
Governance

www.anthonyjevans.com

Governance

Anthony J. Evans
Professor of Economics, ESCP Business School

www.anthonyjevans.com

(cc) Anthony J. Evans 2022 | http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

The limits of liberalism

The reliance on 
personal 

responsibility

A need to solve 
collective action 

problems
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How can we all get along?

3

What is a collective action problem?

• Collective action problems occur when conflicting interests restrict the 
potential gains from cooperation

• Economics shows us that many social problems can be resolved through self-
interested behaviour

– “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we 
expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest” Adam Smith

• But for many social problems individual self-interest may obstruct joint action
– Maybe there’s a free rider problem

• Some people are too lazy to return the cart

– Maybe there’s disagreement on the objective 
• Some people don’t care if the carts go back

• We act as individuals, but our actions have collective consequences
• Sometimes “irrational” behaviour is the emergent outcome of individually 

rational choices

4
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Panic buying

5“Supermarkets take measures to control panic buying” Financial Times, March 18th 2020
https://www.ft.com/content/737a9a24-68ea-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75

But was it panic buying?

• Government directive: if anyone in your household shows 
symptoms you must self isolate for 14 days. Told to stay at 
home more and minimise trips to supermarkets

• No school, working from home, no going to restaurants
– Average household will need 40% more toilet paper*
– Perfectly rational to stockpile!

• Supply chains are complex and it doesn’t take much of a 
change in behaviour to have a large consequence 

– Toilet paper for commercial use (thin sheets, large roles, big 
boxes) is very different to household (thicker sheets, smaller 
rolls, packs of 6 or 12)*

– One of the biggest producers of household toilet roll, P&G 
(Charmin), don’t even produce commercial toilet roll*

• 2 options
– Appeal to motivations “please think of others”
– Use incentives “two items per person”

6https://marker.medium.com/what-everyones-getting-wrong-about-the-toilet-paper-shortage-c812e1358fe0
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Groceries

• With 28m households that is £35 per household

• It used to be normal to do one large shop each week
• Now people tend to do more frequent ones

Ø This is a perfectly rational response to reverting back to 
those habits!!

7https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/03/21/britons-should-ashamed-stockpiling-1bn-worth-food-coronavirus/

Tesco

• December 22nd/23rd is the busiest shopping day of the year 
and major supermarkets will spend all year planning on it

• According to the Tesco CEO they had 5 consecutive days 
worth of the same volume with almost zero warning

• Remarkable success of supply chain!
– Partly due to warehousing space within each store. The 

difficulty was in restocking the shelves with a 24 hour 
model.

– This implies that increased urbanization (and therefore 
smaller stores with more efficient footprint) would find 
it harder to respond. 

v But in some situations our social institutions (in this case 
market mechanisms) are robust against unilateral defection 
from a well functioning social order

8Can’t find the source!
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Spoiler alert

• Do you know who Keyser Soze is?

9

The unilateralist’s curse

• “A group of scientists working on the development of an 
HIV vaccine has accidentally created an air-transmissible 
variant of HIV. The scientists must decide whether to 
publish their discovery, knowing that it might be used to 
create a devastating biological weapon, but also that it 
could help those who hope to develop defenses against 
such weapons”

• What is likely to happen?
– Keeping information quiet relies on everyone agreeing 

not to make it publicly available
– You only need one dissenter to break coordination

10See https://www.nickbostrom.com/papers/unilateralist.pdf and “Why a little knowledge is a dangerous 
thing”, Tom Chivers, unherd, September 9th 2020 https://unherd.com/2020/09/why-a-little-knowledge-is-a-
dangerous-thing/
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The unilateralist’s curse

• “Almost everything that is wrong with the world, I think, is 
caused not by people being bad or evil, but by coordination 
problems. The unilateralist’s curse shows that this doesn’t 
just apply when people are acting self-interestedly, but 
even when everyone is trying to be noble and good. And 
short of banning whistleblowers, ending open science and 
generally sliding into totalitarianism, I’m not sure what the 
best way to minimise the problem is.” 

