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Neighborhood Watch Free Riders:

Solving the Collective Action Problem

To Create a Safer Community


Most goods and services are produced by individuals and are consumed by individuals; however, there are some goods and services that an individual cannot create by himself or herself. These goods and services can only be produced collectively. For instance, one person cannot create a safe community in which his family can live. Nonetheless, living in a safe community where one can rest easy at night is an intrinsic desire.  Although safety cannot be produced by an individual, the feeling of safety can be produced by a collective effort of citizens in the community. Safety, being a non-rivalry good, meaning that one person’s consumption of the good does not infringe upon the ability of another person to consume the good, makes safety also a collectively consumed good. Collectively produced and collectively consumed goods such as a safer community are often met with the free-rider problem.[great intro]


The free-rider problem occurs when individuals do not contribute to the production of a collectively produced good, but they reap the benefits of the good.  If a good is non-excludable, meaning that no one cannot [double negative] be excluded from enjoying the benefits, the problem becomes more difficult to resolve. Often the government steps in to eliminate the free-rider problem enforcing a law dealing with the issue or using taxpayer money.  Safety is a good that is non-excludable, collectively produced, and collectively consumed; thus, the government employs the police force.  The police force is funded collectively with the money mandatory provided by taxpayers and it is consumed by all American citizens. The police provide a service, law enforcement to make a safer community, which collectively produced and consumed by all.[elaborate as to how it is collectively consumed.  The argument is often made that the rich receive far better protection than the poor]


Despite the fact that safety has is collectively produced and collectively consumed by everyone in the United States because of the police force, the free-rider problem still exists. The reason that the free-riders still exist in providing a feeling of safety is that many communities find that the police do not provide enough security and they seek band together as a community to create a environment for them to feel safe.  This is the reason many communities across America have created community watch programs. The members of the community collectively fund and collectively consume the benefits of additional security in their neighborhood.  Because contributing to a neighborhood watch is not mandatory, as it is when government intervenes, the free-rider problem resurfaces.


This particular problem revealed itself to me about four years ago when my community sought out to create a community watch program to deal with the crime in my area.  At the time several people had been the victims of a spree of robberies in the area.  People were beginning to worry about the safety of their property and of their family at night as more robberies occurred.  The police had no evidence to bring anyone to trial for stealing property throughout the neighborhood and it appeared as if they had no intention of increasing patrol officers in the area.  In response to the police’s incompetence, several people in the community decided to create a community watch.  They decided that by paying someone to patrol the area at night to make sure that everyone’s home was safe that the criminals would be caught in the act or the threat of being caught would stop them from attempting a robbery.


The free-rider problem became an issue because everyone in the area benefited from having the community watch regardless of whether they helped fund the project.  Obviously, it would be to the advantage of the individual to reap the benefits of a safer community without fiscally supporting the community watch program.  Free-ridding would be a rational choice because a free-rider would receive benefits without paying for them.  The problem is that if too many people chose to be free-riders there would not be enough money to pay for the additional security and no one would receive the benefits of a safer community. [good] 


If safety was an excludable good then the problem could have been resolved by limiting benefits to contributors; however, security to a community is a non-excludable good, meaning that no one in the area can be excluded from consuming the good.  The reason that safety is non-excludable is that not only is it morally objectionable, but it is also illegal to refrain from reporting a crime in progress.  This means that all of the households in the neighborhood would benefit from the additional security regardless of whether or not they contributed.   The free-rider problem could not be resolved simply by excluding non-contributors because of the nature of the service being provided is non-excludable. [good]


A second option to prevent free-riders would be to make it mandatory to contribute, but that would require government intervention or a “all or nothing” threat by the people organizing the community watch program. In this instance government intervention was out of the question because the police were already supposed to serve this function. The only possible chance for government intervention would have been for them to increase police protection, but the attempt at urging the county to increase police protection of the area had failed.  Also, the “all or nothing” approach would have not produced results. Some members of the community were too poor to contribute. It was suspected that a particular person in the area was the person who had been robbing the area, and the obviously wouldn’t contribute to his demise.[if it would have proven that he was the thief I bet he would have] Thus, the tactics of threatening “all or nothing” and encouraging government intervention would have been impractical and naturally would have failed under the given circumstances.


