institutional change (Rosendo and Brown, 2004). While 

reinstalled power structures frequent development projects, PES remains especially susceptible to such 

reinforcement of unequal power dynamics as PES is often viewed as a ‘free market,’ and not as a multiplex 

institution (Kosoy and Corbera, 2010; Vatn, 2010). Yet, this thesis emphasizes the complex nature of PES as an 

institution. It consists of dynamic relationships between a variety of different agents, who constantly interact and 

engage with each other and with the institution, resulting in a web of intricately involved structures. However, due 

to its path dependence of ‘doing less harm,’ PES often disregards these dynamic relationships in order to simply 

advance the compliance, and not the bending, of such rules.  
 

However, as the literature sample shows that Ostrom’s theory is poorly implemented in PES schemes, this thesis 

argues that Bourdieu’s field theory must be employed in order to better understand how PES can strive to reduce 

uncertainty, prompt trust, promote collective action, change social norms, and ultimately, alter the habitus of its 



DISCUSSION 
 

	 97 

agents (see Figure 19). When the behavior of local community members is taken into account, PES can transition 

from a mechanism of short-term solutions and into a dynamic institution, which fosters lasting creative 

conservation. As Chan et al. (2017, 118) note, by “addressing the concerns and needs of ES providers, such 

programs have the potential to enhance stewardship values;” without considering the complex structures of 

Ostrom’s design principles, PES exists as a tool to motivate people to conserve, but only to the extent in which the 

program’s design explicitly states hard laws. In this sense, PES schemes restrict sustainable behavior, as agents 

are expected to merely adhere to the precise rules and ignore their relationship to the soft-rules that arise from 

social interactions (Rasche and Wattock, 2017). The analysis reveals that PES within the literature sample, acts 

only as an institution of formal rules and remains unable to explore regenerative, procedural measures.  
 

In order for PES to yield lasting positive impacts, potential ES providers need actively engagement and 

encouragement to conserve the ecosystem according to their conscious and unconscious behavior. Moreover, in 

order to do so, PES must be aware of and strengthen their institutional role as choice architects. As an established 

institution, PES holds the ability to initiate sustainable change in people’s behavior; PES can prompt ‘the power 

of instituting’ and thereby, can construct and secure agents’ beliefs, and impose recognition towards certain 

practices such as conservation (Bourdieu, 1986). In order to take on this role, PES needs to maintain a broader 

understanding of what motivates the potential participants in localized settings. Through this understanding of and 

engagement with local conditions, PES reduces uncertainty among potential participants, which accordingly 

increases communal levels of trust (Ostrom, 2017; Cox et al., 2010). As participants experience expanded outlets 

of trust in the CPR they use and reside in, collective action strengthens. CPR agents, now trusting in the the 

reciprocity of the community, dare to commit to long-term, communal benefits (Ostrom, 2000). In this way, social 

norms transition into accepting practices of conservation, which in turn (and overtime), create new dispositions 

and modify the habitus of community members. We argue as Chan et al. (2017, 117) that “[l]ong-term success 

would stem from the activation and reinforcement of stewardship values [...], and from building trusting 

relationships between ES providers and program officials.” Thus, instead of demanding short-term compliance 

with restrictive rules, this PES 2.0 evokes lasting, positive conservation (see Figure 19).  
 

While this approach reorients the conservation of PES from “reducing harm and damage to creating net-positive 

outcomes in both environmental and human terms,” PES 2.0 emphasizes the procedural nature of sustainability 

(Robinson and Cole, 2015, 140). As Figure 19 demonstrates, we recognize that the multivariable characteristics 

of the framework fluctuate depending on each specific context and the interactions within this context. In this way, 

when one recognizes the complex dynamics of the institution of PES, one must also acknowledge that all variables 
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are tied to and are affected by every decision made within the ecosystem. As PES can build trust, it can also break 

it. As PES can organize collective action, it may also restrict it. Yet, this interconnection of the variables begs for 

procedural approaches, with the possibility of trial and error, to promote sustainability as “processes of discussion 

and negotiation in order to address the inherently normative and ethical question of how we should live” (Robinson 

and Cole, 2015, 137). This procedural approach to sustainability allows PES to ‘fail forward,’ as the failings now 

integrate within the community and PES encourages local agents to develop their own solutions to the commons. 