Tom Chivers

11See https://www.nickbostrom.com/papers/unilateralist.pdf and “Why a little knowledge is a dangerous 
thing”, Tom Chivers, unherd, September 9th 2020 https://unherd.com/2020/09/why-a-little-knowledge-is-a-
dangerous-thing/

Threats from natural disasters

• An existential risk is one that “threatens the destruction of 
humanity’s long-term potential”*

• Natural disasters:
– “the 10km asteroid which ushered out the dinosaurs 66m years 

ago”
– “A burst of planet-scouring gamma rays from a nearby 

“hypernova” might be another”
– “A volcanic “super-eruption” like the one at Yellowstone which 

covered half the continental United States with ash 630,000 
years ago would probably not extinguish the human race; but it 
could easily bring civilisation to an end”

12* Orb, T., The Precipice
See “What’s the worst that could happen?” The Economist, June 25th 2020
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Threats from natural disasters

13* Orb, T., The Precipice
See “What’s the worst that could happen?” The Economist, June 25th 2020

The existential dangers of today

Nuclear 
conflict

Climate 
changeAGI

14
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Aside: how existential?

• David Deutsch has argued that there’s an important difference between an 
existential threat and something that would lead to a lot of suffering

• A nuclear accident wouldn’t destroy humanity
– “I don't think we have the technology to end civilization, even if we wanted to, all 

we would do if we just deliberately unleashed hell all over the world is we would 
cause a vast amount of suffering. But there would be survivors, and they would 
resolve never to do that again.”

• Every year that technology doesn’t destroy the planet increases our capability 
to not destroy the planet

• We have never been better equipped to deal with large threats
– In the past we had pandemics that killed ~1/3rd or ~1/2 of the global 

population
– We went through a bottleneck 70,000 years ago
– “if a 10 Kilometer asteroid had been on target to hit the Earth at any time in the 

past 2 million years or whatever it is history of the Genus Homo, that would have 
been the end of it. Whereas now, it will just mean higher taxation. That's how 
amazingly safer we are”

15See “David Deutsch – AI, America, Fun & Bayes”, The Lunar Society with Dwarkesh Patel, Jan 31st 2022
https://www.dwarkeshpatel.com/p/david-deutsch

“I see no reason why if we are 
solving problems, we won't solve 
problems”

David Deutsch

When will we have a general artificial intelligence?

• “Since the inception of the field, the goal 
of Artificial Intelligence (AI) research has 
been to develop a machine-based system 
that can perform the same general-purpose 
reasoning and problem-solving tasks 
humans can. While computers have 
surpassed humans in many information-
processing abilities, this "general" 
intelligence has remained elusive.

• AI, and particularly machine learning (ML), 
is advancing rapidly, with previously 
human-specific tasks such as image and 
speech recognition, translation and even 
driving, now being successfully tackled by 
narrow AI systems.

• But there is a stunning diversity of 
opinion about when general AI may 
arrive, according to published expert 
surveys.”

16See https://www.metaculus.com/questions/3479/date-weakly-general-ai-system-is-devised/
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Sentient AI

• In June 2022 Google suspended an engineer after he 
publicly released chat records with LaMDA (language model 
for dialogue applications)

• His defence was an interesting one “Google might call this 
sharing proprietary property. I call it sharing a discussion 
that I had with one of my coworkers.”

17For the tweet see here: https://twitter.com/cajundiscordian/status/1535627498628734976
For the “interview” see here: https://t.co/uAE454KXRB
For more, see https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/jun/12/google-engineer-ai-bot-sentient-blake-lemoine

Dangerous AI

18For the tweet see here: https://twitter.com/emollick/status/1549353991523426305

“AI researchers 
building a tool to find 
new drugs to save lives 
realized it could do the 
opposite, generating 
new chemical warfare 
agents. Within 6 hours 
it invented deadly VX”
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What type of AI community do we want?

• In the fossil fuel community there is a clear distinction 
between:
– Fossil fuel capabilities (e.g. Exxon, Shell)
– Fossil fuel safety (e.g. GreenPeace, Sierra Club)

• In the AI community there is not
– AI capabilities (DeepMind, OpenAI)
– AI safety (DeepMind, OpenAI)

• If a general AI is a threat to human existence we should be 
trying to shut it down 

• Why would we trust AI companies to deliver on that?