If a few altruistic individuals had chosen to bare the bulk of the fiscal burden then the service would have been produced.  However, sacrificing oneself for the good of the community is not a position that many people have a desire to assume.  Although being known altruistic in ones community is an intrinsic desire, the instrumental desires to achieve this desire are often too much for people to want to carry through.  Besides, if people had an intrinsic desire to help people simply for the act of helping people, even at their own expense, then there wouldn’t be a need to hire a security guard because volunteers would be lining up.


One of the few solutions left was to have private benefits for those who contributed.  By having a personal benefit associated with contributing to the collectively produced good people would be more likely to contribute to the community watch program. Because receiving the personal benefit offered is desirable, the choice to contribute becomes a rational choice made in one’s own self-interest.  Now by choosing to be a free-rider a person will have forgone the personal benefit received by contributing members.


Another problem now arises.  Instead of having to raise only enough money to produce the public good, now enough money has to be raised in order to pay for both the collectively produced good and private benefit given to contributing members.  Since more people are going to contribute than before a personal benefit was offered, there will be a lot more money raised. Under idea[l] circumstances the increased numbers of participants can cover the cost of the private benefit and still contribute more to the collectively produced good than if the number of participant were less because no private benefit was offered. Now this means that people have to contribute more than they would have had to otherwise in order to pay for the private benefit associated with contributing to the collectively produced good.


The collective action presented by creating a community watch program was resolved in this manner.  A few of the main supporters of the idea to create a community watch decided to create a fund raiser that would appeal to members of the community.  They needed a fundraiser in that people would want to participate in because of the private benefit they received. In addition, the fundraiser needed to be relatively cheap to organize in order to maximize the amount of money going to creating a community watch program.


They decided to have a community get together with food, drinks, and an auction.  Announcements of the advertisement were placed throughout the community in order inform people about the event and persuade them to come. The private benefits associated with coming to the event to support the community watch program was the food, good bargains on auction items, and socializing with neighbors.  Barbecue pork was to be served as the main dish and the community knew the person who made it knew how to make good barbecue, so they knew that the private benefit would be good. 


In addition, the auction portion gave some people who wanted to contribute but could not afford to give money a chance help the cause and to get rid of things they didn’t want anymore.  Even if a large portion of the community did not want to put things up for auction, the excitement of bidding on things that were brought by a few members of the community did act as an incentive to come.


In addition to the private benefits (food and auction items), the socialization factor of the event also played a role.  By making the fundraiser a social situation, who funded the project was not anonymous. It was known that people who did not show up did not contribute.  Participating and contributing are socially desirable characteristics.  Because being socially accepted is an intrinsic desire that can be fulfilled through contributing to the community watch, contributing has taken on the value of an instrumental desire.  This means that for some people contributing helps them achieve a socially desirable status, adding a new reason to contribute on top of the private benefits associated with contributing.    



Certain members of the community who really wanted the community watch organized the event.  The profits of selling the barbecue and auction items went to fund the community watch program.  More people showed up to the event and supported the production of the collective good through buying food and auction items than would have donated money to the cause.  By making a private benefit and making contribution an instrumental desire it became a rational choice to contribute to the collective good rather than to be a free-rider.


Despite the fact that there were still a few free-riders who did not attend, the number of free-riders was reduced significantly which insured that the collective good, a save community, could be produced.  When personal benefits could be obtained the free-rider problem became less prevalent because the addition of personal benefits associated with contributing to the collective good made contributing a rational choice.  Since choosing to contribute was rational choice more people chose to contribute instead of being free-riders.  The collective action problem was resolved by making it rational choice to contribute to the production of a collective good.

Well Said.
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