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 Suppose you are a subsistence farmer who owns a milk cow. You are one of a dozen 

families in the village, all of them also doing subsistence farming and owning a single cow, and 

together you all control the only good place locally to graze cattle: a very large grassy field. 

Everyone uses it to feed their cow. Everyone uses it in common and that’s OK because the grass 

replenishes itself – there is enough for all. 

 One-day a particular farmer decides to buy a second cow. Not to be outdone, within 

months you and all of the other village families follow suit, rationally concluding that the 

additional cow with bring more milk and meat to your family. There is no reason not to do it.  

An observer sitting atop Mt. Olympus might know that the field can only sustain 30 cows 

and after that it will be over-grazed and the grass will collapse. On the ground, what the villagers 

know is that the field still grows enough grass to feed the now two-dozen cows. As a result, all is 

well and the village is more prosperous than ever. 

The problem comes when you and your neighbors, each seeing your two cows fattening 

up nicely, make the rational decision to add just one more cow. Now the trap is sprung. Three 

dozen cows is too much. The field is over grazed and before the grass can grow back, yet another 

cow is nibbling it down to nothing. The grass cannot sustain itself that way, and it all dies. Soon, 

so do all the cattle. 

 This famous parable of “The Tragedy of the Commons” was published by Garrett Hardin 

in Science magazine in 1968. The author concluded that common pool resources such a forests, 

fields, fisheries, or water systems need to be protected, either by government regulation or 

private ownership, since “Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.” (Hardin, 1968, p. 1244). 

 It is a very appealing metaphor for how individual contingencies and selfishness can lead 

to disaster at the level of collectives and group contingencies. Some of its incredible popularity 
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and sticking power over more than 60 years might have come because it is a metaphor that 

appeals to the biases of both the left (“see, we need more top down regulation!”) and the right 

(“see, only private owners can protect on the long term good!”). Both “command and control” 

and “invisible hand” economists can readily use “the tragedy of commons” story.  In either case, 

however, it offers up a rather skeptical view of human cooperation: we cannot be trusted to work 

together to protect our common interests. 

 There is only one problem with this parable: it is not generally how people behave. Real 

people are well aware of the fragility of common pool resources. Hardly a farmer exists who 

would know nothing of over grazing, and it does not take a rocket scientist to predict the 

increased risk of it, at least in broad terms. And real people know a lot about how to work 

together to achieve common ends.  

We should. After all we are neither the fastest, nor the strongest; we have neither sharp 

claws nor strong bites; many non-human animals can defeat us easily one on one. But put people 

in groups and give them the tools needed to cooperate and no other life form can compete with 

human beings.  We are the super cooperators.  Yes, not always. Yes, not everywhere. But often, 

and under specifiable conditions. 

The late Elinor Ostrom (we will call her Lin, her preferred name of use) won the Nobel 

Prize in Economics in 2009 for her work in describing those conditions. Working with a variety 

of common pool resource systems around the world, such as water systems among farmers in 

Nepal, Lin Ostrom found that people soon bend or break the rules of top down regulation. Often 

this only makes good sense. After all, the “controller” is not local and may not have the best 

ideas. In a different way, private property rights sometimes lead owners to exploit the resource as 

rapidly as possible before moving on. Instead what Lin Ostrom found was that in case after case, 
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people can do very well, thank you, in controlling their common pool resources for hundreds or 

even thousands of years without depletion or tragedy, but only if they arranged their interactions 

in a particular way. She distilled that wisdom into what has become known as the Core Design 

Principles or “CDPs.” 

Here are the core design principles that Ostrom derived for common-pool resource 

groups that enabled them to avoid the tragedy of the commons: 

1. Groups that functioned well had clearly defined boundaries, that made it clear 

they were a group, what the group was about, and who was a member; 

2. They had group practices that ensured that members experienced proportional 

equivalence between benefits and costs; 

3. There were collective choice arrangements in place so that everybody affected by 

a decision had an opportunity to contribute to making that decision; 

4. There was monitoring, preferably by members themselves, so that lapses in 

agreed-upon behaviors could be detected; 

5. There were graduated consequences applied within the group so that lapses in 

agreed-upon behaviors were corrected, gently at first but with a capacity to escalate if necessary; 

6. There were fast and fair conflict resolution mechanisms in place to resolve 

differences; 

7. There was some minimal recognition of rights to organize, so that group members 

had the authority to manage their own affairs without external interference; 

8. Finally, when systems became larger there was polycentric governance, with 

groups in multiple layers of nested enterprises, with each subgroup relating to other subgroups 

using principles 1 through 7.  
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There is nothing abstract or esoteric about this list – most people might see them as being 

common sense. Nevertheless, this does not mean that all groups implement the CDPs. Even 

common-pool resource groups vary in this regard, which is how Lin was able to derive the CDPs 

in the first place. (Ostrom, 1990). 

We can understand some of the reasons for groups failing to implement the CDPs as we 

appreciate the very reasons for their usefulness: CDPs specify the evolutionary conditions in 

which cooperative behaviors can be selected and strengthened. As with all adaptations that occur 

at higher levels of organization, the CDPs tend to be undermined by selfish processes at lower 

levels of organization – in this case at the level of individual group members.  This is the insight 

that has led us to combine the CDPs with a psychological method drawn from contextual 

behavioral science (Acceptance and Commitment Training or “ACT”; Hayes, Strosahl, & 

Wilson, 2012) in order to create a practical program for fostering prosociality in groups that we 

call “Prosocial” (www.prosocial.world). 

In this chapter, we will briefly describe that program, its intellectual basis, and why it 

might be of use to organization work in applied behavior analysis. A full book-length description 

is available (Atkins, Wilson, & Hayes, 2019) so we will underemphasize practical matters and 

theoretical details, in favor of a broad understanding. In this chapter, we will begin by describing 

the key features of multi-dimensional, multi-level evolutionary science. We will then use that 

framework to consider the elements of Prosocial, revisiting and refining the CDPs and showing 

how ACT fits in to that perspective. We argue that Prosocial can be used now inside 

organizational behavior management. 

An Extended Evolutionary Synthesis 

The core of evolutionary science is thinking broadly in terms of what Donald T. 
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Campbell called  “variation and selective retention” (1960). Most behavior analysts will 

recognize that these terms do not apply to genes only. Evolutionary processes apply to all life 

dimensions at various time scales: Cultures evolve; behavior evolves; symbolic learning evolves; 

epigenes evolve.  Selection and retention operates across variations in all of these dimensions 

and more, and does so simultaneously. Importantly, selection also operates at multiple levels of 

organization simultaneously, and it is that fact that allows the CDPs to be understood and put to 

use in guiding the actions of small groups. Finally, if evolutionary principles are to be applied 

intentionally, there needs to be an understanding of the contextual features that determine 

whether or not given variations are successful.  

We will begin with the most important feature of applied evolutionary science as focused 

on small group behavior: selection can operate at different levels simultaneously. 

Multilevel Selection Theory 

Multi-level selection is a kind of prodigal son of evolutionary science. Originally invoked 

by Darwin, at the height of the gene-centric era it was virtually cast into an ash heap of disproven 

ideas, along with Lamarkian evolution and other supposed falsehoods.  Even today it is hard to 

find textbooks that treat it fairly and accurately. 

The core idea of multi-level selection (MLS) can be expressed very easily: “Selfishness 

beats altruism within groups. Altruistic groups beat selfish groups. Everything else is 

commentary.” (Wilson & Wilson, 2007, p.345). When competition is within-groups, selection 

focuses on how individuals beat out individuals. But when competition is between groups, 

selection pressure can give an advantage to groups that work together effectively. The balance 

between these two levels of selection can be tipped toward cooperation and between-group 

selection if the individual can do relatively well as part of a larger organizational unit, but self-



 

 

7

serving actions are restrained. 

Consider your own body as an organized group of cells to see how these principles 

operate. While estimates vary, you have about 37 trillion native cells in your body.  If even one 

begins to reproduce itself without restraint, you have cancer.  

Your body continuously protects you against that possibility and must do so or you would 

soon die. Mutations can occur with every cell division; your body is constantly correcting these 

errors to avoid pre-cancerous cells from forming. If that is not enough, when mutant cells first 

begin to reproduce faster than neighboring cells, your body attempts to detect this fact and to 

restrain or kill the mutants. Scientists are only beginning to understand the arsenal of cancer-

preventing mechanisms that operate, but the bottom line is this: you get to succeed as an 

organism only if your cells do reasonably well overall as part of the collective called “you” but 

their self-interest is restrained.  

These same facts apply to behavior. Behaviors that are for the good of the group often 

have costs for the individual and thus may not improve the relative fitness of the individual 

within the group. Even the smallest acts of kindness, such as opening a door for someone, 

typically require at least a small amount of time, energy, and risk on the part of the prosocial 

individual. For that reason, natural selection at the smallest scale—among individuals within a 

single group—can be disruptive as far as prosociality is concerned.  

