
Summing Up Social Dilemmas

In Part II we learned about three kinds of social dilemmas—externalities, coordination

problems, and commitment problems. Each of these models describes a broad array of

social phenomena. Moreover, when any one of them occurs, the right policy intervention

could achieve a Pareto improvement. The hope is that having a conceptual understanding

of these dilemmas clarifies where there are opportunities for policy to do good.

Importantly, di↵erent dilemmas require di↵erent types of policy responses. Table 6.1

o↵ers a summary, showing the policy technologies best matched to each social dilemma.

Social Dilemma Types of Intervention Length of Intervention

Externality Pigovian tax or subsidy Long Run
Regulation

Coordination Problem Leadership and Communication Short Run
Insurance Long Run

Enforceable contracts
Commitment Problem Limit discretion Long Run

Vertical integration

Table 6.1: Social Dilemmas and Policy Interventions

We also discussed the idea that for certain types of social dilemmas, ongoing relationships

may make it possible for people to self-organize a solution. This is particularly likely in