In this way, the community members transition from being “trapped in an inexorable process from which they 

cannot extract themselves,” and into agents of self-driven sustainable change (Ostrom, 1998, 1).  
 

6.4. Implications of our research and suggestions for future study 
By highlighting the failures that pose barriers to the enhancement of PES schemes, this thesis contributes to further 

research on PES by exploring implementation methods that transitions PES from its path dependency of ‘do less 

harm,’ to an approach that accentuates ‘do more good.’ The detailed discussion of the general failures of PES and 

the common barriers that regularly arise within the projects allows researchers to acknowledge the intricate 

dynamics of PES as a conservation institution. Using an interdisciplinary methodology of philosophy, sociology 

and economics to study the social dilemmas that plague PES institutions, this thesis prompts a more critical 

understanding of both the structured and underlying barriers of PES, which only transpire by applying different 

lenses. Just as the theorists are multi-faceted as Bourdieu expands beyond the role of a ‘philosopher’ and Ostrom 

an ‘economist,’ this thesis highlights the need to view PES as a complex institution (Jespersen and Gallemore, 

2018). It holds characteristics of a traditional market-place and a governmental institution, but expands beyond 

this role to also include features of individual actors and collective actions. Hereby, this thesis allows for new 

schools of thought to be applied within PES research as “we have sought to bridge ideas from otherwise disparate 

literatures” (Chapman et al., 2017, 22).  
 

Furthermore, this thesis allows one to better understand the wide range of outlets that propel heterogeneity in the 

enhancement of PES (Alix-Garcia et al., 2012). As Alix-Garcia et al. (2012) point out, we argue that there are 

many individual cases on PES, but a gap in the literature still exists, as the PES literature focuses on individual 

trees rather than seeing the entire forest. In order to promote collective learning, this thesis brings the different 

barriers to the enhancement of PES together and considers the second-order consequences that arise. However, we 

encourage future research to investigate more second-order consequences, to further the understanding of how 

PES fails forward. Moreover, with this thesis, we hope to stimulate enrichment to promote a focus on the 



DISCUSSION 
 

	 99 

enhancement of ‘doing more good’ through soft rules, instead of mere compliance with strict, a priori formed 

rules.    
 

6.5. Limitations of this Research  
No standard metric exists to evaluate the effectiveness of PES schemes. Although the Mongabay cases display the 

best evidence the source could find on PES schemes, the 38 cases prove incomparable, and one Mongabay case is 

not ‘more effective’ than the other. Consequently, this acts as a limitation to our thesis as we are unable to learn 

from PES’ best practices, but rather only from the failures. Additionally, the literature sample curbs what we can 

examine in our thesis. We investigate only what the literature provides and what the specific cases document on 

paper.  
 

Attempting to offer a bigger picture of the institution of PES, this thesis does not account for the specifics of 

individual cases. As Ostrom’s (2017) design principles remain broad in order to be applicable to different CPR 

management situations, our discussion of the barriers is broad in order to declare the need for enhancement of PES 

in general. However, throughout the thesis, we emphasize the importance of locality. As this broader perspective 

limits our thesis, we encourage future PES implementations to apply our more comprehensive approach while 

taking into account the localized setting.  
 