 Multilevel selection is like a tug-of-war, with within-group selection pulling toward self-

serving traits and between-group selection pulling toward group-serving traits. For cooperation 

to be selected, between-group selection needs to be strong enough to overcome the disruptive 

effects of within-group selection. This same tension applies to all levels of selection. Eukaryotic 

cells, for example, are themselves cooperative groups – the mitochondria in nucleated cells is 
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literally a different life form. Even after most of a billion years to get it right, mitochondria still 

occasionally tricks plants into producing only females since mitochondria is replicated only 

within the maternal line (Chase, 2007). The multilevel selection balancing act going on between 

cells and multicellular organisms is repeated within nucleated cells.  

Prosociality and cooperation become central as we scale up into human behavior. 

Humans are faced with the same choice that we observe in the natural world, between individual 

self-interest and the interests of the collective. Individual human behavior can foster success at 

one level at the cost of success at another. What’s good for you can be bad for your family. 

What’s good for your family can be bad for your clan. What’s good for your clan can be bad for 

your nation. What’s good for your nation can be bad for the world.  

The general rule is this: adaptation at any level of a multitier hierarchy requires a process 

of selection at that level—and it tends to be undermined by selection at lower levels. When 

selection at lower levels is restrained, selection at higher levels can come to dominate. 

Evolution in Multiple Streams 

The discovery of genes as a mechanism of heredity was a major breakthrough in 

evolution science, but genes are hardly the only mechanism of inheritance (Jablonka & Lamb, 

2006; Wilson, Hayes, Biglan, & Embry, 2014). Parents and offspring typically share the same 

language, for example, which is not genetically inherited. Another inheritance mechanism 

involves changes in gene expression rather than gene frequency. Genes are up and down 

regulated, in part by epigenetic factors such as methylation of cytosine which make DNA 

transcription more difficult. Some of these epigenetic patterns can be passed across generations. 

Learning selects behavior within the lifetime of the individual, but it passes to other generations 

through social learning, symbolic learning, and cultural practices and it alters the functioning of 
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genes through epigenetic processes and through niche construction and selection.  Ultimately 

every facet of human experience – the environments in which we live, our behavior, our cultural 

understandings and norms, our languages – are all continuously evolving using the same basic 

processes of variation, selection and retention.  

Prosocial and Applied Evolutionary Science 

Humans evolved in small bands and groups. That altered the evolutionary context to 

favor cooperation by shifting selection more toward between-group competition and less toward 

within-group competition. The other characteristic features of human functioning, cognition 

(Hayes & Sanford, 2014) and culture (Turchin, 2016), arguably followed as direct and indirect 

extensions of cooperation. If that is true, in some sense the small group is the primary unit of 

selection in human behavior, but it can be undermined by selection processes at lower levels of 

organization, namely the individual. 

The deep lesson of multilevel selection is that evolution occurs at multiple levels at the 

same time, and thus behavior change needs to be thought of at multiple levels simultaneously. It 

is both/and not either/or. That might sound complicated, but we all manage it, all the time. 

Balancing our needs with others is the warp and weft of daily life. Will I volunteer to 

help on someone else’s project? Should I pick up my dog’s poop? What should we do about 

refugees wanting to enter our country? 

That is the reason we turned to contextual behavioral science and ACT in constructing 

Prosocial as an intervention. Lin Ostrom was awarded the Nobel for showing that the CDPs 

accounted for group success, not for work showing how to get people to adopt these principles, 

nor to apply them in a flexible way. We needed principles of behavior change to accomplish that 

task, and it seemed to us that we should start with the processes that help explain and address the 
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behavior of individuals since these would be key in preparing the way for the successful 

adoption of CDPs within groups. 

It takes group actions to create the context in which cooperative behavior can be fostered, 

but it takes individual actions to create and to support such groups. Only individuals can 

ultimately decide to stay or leave; to participate or withdraw; to communicate or to remain silent, 

although they always do so in response to the context of the group. For that reason we will first 

describe the nature of ACT and psychological flexibility processes in the context of individuals 

before turning to how we use these processes in Prosocial to foster the CDPs. 

Managing Learning Processes 

Operant learning principles provide the beginning of a useful theory of behavior that we 

can use to promote intentional change within and between groups. By operant, we simply mean 

that in a given antecedent context, particular variations in behavior produce particular 

consequences that select for that behavior in a particular motivational context. Shared 

understanding of this simple four-part process can be transformative for groups because it can 

make sense of previously incomprehensible or indefensible behavior.  

Operant behavior is inherently purposeful, but in a limited sense of the term. As B. F. 

Skinner noted in About Behaviorism, the organism acts “in order to” produce consequences that 

have been secured in the past by various forms of action and thus “operant behavior is the very 

field of purpose and intention” (1974, p. 61). It is not the actual future that controls this kind of 

learning—it is the “futures” that have been experienced previously. We hardly need to extend the 

analysis of traditional behavioral principles in the present text, however, given the other chapters 

and the expected readership. 

With the rise of relational learning (Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche, 2001) a more 
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generative learning process is established.  Even human babies show a two-way street between 

names and objects by about age 12 months of age (Luciano, Gómez-Becerra, & Rodríguez-

Valverde, 2007). As the relational operants needed to demonstrate stimulus equivalence forms, 

the number of learned relations quickly expands from sameness, to relations of difference, 

opposition, comparison, time, contingency, self, and so on. Relational framing of that kind can 

be applied to anything: in principle it is arbitrarily applicable. 

Consider any verbal relation and you will note that they have a two-way quality that can 

then enter into networks. If Sally “is bigger than” Sam, you can derive that it is equally true that 

Sam “is smaller than” Sally. If you later learned that George was bigger than Sally, you could 

derive the relative size of all three.  

This combinatorial property of relational networks is not only massively generative, it 

changes how we solve problems, such as how to get along in groups. Verbal problem solving 

requires a symbolic description of events and their attributes entering into an if/then relationship 

with imagined outcomes that can be compared: “Given this situation and its properties, if I do 

this, I will get better outcomes than if I do that.” In normal operant learning the future purpose of 

action has actually been experienced in the past—in symbolic learning the past controls the 

relational framing of a purpose that may or may not have been experienced.  

This new form of purpose (one based on relational framing instead of direct experience 

for the individual) creates a new contingency stream for evolution—not just contingencies of 

reinforcement, but also contingencies of meaning. Instead of just relying upon automatic 

reactions, thanks to the combinatorial property of relational networks people with a proper 

history can now plan ahead and create purpose symbolically.  

Symbolic language is also a double-edged sword—a source of enormous variation but 



 

 

12

also enormous rigidity. The same symbolic relations that allow us to solve problems also allow 

us to create problems. For example, all animals will avoid not just direct sources of pain but also 

sources of pain based on classical conditioning. That makes perfect sense, and half a billion 

years is plenty of time to get good at it. But relational learning allows new forms – for example a 

person might withdraw from a group to avoid thinking about a painful social rejection. A self-

amplifying loop can easily be created in which avoiding possible pain of rejection and loneliness 

produces self-rules and encourages social behaviors leading to further withdrawal and loneliness.  

Relational learning processes can quickly become self-contradictory and self-amplifying. 

A problem-solving rule like “I have to fix my car or tomorrow will be terrible” is useful. “I have 

to get rid of my anxiety or tomorrow will be terrible” seems to be the same but is likely to cause 

harm because imminent terrible events generate anxiety, and in effect this rule means that 

anxiety is now something to be anxious about. Thus it both elicits anxiety and evokes avoidance 

of anxiety: a toxic combination. 

This same double-edged quality applies to cognition in groups. Symbolic rules can be 

applied in ways that are coercive or that pull for excessive social compliance. Agreements that 

“this is how we do it here” or narratives about the supposed skill of the group (“We always win”) 

can blind the entire group to healthy alternatives or to changing contexts that require new group 

practices. Members of a group can hold tightly to symbolic labels about who they are or what 

their role is in the group, which can induce behavioral rigidity that affects social relations (for 

example, “My boss did me wrong and I am going to find a way to get back at her”; “Joe is evil”; 

“I am just an introvert—I’m not good at being a leader”). 

Multilevel selection (MLS) helps us think about the double-edged sword of human 

symbolic behavior and how it might be addressed. You can think of the “individual” as 
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composed of a vast number of entities including a variety of specific behavioral patterns, and so 

on. We all face selfishness from “groups within” when emotions or cognitions claim an unfair 

share of time and attention from us.  

What psychological flexibility does is provide the skills and perspective needed to rein in 

internal selfishness that develops from the various thoughts, feelings, sensations, or memories 

that each of us contains. In effect, we shift from what’s in the interests of parts of ourselves, such 

as our anxiety or suspicion, to what’s in the interests of our whole person (Hayes, 2019). 