• Potential regulatory models
– FDA
– Airline safety

19See https://astralcodexten.substack.com/p/why-not-slow-ai-progress?utm_source=email

Successful international cooperation

• Global problems require global solutions

• Some international success stories
– Eliminated within 2 decades:

• Ozone depleters
• Lead in petrol

• Requires: 
– Strong, well functioning international community (the 

UN)
– Global solidarity (and awareness of the different needs 

of people at different income levels)

20Rosling, H., 2018 [2019], Factfulness, Sceptre, p.239
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Ozone depletion

• Stratospheric ozone plays a 
critical role in absorbing UB-B 
radiation, protecting us from 
sunburn, skin cancer and 
blindness

• In the 1960s Paul Crutzen learnt 
that Chlorofluorocarbons 
(CFC’s), which are human 
emissions of nitrious oxide (via 
crop fertilisers, rocket motors 
and combustion engines), was 
reacting with ozone

• The Chairman of DuPont – the 
world’s biggest CFC producer –
called the theory “a science 
fiction tale . . . a load of 
rubbish . . . utter nonsense”

21See “How we fixed the ozone layer” Hannah Ritchies, Works in Progress, May 2021 https://www.worksinprogress.co/issue/how-we-fixed-
the-ozone-layer/ and “Whatever Happened to the Hole in the Ozone Layer?”, Barbara Pinho, November 2020 
https://www.discovermagazine.com/environment/whatever-happened-to-the-hole-in-the-ozone-layer

• The US banned CFCs in aerosol sprays in 1978 (after 
a major reduction in use due to consumer pressure)

• In 1983 it became clear that there was a hole in the 
ozone layer above Antarctica

• In 1985 twenty countries signed up to the Vienna 
Convention

• In 1987 forty-three countries adopted the Montreal 
Protocol which intended to phase out ozone-
depleting substances by two years and ensure that 
1999 levels were half what they were in 1986

• In 2009 it became the first convention to have 
universal ratification

Ø By 1997 consumption of ozone depleting substances 
had fallen by 80% and by 2021 by 99.7%

Ø The hole in the ozone layer stopped growing by 
1994 and seems to be recovering

The solutionThe problem

Implications for climate change

• Halting the depletion of the ozone layer was a major 
achievement by the international community

• It shows the importance of:
– Graphic images to concentrate attention
– Aggressive targets that get met and increased over time

• But perhaps it was easier to fix than climate change
– Richer countries (e.g. Northern America, Europe) had the most 

to lose (near to polar conditions and populations susceptible to 
skin damage)

– Large part of the harm caused by a single industry

22https://www.noaa.gov/news/antarctic-ozone-hole-is-13th-largest-on-record-and-expected-to-persist-into-november
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Top down vs. bottom up governance

• According to Frans Berkhaut, the Copenhagen meeting in 
2009 failed because of a dominant perspective that global 
coordination of emissions reduction targets would get 
codified in international law, and a resulting compliance 
regime and the creation of global markets for emissions 
trading would occur

• As a consequence of this failure, the “pledge and review” 
approach which led to the 2015 Paris agreement allowed 
for more bottom up experiments in governance

• Key issue is what all these local experiments add up to

• Do they scale?
– i.e. if one experiment works can we all adopt it?

• Are they sufficient?
– i.e. if we have lots of independent action do they collectively 

solve the problem?

23See “Bottom Up Climate Governance: In Conversation with Frans Berkhout”, Centre for the Study of Governance and Society, Kings College, 
July 23rd 2018 https://csgs.kcl.ac.uk/podcast/bottom-up-climate-governance/

Dealing with “global problems”

• One problem with treating 
something as a “global 
problem” is that people 
might feel it is outside of 
their control

– i.e it prompts 
fatalism

• Solution: show personal or 
local upsides

24See “Bottom Up Climate Governance: In Conversation with Frans Berkhout”, Centre for the Study of Governance and Society, Kings College, 
July 23rd 2018 https://csgs.kcl.ac.uk/podcast/bottom-up-climate-governance/
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That said…

• Some people want a global connection, and to feel meaning 
from solving big issues. 

25See “Bottom Up Climate Governance: In Conversation with Frans Berkhout”, Centre for the Study of Governance and Society, Kings College, 
July 23rd 2018 https://csgs.kcl.ac.uk/podcast/bottom-up-climate-governance/

What is the appropriate level?

Local Regional National Continental Global

26
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Be careful of the neoliberal thought collective!

