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Abstract

Many real-world collective-action settings include environmental (or dynamic) ex-
ternalities, in that collective action by a group of decision-makers affects collective-
action environment for other people. Real-world examples include climate change mit-
igation, species preservation, and collective decisions on public education. If people
care about the environmental externality they impose on others, such other-regarding
preferences may help to resolve collective action problems. In this paper we use two-
stage Prisoners’ Dilemma and Coordination games with environmental externalities to
study other-regarding behavior under collective action. Our laboratory experiments
reveal that the presence of environmental externalities does influence subjects’ collec-
tive action, but only in certain settings. The subjects tend to forego payoffs to avoid
imposing negative externalities on others, but not to generate positive externalities
on others. This provides evidence that the subjects are driven by equity concerns
more than by social welfare maximization concerns. The evidence of other-regarding
behavior disappears once payoff asymmetry is introduced, or if strategic uncertainly
about the costs and benefits of other-regarding action is high.
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