Psychological flexibility consists of six processes: 

1. Self: Enhancement of the “deictic I” or perspective-taking sense of self over the storied 

or conceptualized self; 

2. Cognition: Enhancement of cognitive defusion skills that allow the reduction of the 

automatic domination of verbal rules as opposed to the fused domination of verbal events over 

action; 

3. Emotion: Acceptance skills that allow emotion and sensation to be felt openly and 

without needless defense as distinct from experiential avoidance – attempting to change the 

form, frequency, or situational sensitivity of private events even when that creates behavioral 

harm; 

4. Presence: Flexible, fluent, and voluntary attention to internal and external events in the 

now as opposed to domination by the conceptualized past or future as in rumination and worry; 

5. Values: the establishment of chosen qualities of being and doing as reinforcers intrinsic 

to ongoing action; as opposed to fused, avoidant, or compliant verbal motivation; 

6. Committed action: Commitment to the creation of larger and larger patterns of values-

based action as opposed to impulsivity, procrastination, and avoidant persistence. 
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Processes 1 and 4 are awareness processes that are designed to increase contextual 

sensitivity thereby ensuring more healthy selection of behaviors; Processes 2 and 3 are openness 

processes that are designed to increase healthy variability; Processes 5 and 6 are active 

engagement processes designed to foster healthy selection and retention processes. 

Much as epigenetic processes alter how genotypes are expressed in the production of 

phenotypes, openness and awareness function are episymbolic processes that alter how our 

cognitive networks—our symbotypes, if you will—are expressed in our actions, and how we 

approach the challenges we face. We can have the thought that we must do something (for 

example, tell off a coworker) and respectfully decline to follow that self rule; we can have the 

thought that we cannot do something (for example, give an important talk) and do it anyway. 

Let’s suppose we have a group member who has thoughts like Oh, I can’t do that 

because I’m not good at it, or It makes me too anxious to call volunteers. Find somebody else. 

That person could go to her grave declining to participate. But thoughts don’t always have to 

have an automatic behavioral impact. For example, noticing thoughts with dispassionate 

curiosity dramatically reduces their automatic behavioral impact, such that a person might have 

the thought It makes me too anxious to call volunteers and still agree to do so.  

Values-based actions in groups add positive moments to our lives, especially as group 

development is guided by the core design principles. The flexibility principles help you set up a 

social context for trust, and if these actions are supported by movement in a values-based 

direction, a self-amplifying process of effective group participation can ensue. 

Although values are a symbolic event, values-based overt action is where the rubber 

meets the road. The benefit of dealing differently with internal barriers is that values can be put 

into practice through committed action. 
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Behavioral retention is fostered by two primary features of action: repetition leading to 

successful outcomes, and the integration of action into larger and more elaborate patterns that 

pay off in expressing values. As a shorthand, the prime tool for behavioral retention is practice 

and the creation of more integrated patterns of values-based action. 

Using the Matrix to Foster Psychological Flexibility  

The six flexibility processes comprise an integrated skill set. Both individuals and groups 

can be psychologically flexible. It is a skill set that supports prosocial behavior change and the 

deployment of the core design principles in part because these skills build key elements that 

undergird prosocial behavior: trust, a focus on longer-term rather than immediate outcomes, and 

social value orientation.  

In Prosocial the prime method for working on psychological flexibility is called the 

Matrix (Polk, Schoendorff, Webster, & Olaz, 2016). The Matrix is a process for thinking about 

two key dimensions of experience: moving toward consequences you want more versus the 

tendency to move away from consequences you want less, and “outside/inside,” which represents 

the public physical world—what people can see, hear, taste, touch, and smell—versus private 

events, including thoughts, emotions, imagery, memories, and the like. 

In this chapter we will present the Matrix in an upside down version that allows these 

discriminations to be made very quickly using the metaphor of a person walking. Private events 

are analogous to what is in our hearts and heads: we have to tell others about these events for 

them to be known; public events are analogous to our hands and feet – anyone can see these 

because they are public. 

We generally loop through the matrix at least twice in the Prosocial process. First, we 

look at clarifying individual goals, values, and concerns using the matrix, and then we look at 



 

 

16

integrating those interests to craft a stronger sense of shared identity and purpose at the group 

level. Individuals or groups can complete the matrix, and the process can be focused on one’s 

own interests or the collective interests of the whole group.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. The steps of use of the Matrix, individually and in groups. 

© Steven C. Hayes. Used by permission. 

 

The boxes in the figure are numbered. It is common to walk through them in this 

sequence although it is by no means necessary and adapting to the context is encouraged. An 

individual might put in words in these four sections such as 1. Authenticity; creativity; 

effectiveness   2. Fear of being ridiculed; fear of failure   3. Gossip; make jokes; avoid meetings   

4. Coming to meeting prepared; speaking up and sharing ideas. 
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Often in a group context there are privacy issues about the personal Matrix so it is 

common to use online tools that present individual responses to the matrix in anonymous form. If 

that approach in not used, the Prosocial facilitator can ask if anybody would like to volunteer 

what they wrote down on their private map. In this way, group members choose what is most 

important, and safe, for them to share with the larger group, and a collective map of individual 

interests can be created. 

 Once the personal Matrix is done, a group Matrix is created. In this case we are looking 

at what we as a group want to move toward; what we as a group experience that draws us away; 

how that moving away looks publicly; and what we would see if we were all moving toward 

what we wanted this group to be about. 

 The cross in the middle of the Matrix represents conscious contact with the content of the 

Matrix itself. Thus, there is a rough correspondence between the Matrix and the six 

flexibility/inflexibility processes. The right side of the Matrix representing values and committed 

action; the left side representing the experiential avoidance and fusion; the cross in the middle 

representing awareness and the now. 

What the Matrix process does that is useful for fostering group change will be explored in 

specific ways in the context of the CDPs to follow, but in general it fosters a personal 

consideration of values and vulnerabilities that are then shared in a safe context with others, 

fostering social connection and a feeling of belonging. It is very common for people to be 

surprised by the overlap of values and vulnerabilities within the group: people who may have felt 

that they are alone and disconnected frequently realize that others feel much the same way.  

The collective matrix fosters a sense of shared identify and group cohesion, and indicates 

places of disagreement that need to be worked on. In addition, it reveals concrete behavioral 
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indicators of group functioning, both in a positive and negative direction.  

 

The Core Design Principles 

What follows is a discussion of the CDPs and how the group might be able to foster 

them. You will note that we have tweaked the definitions and labels for the CDPs in some areas 

in order for them to fit the full range of groups. 

CDP 1: Shared Identity and Purpose 

A group functions best when its purpose is clearly understood and perceived as 

worthwhile by its members. There should be a strong shared identity that helps group members 

to understand who is in or out of the group, and that coordinates behavior through shared norms 

and values.   

In Ostrom’s original study groups, the shared purpose was always sustainable 

management of a common pool resource, which is why her original CDP1 focused on the issue 

of membership. Most other groups are defined more by their purpose and mere membership is 

not the issue. The key to this CDP is that members understand and care about the purpose of the 

group. That choice gives the group a shared sense of identity – creating a sense of belonging and 

caring for others in the group. 

The Matrix is very helpful for CDP1 because it makes clear what group members most 

care about, both in terms of their stated values or goals, and also their concerns. It is a natural 

step for the group itself to then consider how they can create a sense of caring, belonging and 

safety in the group. 

When people share a purpose, they are more likely to care for the group and feel a sense 

of belonging. This makes them more likely to engage in prosocial behaviors, such as sharing 



 

 

19

information and helping others. You can see this happen automatically when a community 

experiences a natural disaster. As shared purpose becomes clear, people  

are more likely to exert effort to support collective action. Working to create shared purpose is 

the very essence of clarifying and prioritizing the collective interests of the group over individual 

interests.  

When the purposes of individuals within the group do not align with those of the group as 

a whole, a lot of time and energy is spent attempting to control individualistic behaviors. If a 

group can bring individual and collective purposes into alignment, a lot of this time and energy 

can be devoted to finding ways to better cooperate rather than to control individualism.  

 An example of how this might be emphasized naturally using the Matrix is to begin the 

group process with questions like “What is our shared purpose? Who or what matters to us?” 

instead of the more individualistic question of “What matters most to me about the group?”  

If your group seems to struggle with the question you can deliberately shift a group’s 

perspective to a future time frame. For example, we might ask this: “Imagine it’s five years in 

the future, the group has been extraordinarily effective. What are we doing? Who are we 

serving?” and so on. From there it is but a short step to “What would we be most focused on as 

our common purpose?” It can also be helpful to ask questions that move people backward in 

time: What has enlivened and excited us in the past? When are we at our best?  

It is important not to dive directly into the “how” questions of group functioning until 

purpose is clear. CDP1 is first and foremost about why we are doing what we are doing. Once 

the “why” is evident, however, it is helpful to give purpose life by embedding it in the concrete 

plans for the group. “What matters most in this situation?” or “What are we trying to achieve 

here?” are questions that put purpose inside group actions and plans.  
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Evidence for CDP1. There is abundant evidence from a variety of fields of study in support 

of Core Design Principle 1. In terms of the positive benefits of a strong sense of shared identity 

and group cohesion (the degree to which the group sticks together and is unified in the pursuit of 

its goals), Chang and Bordia (2001) showed that group cohesion predicts group performance 

while Mathieu, Kukenberger, D'Innocenzo, and Reilly (2015) demonstrated that more cohesive 

groups perform better over time and better performance also enhances cohesiveness. Cohesion 

also enhances prosociality. De Cremer and Stouten (2003) demonstrated that contributions to a 

public good are higher when a person experiences the group as part of the self.  Cohesive groups 

are more stable and members are more loyal (Van Vugt & Hart, 2004) while members of more 

cohesive groups are more likely to trust one another, share important information, and coordinate 

their actions more effectively (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  There are also impacts at the personal 

level. Group members feel more personal meaning in life when there is a strong sense of 

belonging in a group, because it expands their awareness to include a cause larger than 

themselves (Lambert et al., 2013). 

