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Introduction 
 
Experience of mediating disputes, facilitating dialogue and promoting economic development has 
left me with a growing conviction of the vital role that co-operation plays in stimulating 
development, be it economic, social or environmental. Co-operation is often seen as ‘good’ or 
‘nice to have’, but it is much more than this; it is essential if we are to address the problems we 
face and secure and maintain a sustainable standard of living.  
 
This conclusion has been reinforced by a number of recent publications (plus others of an older 
vintage), which offer insights on co-operation and development from a number of perspectives. 
Work by psychologists, neuroscientists, evolutionary biologists, anthropologists, historians, 
economists and others suggests that the most effective strategies for survival and sustainable 
development are co-operative. This paper attempts to weave together some of the threads from 
these studies. 
 
The games people play 
 
Game theory throws an interesting light on the process of co-operation. The ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ 
game was developed to study decision making under certain conditions. Its classic formulation is 
as follows: Two men are arrested for a crime but the police do not possess enough information for 
a conviction. Each man is put in a separate cell and the police offer them both the same deal. If 
one testifies against his partner (defects) and the other remains silent (co-operates), the defector 
goes free and the co-operator receives a one-year sentence. If both remain silent, both are 
sentenced to one month in jail for a minor charge. If each defects both receive a three-month 
sentence. No communication between them is allowed. 
 
Played once, the rational approach is to defect to avoid the risks of a high sentence if the other 
player defects. In doing so both players lose the possibility of a lower sentence if both co-operate 
(hence the dilemma). However, when a version of the game is played repeatedly by a large 
number of players (using points rather than prison sentences), with each playing against each 
other, co-operation evolves.1   
 
In these iterated versions of the game out and out aggression or exploitation might produce 
results in the very short term, but it isn’t sustainable. Once a core of co-operators establish 
themselves, they soon begin to prevail and can usually maintain this position despite the 

                                                 
1
 Robert Axelrod - The Evolution of Co-operation (1984) Basic Books  

This pattern of co-operation is particularly successful when those playing know that they will encounter each 
other repeatedly in the future (but don’t know if or when these encounters will end) and where they have a 
clear memory of what each player has done in the past. 



 

 

occasional resurgence of defectors. Successful strategies can be characterised in the following 
way: nice (don’t defect first), provokable (respond if someone defects), forgiving (co-operate if 
someone co-operates after defecting) and clear (avoid room for doubt about your intentions). 
 
This type of evolution of co-operation is not only seen in the playing of games, it is also observed 
in real life scenarios. Perhaps the most poignant were the ‘live and let live’ strategies of troops 
who faced each for months across the trenches in the first world war. Such behaviour eventually 
led to commanders rotating divisions more regularly to prevent co-operation from evolving. 
 
Inherent in our understanding of co-operation that comes from game theory is the notion of the 
non-zero sum game.2 In such ‘games’ individual interests can be more effectively pursued by 
working with others to expand the resources available to all rather than wasting energy trying to 
divide up a given level of resources (a zero sum game). As Robert Axelrod puts it: "We are used to 
thinking about competitions in which there is only one winner....But the world is rarely like 
that...The key to doing well lies not in overcoming others, but in eliciting their co-operation." 
Critical to the development of a non zero-sum game environment is a good understanding of the 
interests of others and clear and unambiguous communication.  
 
Homo Co-operator 
 
It appears probable that the evolutionary success of humans was in large part down to our ability 
to co-operate with each other.3 This was facilitated by the evolution of hormones such as 
oxytocin, which help build trust and empathy between people in a self reinforcing spiral - as you 
demonstrate trust you will be rewarded by being trusted and so on.4 The development of 
language and culture also played a key role.5 The ability to communicate, develop cultural norms 
and agree societal rules enabled people to live and work together. This allowed humans to share, 
copy and build on the innovations of others and learn the lessons from experience and pass them 
on to future generations. It enabled greater efficiency and productivity through the division of 
labour, economies of scale and trade. It also allowed for investment in public goods (for example 
security and water infrastructure) which are much more efficiently procured collectively. 
 
This virtuous cycle of co-operation and development started in families and small groups 
(paradoxically often stimulated by competition with other groups). These groups became what 
Mark Pagel refers to as ‘cultural survival vehicles’, which gave individuals the best chance of 
passing on their genes. Gradually groups merged and spread to wider geographical areas (as the 
impact of economies of scale became evident), developing into regions and countries and 
eventually spawning multi-national institutions such as the EU and UN.  
 