Although this paper utilizes different perspectives of various disciplines, we need to recognize that our knowledge 

and experiences bind our role as researchers. By explicitly focusing on two theories, Elinor Ostrom’s design 

principles and Bourdieu’s field theory, we emphasize certain specifics and might understate findings that could be 

viewed as relevant when other theories are applied. As such, this thesis mainly provides novel insights into the 

design of PES, rather than contributing to new perspectives of the theories. It must be said that this acts as a 

limitation of our work, as we do not offer a critical elaboration of the theories, but instead accept them as offered 

by the authors.  
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7. Conclusion  

Through a process of careful coding 38 peer-reviewed studies on PES projects in the developing world, this paper 

offers an interdisciplinary perspective to better understand the complex nature of the institution of PES. Although 

the theoretical concept of PES attempts to provide a ‘win-win’ solution to environmental and social challenges of 

development, the application of such theory frequently fails. For this reason, we first analyzed to what extent the 

PES literature sample implements Ostrom’s eight design principles. As her research describes how to successfully 

manage common pool resources, the conceptual design of PES interweaves her theory. However, the analysis finds 

that this application of Ostrom’s theory proves limited due to PES’ conventional focus on compliance and ‘do less 

harm,’ rather than permitting a procedural approach that includes local agents. As such, the application of PES 

emphasizes the formal rules included in Ostrom’s design principles, but neglects to include the informal orders 

and dynamic relationships that prove equally important to consider in CPR management. Finding a misalignment 

between Ostrom’s theory and the implementation of PES within the literature sample, this thesis addresses the 

barriers that hinder the proper application of Ostrom’s CPR management theory with PES projects. The coded 

cases reveal similar barriers such as a) inadequacy of community engagement, b) weak emphasis on sanctions, c) 

lack of autonomy and voluntariness, which form as PES ‘parachutes’ down into local communities in an attempt 

to apply fast and firm solutions to complex community constructions. While conservation practices may alleviate 

short-term challenges, negative second-order outcomes such as community conflicts, reinforced power struggles, 

and deficient agent involvement lead to the unsustainable development of PES schemes. In order to address both 

the conservation challenges and negative results that consequently arise from the restrictive implementation of 

PES, this thesis applies Bourdieu’s field theory. Providing the foundation for understanding the dynamic 

relationships of the informal structures of an institution, Bourdieu allows this paper to face the social tensions that 

arise within the institutional design and application of PES. His concepts of capital and habitus enables this thesis 

to explore how specific resources can grant one the opportunity, and conversely the constraint, to succeed within 

a certain system. By analyzing the PES cases through the lens of Bourdieu, this thesis highlights the need for a) 

right connections, b) established trust, and c) increased understanding and flexibility of program design. With this 

Bourdieusian perspective, the informal structures of the institution can be restored within PES.  
 

The integration of the two theories allows for PES to expand beyond compliance and a static ‘do less harm’ 

approach and into a structure of sustainable development. The two theories coupled together merge the formal 

regulations of Ostrom’s design principles with the underlying structures of Bourdieu, which permits PES as an 

institution to remember and reinforce both components in project implementation. Accordingly, this thesis 
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demonstrates how PES can be structured in the developing world in order to enhance social and environmental 

sustainability through the lens of Ostrom’s eight design principles and Bourdieu’s concept of fields. By promoting 

an understanding of the motivation of potential participants in localized communities, this thesis proposes an 

alternative to the conventional application of PES, PES 2.0. This proposed approach should actively engage its 

role as a choice architect to promote environmentally sustainable behavior aligned with local values within the 

field. In this way, PES 2.0 can transition from a mechanism of short-term resolution to a dynamic institution 

through a process that 1) reduces uncertainty, 2) prompts trust, 3) promotes collective action, 4) changes social 

norms, and ultimately, 5) alters the habitus of participating agents. Through the utilized theories, this paper argues 

that this process proves to be sequential; when PES as an institution can unify community members, greater outlets 

of collective action ensue, and subsequently influence community members’ habitus. As PES 1.0 merely alters 

one’s current intentional practices, PES 2.0 attempts to modify one’s lasting dispositions, which determine one’s 

conscious and unconscious actions. However, PES 2.0 should recognize the multivariable components of each 

PES project by advocating for a procedural approach to sustainably. Acknowledging the collective learning of trial 

and error, PES 2.0 encourages localized solutions to the social and environmental dilemmas found within CPRs. 

It is therefore concluded that PES 2.0 promotes procedural sustainability, allowing each community to ‘fail 

forward’ and integrate the knowledge of each failure to advance future sustainability practices. 
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