Shared purpose also has a range of positive effects upon group members and groups. 

Workers whose purpose matches that of their organization produce 72 percent more output than 

unmatched workers (Carpenter & Gong, 2016) and workers are willing to be paid 44 percent less 

for the same job once they learned that their prospective employers had a social responsibility 

mission statemen (Burbano, 2016).  At least a part of what is going on here is a focus on 

approach rather than avoidance. When people are primed to focus on approach rather than 

avoidance, they are more proactive in contributing effort and ideas to a group, as well as 

managing their own needs (Kilduff & Galinsky, 2013). 

 
CDP 2: Equitable Distribution of Contributions and Benefits 
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For groups to function well, the effort and other forms of contribution required of its 

members, and the benefits of that effort, need to be distributed fairly. Most people have a strong 

sense of equity that is violated when someone receives benefits disproportionate to their 

contributions. So perceived fairness—a fair balance between effort or workload and reward—is 

essential for good group performance. Sometimes, in groups that fall short implementing this 

principle, perceived unfairness is ‘undiscussable’; sometimes, it is discussed endlessly but in 

ways that do not lead to positive change.   

In general, a good way to implement this design principle is to have a discussion with 

each member of the group and each subgroup of members as to what they most want to get from 

the group and what they have most to give. If the arrangement seems fair to everyone at the end 

of the discussion, then both aspects of this design principles will be satisfied.  Such an approach 

can often be more helpful than evoking unhelpful and biased frames of comparison by asking 

“Are you treated fairly” from the outset. The key outcome is that group members feel valued and 

rewarded for contributions. 

There are two important aspects to fairness: are resources distributed among people fairly 

(e.g., who gets how much money; who gets promotional opportunities) and are there fair and 

transparent processes in which people are involved appropriately in decisions that affect them. 

CDP 2 is focused mainly on the first variety, sometimes referred to as distributive justice 

(Schäfer, Haun, & Tomasello, 2015); CDP 3 (fair and inclusive decision making) and 6 (fast and 

fair conflict resolution) are more focused on the second type, often called procedural justice 

(Bobocel & Gosse, 2015).  

The most effective groups usually begin with a recognition that everybody deserves the 

opportunity to contribute to the fullest extent possible, if they so desire, and that benefits are 
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fairly linked to contributions. By “contribution” we mean any form of adding to the good of the 

group though effort, hours, or resources. By “benefits” we mean anything that benefits the 

individual such as salary, public recognition, learning opportunities, or social engagement. 

Fairness can involve a sense of equality (e.g., benefits and workload are assigned equally), equity 

(benefits are linked to performance), or need (benefits are linked to need) or all three in 

combination. Once the ideas of distributive and procedural fairness, and the differences between 

equity, equality, and need-based norms of fairness, are introduced to groups, they are usually in a 

much better position to enrich their discussions of what really matters in relation to CPD 2, and 

to link issues of fairness to their shared purpose. 

 If fairness is a problem for a group, opening a conversation focused on fairness can often 

backfire because it primes self-interest and encourages biased and inaccurate estimates of 

contributions and benefits. Fairness grows from a group culture that’s focused on “us” and how 

we all benefit, rather than one focused on me comparing my outcomes to your outcomes.  

The individual and collective matrices are enormously helpful with this because they help 

build shared purpose and trust. When people are focused on their bigger and shared “toward” 

moves, there’s less emphasis on the more self-protective “away” moves that are involved in 

social comparison. A conversation focused on “Are we working together effectively to achieve 

our shared purpose” is more likely to produce fairness as a by-product than a conversation 

focused directly on “Am I getting what I deserve?” This is particularly true when the dominant 

norm for fairness is equity—that is, benefits relative to contributions.  

After reminding the group about their shared purpose, the focus of a fairness discussion might be 

on such issues as “What matters most to us about this situation?” When that is clear it can be 

helpful to move to “toward actions” if you think the group would benefit from getting more 
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concrete about what fairness actually would look like in the group. It can also be helpful to move 

to the difficult thoughts and emotions that arise in the context of unfairness are more pressing 

and how they get expressed in action or inaction. Moving to perspective taking, practicing 

clear communication and focusing more on roles and tasks more than on personalities and 

individuals can all be helpful in breaking “fairness” log jams. 

 
Evidence for CDP2. Colquitt and Rodell (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of 493 studies 

in the area. All forms of fairness significantly predicted social exchange quality (trust, perceived 

organizational support, leader-member exchange and organizational commitment) which in turn 

significantly predicted task performance, organizational citizenship (prosociality) and negatively 

predicted counterproductive work behaviors (antisociality). They further showed that 

distributive, procedural and interactional justice predicted positive and negative affect in 

expected directions. In other words, not only does justice affect performance and prosociality, it 

significantly influences wellbeing.   

In a meta-analysis of 190 studies with 65,000 participants, all forms of justice predicted 

organizational commitment, trust and various measures of job and organizational satisfaction. 

Distributive and procedural justice strongly predicted organizational citizenship (i.e. prosocial) 

behaviors. Procedural justice was the strongest predictor of trust, job performance and the extent 

of counterproductive work behaviors (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001).  A meta-analysis of 166 

studies of leadership and justice with 46,034 participants revealed that followers of leaders who 

were more fair (distributive justice) had significantly higher levels of job satisfaction (Karam et 

al., 2019). 

In general, the vast literature on organizational justice seems to show that 

procedural justice (see CDP3 next) is more important than equity of outcomes (CDP2) but 
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the issues are complex and both are clearly important.  Viswesvaran and Ones (2002) 

conducted a meta analysis of 16 studies (N=4,696) showed high correlations between 

distributive and procedural justice (r=.66).  While both forms of justice were predictive of 

organizational commitment, organizational citizenship, productivity and job satisfaction, 

procedural justice was more predictive of all but the last of these constructs.  One recent 

study (Cloutier, Vilhuber, Harrisson, & Béland-Ouellette, 2018) showed that violations of 

procedural justice had more effect upon distress than did violations of distributive 

justice.  They concluded “The results highlight the greater need for workers to be valued 

and appreciated for who they are (consideration and esteem), rather than for what they do 

for their organization (distributive justice of rewards).” (Cloutier et al., 2018)  (Cloutier et 

al., 2018) p. 283. This may suggest that the key ingredient of fairness is that it serves as an 

indicator of respect for the members of the group, rather than as a kind of calculation as to 

whether benefits match contributions as suggested by earlier equity theory. 

 
CDP 3: Fair and Inclusive Decision Making 

In well functioning groups, members need to be involved in making decisions about the 

issues that affect them, particularly in their agreements about how the group itself runs.  Giving 

people control over their own actions fosters well-being and effective action. Members need to 

know that their interests and perspectives have been considered fairly and efficiently. CDP 3 can 

take many different forms provided that individuals who are affected by the decisions have some 

influence over those decisions.  

 There are other benefits. Inclusive decision making helps group members to develop 

crucial skills—not just the technical skills of learning about the issues and approaches to solving 
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them, but the psychological skills of listening, perspective taking, self-regulating, making room 

for other points of view, and committing to action even when it’s frightening. 

Despite all the benefits of empowering group members, strong hierarchies of authority 

still persist in many groups with decisions being made at the top and “pushed down” to those 

who are supposed to execute those decisions. Coercive behavior only gets worse when those in 

charge are threatened. Under time or resource pressures, the degree to which they rely upon their 

authority and power to enforce decisions only gets more intense.  

Why is it like this? Surely if more devolved, inclusive decision making is such an 

obviously good idea, then it ought to be selected for in the competitive world of organizational 

life, in community groups, even in day-to-day contexts such as parents engaging with the 

children that they love.  

 Hierarchies persist due to promises of more direction, protection, speed, and social order 

and, in nested groups, the ability of authorities to change leadership easily if that does not occur.  

The self-interest of leaders also sustains hierarchies. Authority figures are often afraid that they’ll 

lose power if they try more inclusive decision-making. Leaders may believe their value lies in 

providing solutions, and engaging others in problem solving and decision making may reduce 

their self-perceived sense of value. The same is true in situations where knowledge is perceived 

to be power—If I share my understanding then I lose my power and others gain it. 