• Mirowski argues that the neoliberal thought collective had 
a standard playbook for obstructing progress on key global 
problems

27Mirowski, P., 2013 [2014] Never Let a Serious Crisis Go to Waste, Verso, p. 337, 357

Climate crisis Financial crisis

Postpone the issue to give 
time to organise

Science denialism Denialism

Use markets as a fix instead 
of actually solving the root 
problem

Carbon permit trading Market based rescue

Bluesky thinking as a vague 
and long term idea

Geo engineering Financial innovation

“the promotion of denialism buys time for the other two options; the financialisation
of carbon credits gets all the attention in the medium term, while appeals to 
geoengineering incubate in the wngs as a techno-utopian deus ex machina to swoop 
down when the other options fail” 

Mirowski, 2013, p. 337

Disastrous efforts to solve global problems

• In the 1960s and 1970s one of the most important global 
concerns was overpopulation

• In 1975 Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi ordered a 
national emergency and launched a mass sterilization 
program funded by loans from international agencies such 
as the World Bank 
– 6.2 million Indian men were sterilised in just a year*
– Two thousand men died from botched operations*

28See:  https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/6/5/18629801/emergency-in-india-1975-indira-gandhi-sterilization-ford-foundation
(note the link includes an audio documentary). * See https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-30040790
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Governance defaults

29See Thierer, A., 2014, Permissionless Innovation, Mercatus Center
For an overview watch “Permissionless Innovation” https://youtu.be/IPsT8phMO1c

Precautionary principle Permissionless innovation 

• Where the default is the status quo

• “Better safe than sorry” 

Ø Stasism

• A large factor in the rise of US global 
tech dominance has been the adoption 
of “permissionless innovation”

• Entrepreneurs are able to experiment 
without requiring permission
• Permission from government
• Permissions from competitors

Ø Dynamism

Under what circumstances is the precautionary principle appropriate?

30

• When the potential harms are:

Highly 
probable Tangible Immediate

Irreversible Catastrophic
Directly 

threatening 
to life

See “The Proper Governance Default for AI”, by Adam Thierer, May 2022
https://medium.com/@AdamThierer/the-proper-governance-default-for-ai-d05db6970924
Watch: Governing Artificial Intelligence with Adam Thierer, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TLfUxIFsbLI
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Polycentric governance

Community

MarketsState

31See “Do you believe in sharing?” Tim Harford, Financial Times, August 13th 2013
https://timharford.com/2013/08/do-you-believe-in-sharing/

The choice

32

Free society

Central planning

Serfdom/Slavery Liberty

Freedom

IndividualismCollectivism

Community

Equality

Market economy

Economic system

Polycentric 
governance

Civil society
The familyCharities/NGOs

Clubs/associations
The church

State governance Anarchy
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The nation state is not always the appropriate level

Too small

• Some problems are only 
solvable at a transnational 
or super national level

Too big

• To large to generate the 
feeling of political 
community for members

33See Biebricher, 2018, p.61

Aside: Is climate change a collective action problem?

• Finding:
– “Governments implement climate policies regardless of what 

other countries do, and they do so whether a climate treaty 
dealing with free-riding has been in place or not."

– e.g. “US leaving Kyoto did not alter pace of reforms in other 
countries”

• Conclusion:
– “We think economic conflict between policy winners and losers 

is the real binding constraint on global climate politics.”

• According to Matt Clifford*
– “If true, this is an enormously important finding. It suggests 

that the binding constraint on effective action on climate 
change is not international deal making, but 
the internal politics of nation states - in particular the 
distributive conflict between winners and losers from moves 
towards carbon neutrality”

34Aklin, M., and Mildenberger, M., 2020, “Prisoners of the Wrong Dilemma: Why Distributive Conflict, Not Collective Action, Characterizes the 
Politics of Climate Change”, Global Environmental Politics, 20(4). Also see: https://twitter.com/mmildenberger/status/1321858069827973125
* Matt’s Thoughts in Between, Issue 143, December 2020
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Elements of polycentric solutions

Self-
organization

What level is most 
appropriate for this 

problem?

Site-specificity
In what ways are 
preferences and 
competencies 

heterogeneous?

Experimentation

Howe can we foster 
innovation, flexible 

adaptation, and 
knowledge 
diffusion? 

Trust
How do we build 

mutual trust? How 
do we prevent free-

riding?

35This framework is based on Dorsch, M.J., Flachsland, C., 2017, “A Polycentric Approach to Global Climate Governance”, Global 
Environmental Politics, Vol. 17, No. 2. The application to fisheries is seminal but highly speculative

Regional

• Fishers want an income
• Locals want environmental 

stability
• Government want tax revenues

Collaborate with local 
institutions

Community monitoring

Fisheries in Nepal

Identify a problem related to digital technology that suffers from the 
unilateralists curse:

36

Articulate a polycentric approach to trying to manage itExplain how it is a collective action problem

Self-organization

Site-specificity

Experimentation

Trust