Hierarchies are well evolved for stable and relatively simple contexts that a single leader 

can understand, but they do not work well with the complex relationships, distributed 

information, and rapid change that are the hallmarks of the societies we now live in. Decisions 

propagated up through hierarchies take time and become increasingly disconnected from the 

information needed to make good decisions. If we want to create groups that balance individual 



 

 

26

and collective interests in the long term, we need to do the hard work of empowering people to 

make decisions and learning new ways of making decisions together.  

The Matrix can prove useful when there is resistance to creating more inclusive forms of 

decision making. If a group is to make progress with change, its members must not only talk 

about what they want to move toward, they must also have a way to talk about the positive and 

negative reinforcers that are keeping the system stuck. Using the Matrix groups can explore what 

is important to the group about fair and inclusive decision-making and a variety of alternatives 

can be considered. Examples include leadership not only seeking out multiple perspectives but 

encourages group members to take real responsibility for finding workable solutions to group 

challenges, shifting the power to frame a decision to members of the group, or adopting a 

consent based voting process (e.g., Agree: I agree with this and approve of it moving forward; 

Abstain: I am happy for the group to decide without me; Disagree: I think we can probably do 

better; and Block: I have strong objections to this proposal and do not approve of it moving 

forward) among other options.  

The Matrix can also be used to discuss the content of particular decisions. Simply start 

with this question: What is important to us about [decision]? Process issues can be examined by 

asking about such issues as “How can we make it more rewarding and less challenging for 

everybody to speak up?” A similar tactic can bring in the views of stakeholders. Sometimes 

groups have found it useful to use “circle talk,” perhaps at the beginning of a meeting, allowing 

everyone the opportunity to reflect on how they are and what is important to them about the 

meeting, or at the end, so everybody gets a chance to comment on what has happened. Circles, 

even physical circles of seating, can do a lot to level the playing field in a meeting and encourage 

everyone’s voice.  
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Evidence for CDP3. In the section on CDP2, we also reviewed the evidence for the 

benefits of CDP3 interpreted broadly as procedural justice. However, there is specific evidence 

that inclusion in decision making is also beneficial in groups. In a meta-analytic review of 72 

studies (N=32,870) Slemp, Kern, Patrick, and Ryan (2018 & Ryan, 2018)) showed that when 

leaders give followers choices and support them in executing those choices, they are happier, 

have less distress, are more productive at work, and are more intrinsically motivated to exert 

discretionary effort.  In support of these findings, Chamberlin, Newton, and LePine (2018 2018)) 

conducted a meta-analysis of 151 samples (N=53,200) and found that empowering people and 

giving them voice improves job performance. 

In a beautiful experimental study highlighting the specific effects of unilateral power 

upon cooperation (prosociality), Cronin, Acheson, Hernández, and Sánchez (2015 & Sánchez, 

2015)  placed participants in hierarchical or non-hierarchical conditions, with or without power. 

Over nine sequential rounds, participants who had decisions made for them acted less and less 

cooperatively over time.  Low power participants saw that there was little chance of them 

receiving a fair share of the proceeds, and so they withdrew their effort. Higher-ranked 

participants then had to work harder and harder to try to reach agreement by making larger and 

larger contributions, but to no avail. Cooperation simply didn’t happen as often in the groups 

with asymmetrical power as it did in the groups where power was balanced.  This study 

replicates what is found in animal species. The strength of dominance hierarchies in animals 

varies. Species with strong hierarchies, such as chimpanzees, cooperate less than species with 

more relaxed, weaker hierarchies, such as cottontop tamarins. 

Using a sample of 22,547 participants in the European Social Survey, participatory 

decision making was shown to be associated with greater job satisfaction (Pacheco & Webber, 
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2016).  Critically, lower than average participation had a larger marginal effect upon job 

satisfaction than a range of other variables demonstrating the importance of participation in 

decision making.   

In a multi-level review Bashshur and Oc (2015) argued that having process and decision 

control is generally associated with improved performance, higher perceptions of justice, better 

job attitudes, improved relational outcomes (trust, liking, leader support, loyalty, etc) and 

increased intention to stay in the group at the level of the individual. Most of the work at the 

level of the group appears to have been focused on voice as dissent. Having more minority 

dissent is associated with greater innovation (as long as people are involved in decision making 

about implementation). However, it may also be disruptive for groups. At the level of the 

organization, voice tends to improve turnover, organizational learning and organizational 

performance while reducing wrongdoing. 

CDP 4: Monitoring Behavior 

For groups to function well, it’s essential to have some way to monitor agreed-upon 

behaviors. In hierarchical organizations, monitoring agreed behaviors tends to be seen as the job 

of a manager or other authority. But such top-down monitoring is often coercive and serves the 

interests of the manager not of the person being monitored. It’s also not very transparent, and 

self-serving behaviors increase when there is a lack of transparency. Ostrom’s work suggested 

that monitoring is often better performed by peers as part of the normal interaction of group 

members. The point is to enhance the visibility of behaviors of group members to other 

members. 

If a group is to cooperate effectively, members must know what others are doing. If 

group members don’t notice and care about others’ behavior, the group cannot appropriately 
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coordinate its actions, discourage disruptive self-interested behavior, or encourage helpful 

cooperative behavior. We use the term “monitoring” to describe observing with intent to 

coordinate behavior. For some people, that word sounds a bit sinister because it’s sometimes 

associated with powerful people attempting to control the behavior of others. But when we use 

“monitoring,” we really just mean transparency of behavior—all members being able to see or 

notice what others are doing in the group. In this chapter, we’ll explore what monitoring is and 

how you can build it into your group in a way that supports individual self-determination while 

also taking care of the needs of the collective.  

The aim of monitoring is to capitalize on the positive reinforcement arising from 

cooperation rather than the negative processes of coercion and control. This CDP is about 

transparency, and caring about and noticing the work of others, not introducing a dead hand of 

control. This is why we emphasize that monitoring ideally include peers knowing what others are 

doing in the group. In some contexts, this might be as simple as regular meetings to discuss what 

members of the group are working on. In others, it might involve more formal systems of review, 

such as after action reviews of team performance, performance appraisal discussions with a 

manager, or obtaining feedback from a survey of peers and subordinates in something like a 360-

degree feedback process.  

As with the other principles, this principle works at any scale. A virtual team must be 

able to see what everyone is doing in order to coordinate and perform, just as global arms control 

relies upon each nation being able to monitor nuclear testing and distinguish it from earthquakes.  

Despite its obvious utility, as with all the principles, monitoring is not necessarily 

something that all groups do well. In our experience, groups do monitoring badly in three main 

ways: 
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 To the wrong extent: Too much or too little relative to the purposes of the group 

 Ineffectively: When either not enough information or the wrong information is 

gathered about behavior 

 Coercively: When monitoring is used not to enhance mutual learning but instead 

to force behavior  

There are two key practices to making behavior visible to others in the group. First, 

groups should share information about what members of the group are doing, either through 

meetings; online, asynchronous tools, such as project-management software; or other channels. 

Second, groups need to have processes for managing the performance of all employees that 

preserve the group’s internal cooperation and prosociality.  

An obvious way to make behavior more transparent in a group is to share information 

about progress made toward objectives using collaborative project-management tools, such as 

Trello or Asana. Many similar tools are available. Putting information online in a readily 

accessible format can be particularly important when members of the group work remotely and 

the online shared space is sometimes the main means for getting information about what others 

in the group are doing. This strategy primarily works to enhance coordination, but it can also tap 

into the other benefits of monitoring, such as by increasing prosociality, decreasing free-riding, 

and improving motivation.  

To be useful, monitoring needs to be timely; focused on support and not coercive control; 

and mutual. Systems such as 360-degree feedback, with which staff can notice and comment 

upon manager behavior in the same way that managers notice and comment upon staff behavior, 

help to create norms of mutual accountability and shared continuous improvement. 

The collective Matrix can be used to generate information about what needs to be 
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monitored because it specifies valued individual and group behaviors as well as defensive 

individual and group behaviors that are likely to interfere with effective cooperation. For 

example, a group member might flag in the personal matrix that they tend to go quiet and not 

volunteer their opinion when they feel unsure about something. This might work against 

effective cooperation if important dissenting voices are ignored. Given this information, other 

members of the group are in a better position to notice when the person might be avoiding 

speaking up and respond helpfully to include that person in the group discussion.  

Evidence for CDP4. Bernstein (2017) conducted a review of evidence for the benefits of 

monitoring and argued that being more able to see the work of others (transparency as 

monitoring) resulted in improved performance, communication/sharing of knowledge, learning 

and more prosocial behaviour through peer effects.  He also noted, however, that when 

monitoring begins to feel like surveillance, it can easily be experienced as an invasion of privacy.  

Clearly monitoring must be done in a way that supports group members in achieving their 

purposes without excessive intrusion into their privacy.  Negative evidence for this principle also 

comes from a study showing that when high trust leads to less monitoring, team performance 

tends to decline (Langfred, 2004). 

There is also fascinating evidence that we have evolved to act more prosocially when 

monitoring is present. In a series of controlled studies, researchers showed that people are 

more likely to make voluntary donations when there is a picture of a pair of eyes on the 

wall than when there is not (Bateson, Callow, Holmes, Redmond Roche, & Nettle, 2013; 

Bateson, Nettle, & Roberts, 2006; Nettle et al., 2013). This basic finding in the lab has been 

replicated in a variety of contexts: the presence of watching eyes also increases charitable 

giving, decreases littering, increases the picking up of litter, and increases contributions to 
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an “honesty box” in which people pay for coffee and other supplies in a shared kitchen. 

 

CDP 5: Graduated Responding to Helpful and Unhelpful Behavior 

No one is perfect when it comes to fulfilling the obligations of a group. Even the most 

capable and well-meaning members can fail, especially given competing demands upon their 

time and attention. While Ostrom was focused on graduated sanctions for misbehaviors the 

reinforcers were built in: access to common pool resources. In addition, Ostrom’s groups tended 

to be stable and leaving was not a ready option. In order to generalize this principle, it needs to 

extend beyond just group responding meant to discourage unhelpful behavior and include 

responding meant to encourage helpful behavior. Without such positive reinforcement, there is 

little incentive to stay with the group and people either disengage or leave. The key issue is 

responding at an appropriate level of intensity to either encourage or discourage behaviors 

contributing or detracting from cooperation within the group. 

Responding effectively to increase prosocial behaviors and decrease antisocial behaviors 

is not always easy, as seen in how often we get it wrong. The formal and informal processes put 

in place to respond to behavior should be focused on creating cooperation to move a group 

toward its shared purpose. As much as possible, such processes need to honor and preserve the 

degree to which people feel in control of their choices, their capacity to effect change, and their 

relationships.  

Ostrom emphasized graded sanctions for negative behavior and sanctions that start small 

are far less likely to elicit strong emotional responses, counterattacks, or withdrawal from the 

group. By giving violators an easy way out, the sanctions also are likely to seem fairer and less 

indiscriminate.  
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In the successful groups that Ostrom studied, if violations persisted, the sanctions 

escalated. For example, if gossip might be followed by a visit from village elders. Often 

increased sanctions include guidance about what to do to avoid future sanctions.  

If strong sanctions are applied immediately, instead of after a more mild sanction, it can 

undermine trust and provoke retaliation. Nobody wants to be in a group in which, literally or 

figuratively, the smallest violation could result in your head being cut off. Graduated sanctions 

can have the opposite effect, because others see that abusive and costly forms of selfishness will 

not be tolerated and thus their own cooperative steps are likely to be reciprocated. 

The ultimate sanction of being cast out of the group gives gentle warnings part of their 

punch. We’ve probably all been in work groups in which we felt a sense of relief or gratitude 

when a chronically toxic staff member was finally let go.  

At the same time, a greater emphasis on positive reinforcement for helpful behavior 

avoids many of the negative risks of sanctions. It is important to encourage collective “toward” 

behaviors wherever possible rather than just focusing on individuals and behaviors that are not 

wanted. Rewards that are integral to the task itself are less likely to land poorly than crude use of 

external rewards. Within-group competition can be destructive if the gains that result from 

increased winner motivation are canceled out by losses in motivation on the part of losers. 

Focusing responding on behaviors and achievements that support shared purpose and identity, 

equity, and inclusiveness bolster the group against these dangers. 

One of the many benefits of the Matrix is that it reveals what members of the group will 

consider reinforcing. Everybody is different, and we can never assume that a particular behavior 

will be reinforcing. The Matrix can also be used to explore what is important to us about this 

CDP; how we might implement it; what hooks might show up and get in the way of 
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implementing the principle; or what the group might do in light of these hooks and defensive 

behaviors.  

It is usually best to explore responding to helpful and unhelpful behavior separately, 

because the values and concerns are often quite different. Often groups know what works for 

responding to unhelpful behavior in a graduated way, such as by first asking the person why they 

did what they did, followed by things like skills training in responding constructively. 

Eventually, however, the group hits a sense that they don’t know what to do, that the response 

might escalate conflict, or fear of confrontation and social disapproval. Walking inside these 

barriers in a values-based way is necessary to see full progress. This might include reorienting to 

the purpose of consequences, taking the perspective of the other person, defusing from 

judgments about what happened and creating openness to gathering new data. It is also important 

to separate out evaluations that are subjective from actual observations.  

Evidence for CDP5. There are large bodies of evidence both for graduated sanctions and, 

obviously in this context, appropriate reinforcement in enhancing prosocial behavior in groups.  

In terms of graded sanctions, people are more cooperative when opportunities to altruistically 

punish uncooperative behavior are present than when they’re absent (Fehr & Gächter, 2002). Just 

the threat of sanctions via exclusion for “bad apples” decreases antisocial behaviors (Kerr et al., 

2009).  Sanctions are not just beneficial at the individual level, at the organizational level, 

(Gürerk, Irlenbusch, & Rockenbach, 2006) showed that institutions that had sanctions 

outcompeted institutions without sanctions by attracting members and cooperating more 

effectively.   

That begin said, it has long been known that sudden reductions of positive reinforcement, 

or sudden presentation of aversive consequences will produce increases in aggression in humans 
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and non-human animals alike (e.g., Frederiksen, & Peterson, 1977).Meta-analyses show for 

example that social use of intense negative consequences (e.g., parental corporal punishment) 

increases compliance short term – but it also increases aggression longer term (Gershoff, 2002),  

Interactions between sanctions and trust are complicated. On the one hand, sanctions 

appear to be particularly important in environments where there is lower generalized trust 

(Yamagishi, 1988).  On the other hand, in a meta-analysis of 83 studies involving 7,361 

participants across 18 societies (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013), levels of trust and the enforcement 

of social norms were reciprocally related such that each increased the other. Sanctions work 

more effectively when there’s trust. For example, in high-trust societies such as Denmark and 

China, the prospect of punishment for failing to contribute to shared public goods promotes 

cooperation more effectively than in low-trust societies. 

 

CDP 6:  Fast and Fair Conflict Resolution 

Any group that involves committed individuals acting authentically will inevitably 

encounter conflict as people have different interests and information. It is best to plan for 

conflicts and their resolution from the beginning. Successful groups have ways of reaching 

timely resolution or accommodation of differences in ways that honor individual differences in 

values and perspectives. 

Conflict is normal and inevitable in any high-performing group. Group members perceive 

situations differently—noticing different “facts” and putting them together in different, 

sometimes self-serving ways. This network of beliefs and evaluations is simply our symbolic 

relational repertoire in action. We create and derive networks of meaning to understand and 

predict the behaviors of others. But our networks of meaning can easily become rigid when we 
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see them as the only possible truth rather than a perspective. The sense we make of situations 

tend to be self-serving—we seek out and process information in ways that will confirm our 

existing views.  

If a group is to find a way through conflicts, it needs to ensure it has effective capability 

at three levels: 

1. Interpersonal skills such as listening well and speaking assertively not 

aggressively 

2. Personal skills such as emotion regulation and perspective taking  

3. Group-level agreements and processes for managing conflict efficiently and 

effectively. 

Healthy conflict tends to be focused on tasks and includes legitimate differences of 

opinion, values, perspectives, or expectations. Unhealthy conflict tends to be more focused on 

labelling or judging individuals. It often involves people competing for scarce resources or 

power, conflicts between individual and collective goals, and poor communication patterns. 

 Healthy task conflict can be seen as a sign of a thriving, autonomy-supportive 

environment where people are encouraged to think for themselves and voice their opinions. Task 

conflict might arise because members perceive value issues differently, or because they bring 

different types of expertise to a task, leading them to see different solutions. Healthy 

disagreement can contribute to creativity, learning, and better solutions overall. Groups that 

experience no conflict, not even task conflict, are usually composed of highly avoidant members 

who are deferential to the leader.  

Relationship conflict tends to be much more emotional, and it involves tension, 

annoyance, and animosity between people. Negative and rigid evaluations and judgments of 
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others fuel relationship conflict. Whereas task conflict tends to produce more effective group 

decisions, relationship conflict is usually associated with poorer group decisions. Furthermore, 

relationship conflict usually creates disconnections between people as they avoid one another, 

leading to failures to transmit information and coordinate activity. The second author of this 

chapter once worked with a surgical team, the members of which were locked in relational 

conflict to the extent that they weren’t passing on information about the treatment and current 

condition of patients at the handover between shifts, creating extreme risk for patients. Relational 

conflict also consumes a huge amount of emotional energy, distracting people from the task and 

causing them to waste time gossiping and disagreeing.  

To the extent that a safe and trusting environment exists within a group, there is a lower 

likelihood of people hearing disagreement as criticism, as well as an increased willingness to 

speak up knowing that disagreement will be less likely to blow up into emotionally charged 

relational conflict.  

The overwhelming strategy most people use to manage the difficult feelings and thoughts 

associated with conflict is to simply avoid having it. Work teams learn what is “undiscussable,” 

whether it be the manager’s behavior, a team member’s free-riding on the efforts of the rest of 

the team, or the lack of feasibility of a poorly thought through strategic plan. 

If conflict is not dealt with effectively, it can undermine all the other principles. Conflict 

resolution includes (Fisher, Ury, & Patton, 2011): 

1. Separating the people from the problem. 

2. Focusing on the shared interests of both parties. 

3. Developing many options that can be used to solve the problem. 

4. Evaluating the options using objective criteria. 
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The matrix provides an effective tool for implementing these four recommendations and 

creating more integrative solutions. Mapping out the values and overarching goals espoused by 

each participant, and having recognized that they had much in common, sets an effective stage 

for exploring the fears and concerns. When making specific recommendations for action conflict, 

it’s possible to think more abstractly about shared values to see if there’s a way to come up with 

a specific action that will meet the needs of both sides.  

When your group members seem to be stuck in conflicting positions, the matrix can help 

identify the underlying interests through questions such as these: 

 What is most important to you about getting X  

 What matters most to you here?  

 What would you like to accomplish by getting X? 

 What is it about this that really matters to you in the longer term? 

 If you got what you are asking for, what interests and needs would that satisfy 

Focusing on interests tends to shift the focus from the unchangeable past or present to 

what we want for the future, which is the only place where changes can be made. Flexibility 

skills such as learning to take the perspective of others, empathize with them, and tolerate the 

pain of conflict helps transform the meaning of conflict from something to be avoided into 

something to be used for learning and growth. 

A more helpful stance is to objectify the problem rather than the person, and to assume 

that everyone in the relationship has understandable intentions, at least from their own point of 

view. From this perspective, we can stand side by side instead of being squared off against one 

another, and thus work on solving the problem together.  

Aside from developing personal and interpersonal skills to manage conflict effectively, 
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having agreed-upon principles and processes that everyone can trust can greatly help the process 

of conflict resolution.  

It is important that conflict management occurs in a timely manner. Typically, effective 

conflict resolution begins as an informal conversation between the parties involved. If 

participants have learned some of the skills of emotional self-regulation, perspective taking, 

listening effectively, speaking assertively not aggressively, and holding a conversation to a clear 

purpose, it’s often possible for them to simply work through differences in open conversation. 

Beyond that initial conversation, it’s quite common to encounter conflict-escalation processes 

that move through stages as required, from one-on-one conversation to a mediated conversation 

to some kind of informal arbitration process to an external arbitration process, for example.  If 

groups successfully manage task conflict so that it doesn’t become relational, they can improve 

not only the level of cooperation within the group, but also the levels of creativity and 

performance.  

Evidence for CDP6. Relational and process-related conflict is generally unproductive 

while task-related conflict is productive as long as group members feel psychological safe 

(Bradley, Postlethwaite, Klotz, Hamdani, & Brown, 2012).   A meta-analysis of 116 studies 

examining 8,800 teams showed relationship and process related conflict was associated 

with poor group outcomes.  Unlike earlier studies, this analysis did not show a negative 

relationship between task conflict and group outcomes (de Wit, Greer, & Jehn, 2012 2012).  

Teams with high task conflict and low relationship and process conflict are more effective 

at resolving conflict and perform more effectively (O’Neill, McLarnon, Hoffart, Woodley, & 

Allen, 2018 Woodley, & Allen, 2018). 

One example of the ways that poorly managed conflict can undermine all the other 
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principles is the effects of conflict upon teams that are structured for equitable (CDP2) and 

inclusive decision making (CDP3). Self-managed teams restructure themselves in response 

to unmanaged conflict.  Over time, people share less information with one another, were 

less trusting of giving others autonomy to make decisions, and avoided others with whom 

they were supposed to be cooperating, all of which eventually undermined many of the 

benefits of giving a group authority to manage itself (Langfred, 2007).  But the effects can 

run the other way as well. More group cohesion (CDP1) moderates he effects of conflict 

upon team performance (Nesterkin, 2016) and having more voice in organisational dispute 

resolution (CDP3) results in more effective conflict resolution which in turn results in 

lower turnover intentions (Van Gramberg, Teicher, Bamber, & Cooper, 2017). 

CDP 7: Authority to Self-Govern 

The seventh design principle shifts the focus away from the internal social organization 

of the group and toward external relations. Every group is embedded in a larger society that can 

limit its ability to govern its own affairs. These constraints can interfere with the objectives of 

the group and the implementation of CDPs 1-6.  For example, state educational policy might 

impose limitations on how classes can be taught or a military group might be forced to get 

permission from a chain of command before they can act in an emergency situation.  To create 

really high performing groups, it is essential to provide an environment that does not excessively 

interfere with their capacity to implement principles 1 through 6. 

In a sense, this principle is the same as CDP 3 (fair and inclusive decision making), but at 

the group rather than individual level. Both CDP 3 and CDP 7 involve rights and responsibilities 

associated with autonomy—the right to have a voice and the responsibility to put forward one’s 

perspective and expertise.  
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Energy and creativity can be unleashed when larger-scale entities, such as governments, 

corporations, and even the military, make it easier rather than harder for groups to form and 

manage their own affairs, and in a way that also contributes to the welfare of the larger-scale 

entity. The collective matrix can be used work with a group to explore options for increasing 

authority to self-govern.  

However hard it might be for a group to become more autonomous, the results are likely 

to speak for themselves. If you’re fighting for autonomy, try to get your “superiors” to let you try 

self-governance on a pilot basis.  

Evidence for CDP7. As currently framed, it is somewhat complex to assemble evidence 

specifically for this principle. As we use Prosocial, we are increasingly conceiving this principle 

as an absence of interference from outside the group in CDP’s 1-6.  Put simply, if a team is 

unable to implement principles 1-6 effectively because of a hostile or even benevolently 

controlling environment, they will be unlikely to succeed for all the reasons given in the previous 

sections.  

But there is more specific evidence for this principle from studies that compare teams that 

are relatively autonomous (self-managing) with those that exist within more traditional 

hierarchies. As just one example, Kirkman and Rosen (1999) showed that ‘empowered’ teams 

were “more productive and proactive than less empowered teams and had higher levels of 

customer service, job satisfaction, and organizational and team commitment.”  Another empirical 

study of government departments showed that self-management contributed to job satisfaction 

and resource attainment but it was less important than just having effective teamwork (i.e. 

principles 1-6) (Yang & Guy, 2011). 
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CDP 8: Collaborative Relations with Other Groups 

This principle can be seen as a kind of meta-principle that allows all the other principles 

to be scaled to groups of groups. It concerns the way a group relates to the others with which it is 

in contact. If we are to build systems of cooperation, a group needs not only to practice 

principles 1-7 itself but also relate to other groups using principles 1-7.  This can go wrong in 

two ways: a) other groups may not cooperate with you (e.g. they don’t include your group in 

important decisions, behave in ways that can’t be monitored, and so on), or b) your group may 

not cooperate well with other groups. In this fashion, the same design principles are relevant at 

all levels of a multi-tier hierarchy of social units.  What is key is that group relations throughout 

systems of interest embody principles 1-7. In that context it is important to determine whether 

groups have purposeful, equitable, inclusive, transparent, responsive, harmonious and autonomy-

supportive relations with other groups.  

Multilevel selection theory casts the necessity of managing between-group interactions in 

particularly sharp relief. The general rule of multilevel selection is that adaptation at any given 

level requires a process of selection at that level and tends to be undermined by selection at 

lower levels. Many social pathologies are examples of lower-scale cooperation that’s disruptive 

for higher-scale social units. For example, cooperation among relatives can become nepotism. 

Cooperation among friends can become cronyism. Policies based on “my nation first” can be 

toxic for the planet. CDP 8 leads us to a necessary conclusion: a full-scale evolutionary approach 

inevitably leads to global concerns and considerations. 

Selection at the upper levels of a multitier hierarchy of groups might seem inherently 

more difficult than that at lower levels. Perhaps, but consider that each of us, as multicellular 

organisms, are already groups of groups of groups—in fact, we are multispecies ecosystems 
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when you take our microbiomes into account!  

The concept of polycentric governance has the same quality of common sense as do the 

CDPs 1 – 7 for single groups. Yet, polycentric governance does not spontaneously evolve—it 

must be mindfully constructed, similar to relations among individuals within single groups.  

A central insight for polycentric governance done right is that the core design principles 

are scale independent. Polycentric governance offers a fractal view of groups as organisms in 

their own right, allowing conversations to shift to how those entities might implement principles 

1 through 7 in their relationships with one another. Groups of groups also need their own shared 

sense of identity and purpose (CDP 1); they must distribute contributions and benefits fairly 

among their member groups (CDP 2); all groups should take part in decision making (CDP 3); 

agreed-upon behaviors should be monitored (CDP 4); there should be praise for good behavior 

and graduated sanctions for deviant behavior (CDP 5); there should be ways to resolve conflicts 

among groups that are fast and fair (CDP 6); and the group of groups should have the authority 

to manage its own affairs (CDP 7). The same can be said of groups of groups of groups—created 

appropriate relations at still larger scales, potentially to the scale of the entire earth. In this sense, 

CDP 8 is less a separate principle and more about the applicability of principles 1 through 7 at 

any level of organization. 

There are several practical implications of CDP 8. First, when a single group grows in 

size, it must differentiate its members as groups of groups in order to function well. Think about 

how many groups compose a school system, a corporation, a hospital, or a government agency. 

In these cases, there’s a lot of scope for implementing polycentric governance for the whole 

organization.  

Second, if your group or multigroup organization has become prosocial enough to 
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function as a corporate unit, then you can work with like-minded groups to form prosocial 

consortia that thrive in competition with less-organized groups. A number of enlightened 

business corporations are taking impressive steps in this direction, as we will describe.  

Third, the more this false and destructive narrative can be replaced by a more 

scientifically validated narrative based on multilevel selection theory, then the more the CDPs 

will “make sense” at all scales.  

Evidence for CDP8. Once again, it is not a trivial matter to assemble evidence for this 

principle. A central tenant of multi-level selection theory is that between group 

competition can enhance within-group cooperation (see for e.g. Majolo and Maréchal 

(2017) for an example in children} over time. But this does not mean that we must always 

be condemned to living within constantly warring small groups. The genius of Ostrom’s 

principles lies in their capacity to be enacted at any scale. The Prosocial model framing of 

CDP8 is that principles 1-7 will also work at group, and systemic levels. That is, to work 

effectively, groups of groups must also have shared purpose, equity, inclusive decision 

making, transparency, effective feedback, effective conflict management and appropriate 

autonomy from broader systemic forces in order to cooperate effectively.  One could argue 

that science as a whole is a prime example of a polycentric system. It is highly values 

centric- drive by ideals such as objectivity and replicability. There is no centralized 

governing body, no global leader of science. But there are massive and highly effective 

global networks of cooperation (Aligica & Tarko, 2011). 

What is really needed is solid evidence that each of the principles 1-7 apply equally 

to between group relations as they do to within-group relations.  Such evidence is available 

for some of the principles. For example, superordinate goals (CDP1) reduce intergroup 



 

 

45

conflict (Sherif, 1958)  although superordinate identities may not be optimally effective. 

There is value in retaining and celebrating subgroup autonomy and distinctiveness (CDP7) 

(Hogg, 2015).  Similarly, studies have shown that between-group equity (Vincente & 

Carolina, 2017) and between group monitoring (i.e. transparency, CDP4) (Bernstein, 2017) 

are key to system health. But this is an area that needs more research. 

 

Goal Setting for Action 

It is essential that setting concrete goals for action follow the discussions of the CDPs. It 

is here that Prosocial begins to flow seamlessly into organizational behavior management. If 

you’ve used the collective matrix to explore the different CDPs, then you will have derived 

concrete goals from the various matrices you’ve conducted. If you have simply discussed how to 

enhance the implementation of each of the CDPs, that process will have also given you a raw set 

of concrete goals. Either way, you’ll need a process for compiling and prioritizing the goals of 

the group over the short and medium term. You will need an action plan. 

Goals are important for groups because they help them to coordinate action in a shared 

direction, and because they motivate people to initiate and sustain effort, even when the going 

gets tough. But, done well, goals can also serve another critical purpose: they can help people to 

learn and adapt over time. 

Goals that are difficult and challenging on the one hand but attainable with effort on the 

other are more likely to lead to improved performance than goals that are either too easy or 

impossibly hard. By definition, improved performance requires group members to change 

behavior. If they can accomplish the goal too easily with minimal or even no change in behavior, 

then goal setting is beside the point. Conversely, members will think it unlikely that they can 
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reach goals that are too difficult. If even major changes in behavior would leave them far from a 

goal, then it’s unlikely that the motivational impact of possible goal achievement would take 

hold. 

Goals needs to be relevant to individual and group learning and performance: people 

need to see that the goal fits within their domain of responsibility, and that it matters. For goals 

to work they need to be meaningful to group members and, ideally, inspiring. If goals are not 

consistent with collective and personal values, then groups are less likely to achieve them. When 

setting goals, members need to take into account the individual strengths of members rather than 

implement the goal in a “one size fits all” fashion. Relevant goals are worthwhile, and timely; 

they fit with the other efforts of the group and with the current environment, and the right people 

and resources are present to accomplish the goal with effort. 

The well-known acronym SMART (Locke & Latham, 1990; 2002; 2006) summarizes 

goals that take into consideration the important issues. A SMART goal is: 

 Specific  

 Measurable  

 Attainable with effort 

 Relevant 

 Time-bound<end bullet list> 

SMART goals emerge naturally from Prosocial. We’ve had good results with the 

following approach, sometimes called “brain writing”: After the facilitator shares the topic and 

ideas from the matrix with the team, each member writes down ideas individually and then 

shares them with the facilitator and the group. This reduces the bias toward early ideas and gives 

everyone a voice, essentially allowing ideas to be generated in a broad way across the whole 
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group before discussion. 

Once a set of ideas has been generated, the group can discuss each and begin to refine 

and prioritize them, fitting them into SMART form wherever possible and examining their costs 

and benefits, and whether the group has the necessary capability and resources. To act as guides 

for immediate action, goals should be consistent with the group’s longer-term vision but be 

something that can be attained in the next quarter to year.  

Once goals are prioritized they should be allocated to people, with parameters for 

accountability. While it is certainly possible for a small group to have accountability for 

completing a goal, it’s often useful to hold just one person accountable for ensuring that the goal 

moves forward. Shared accountability can sometimes lead to nobody feeling any particular 

pressure to complete the goal. For that reason, it’s usually best to assign the responsibility for 

making sure goals are completed to people or small groups before ending the Prosocial session. 

Groups that have created SMART goals using the Prosocial process usually find value in 

continuing to use the matrix, and in reviewing the steps to implement the CDPs as members 

pursue the tasks required to meet their goals. 

Evidence for Prosocial 

Throughout this article we have provided extensive evidence for each of the individual 

principles. But it is of course important to consider the evidence for the ACT relevant 

components of Prosocial, as well as Prosocial as a whole. Focusing on evidence for the ACT 

relevant aspects, we can easily find studies demonstrating, for example, the positive effects of 

psychological flexibility upon emotional exhaustion (Biron & van Veldhoven, 2012) and the 

seminal work of Bond and his colleagues demonstrating positive effects of ACT interventions 

upon workplace health and effectiveness (Bond & Bunce, 2003; Bond, Flaxman, & Bunce, 2008; 
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Bond, Flaxman, Van Veldhoven, & Biron, 2010; Donaldson-Feilder & Bond, 2004; Flaxman & 

Bond, 2010).  

But while this work is excellent, the effects of ACT training that is solely focused upon 

psychological flexibility may not be optimized for the contexts and purposes of group 

cooperation. Just as applying ACT to depression involves behavioral activation and ACT for  

anxiety involves exposure, ACT interventions may need to be explicitly tailored toward 

consideration of the components of cooperation in order to maximally influence behavior 

change. We believe that the Core Design Principles are just these components of cooperation.  In 

small groups you need to also focus upon training specific skills related to functions such as 

resolving conflict, giving feedback and making decisions, in order to foster trust and cooperation. 

To date there have not been any randomized controlled trials of the effects of Prosocial 

upon groups and this is certainly a situation we are working to rectify. However, we do have 

emerging evidence for the effectiveness of Prosocial. In a naturalistic setting, (Styles, 2016) was 

able to compare a government department that received a combination of Prosocial and strategic 

visioning training with the rest of the entire Australian Public service between 2014 and 2015 on 

a series of measures of morale, job satisfaction and leadership. He found that, while the 

Australian public service trended downwards across the year on all these measures, the 

department with which he worked generally improved.  In another study (Wilson, Philip, & 

Atkins, in preparation) showed that work groups on average scored lower on implementation of 

the CDPs than non-work groups, and that the CDP’s were highly correlated with group outcomes 

such as group satisfaction, commitment and trust.  While this evidence is consistent with the 

extensive evidence reviewed earlier for all the elements of Prosocial, further research is 

obviously required to test the efficacy of Prosocial in a variety of contexts.  
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Conclusion 

The integration of psychological flexibility principles and the core design principles 

allows a new approach to enhancing human cooperation. Prosocial is a coherent set of methods 

that can be used  to improve the cooperation of small groups. 

 

Study Questions  

1. Describe the tragedy of the commons in your own words.  

2. What is the “skeptical view” of human cooperation that the authors describe?  

3. Describe two of the core design principles listed in the chapter.  

4. What is the “most important feature of applied evolutionary science…” as it pertains to 

small groups?  

5. Explain the quote by Wilson and Wilson (2007) and its implications for groups.  

6. What is the “primary unit of selection in human behavior” and what can undermine it?  

7. What are the two key dimensions of experience in The Matrix?  

8. What are some of the benefits of creating a shared purpose?  

9. How is inclusive decision making beneficial to groups?  

10. How do the authors use the word monitoring and why is this important?  

11. Distinguish between healthy and unhealthy conflict.  

12. Explain the benefits of successfully managing conflicts in groups.  

13. What does Prosocial meet Organizational Behavior Management? 

14. Why are goals important for groups?  
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