Living and working in close proximity played a key role in the evolution of co-operation (and is still 
important today), although shared interests on a wider geographical scale have also become 
important (for example within academic disciplines). This is developing further on a global basis 
helped by e-mail, social networking sites and the internet more generally.  
 
Relationships and reputation have also been vital to the development of co-operation. This began 
with bonds of kinship, and developed through the direct reciprocity of individual ‘back scratching’ 
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which rewarded co-operative behaviour. As societies widened, indirect reciprocity became more 
important; a person’s standing in the community and trustworthiness was enhanced through the 
way in which they worked (and were seen to work) with others - in this environment one’s 
reputation has real value. Here again the internet looks to have enabled another phase in this 
process, for example, with the development of online rating of internet traders.  
 
Being able to trust one another was a vital element in the evolution of co-operation and was 
probably one of the main reasons for the development of rituals, customs and institutions which 
demonstrated you were ‘one of us’. This co-operation-enabling culture also carries with it the 
potential for some disturbing side effects, such as discrimination and the fear and stereotyping of 
‘outsiders’. It can also encourage ‘group-think’, from those who don’t want to be seen to rock the 
boat and can intentionally or unintentionally blind us to serious problems6.  
 
Slow down, not so fast 
 
The behavioural observations of psychologists7 and the more physiological analysis of 
neuroscientists8 suggest that as we have evolved as a species many of the traits that promote 
successful co-operation (good and bad) have become hard-wired into our subconscious.   
 
The more subconscious type of thought is referred to as System 1 thinking. System 1 is automatic, 
effortless, quickly distills a coherent story from a set of facts (then looks for confirming evidence) 
and tends to be over-optimistic and loss averse. It is also easily influenced and distracted9, prefers 
the status quo and is very poor at assessing probabilities, preferring to rely on the memories of 
what appear to be similar experiences in the past. In contrast System 2 thinking is more conscious, 
logical, evidence based and much better at calculation, but it’s also slower, much harder work and 
energy intensive.  
 
Despite the power and influence of System 1 we tend to view ourselves as a reflection of our 
System 2 thinking. Daniel Kahneman describes System 2 as a secondary character who thinks he’s 
the hero! As such we often don’t appreciate the decisions that System 1 is taking on our behalf. In 
other words we are less rational than we think we are.10 System 2 can therefore provide a useful 
check on System 1 driven decisions, which can be subject to a number of traps and biases. 
However, because System 2 requires much greater effort, System 1 thinking tends to 
predominate; indeed it’s largely what got us where we are today.  
 
The pace at which we have evolved in biological terms is now probably considerably out of step 
with the speed at which we have evolved as a society - particularly given the rate of industrial 
development in the last 250 years. In other words we are still essentially hunter gatherers 
operating in a very different and much more complex environment than that which existed as we 
evolved.  If this is the case, our hard wiring has evolved to cope with very different situations from 
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those in which we find ourselves today - even more reason for engaging both Systems 1 and 2 
thinking in support of each other. 
 
Back to the future 
 
Co-operation was not only fundamental to our development as successful hunter-gatherers11 and 
to the evolution of modern societies, it remains critical to our future development - possibly more 
so. Better co-operation can make us more efficient and effective in most spheres of activity. This 
was clearly demonstrated in recent study for the health service in Glasgow, which showed that 
when decisions about care were taken by a multi-disciplinary team, rather than one specialist, 
cancer survival rates were significantly higher12.  
 
In a business context, effective partnerships with suppliers, customers and sometimes competitors 
are becoming ever more important in most aspects of a company’s work, including R&D, 
marketing and supply chains.13  And as public expenditure comes under even more pressure, co-
operation between public providers, funders, regulators, services users and suppliers in the 
private and third sectors will become even more essential to make resources go further and 
achieve the required outcomes.  
 
For countries and regions it is those whose businesses, public bodies and academic institutions 
etc. work well together which are often most economically successful.  Clustering of firms and 
related specialist institutions (universities, lawyers, venture capitalists etc.) in relatively close 
proximity to each other characterises the development of many industries14 (for example in Silicon 
Valley15). This is a manifestation of co-operative forces at work in a business context. Spurred in 
part by competitive stimuli, formal and informal co-operation enables the exchange of ideas and 
intelligence and the development of specialist labour market. This has helped secure the 
innovation and improvements in productivity which have fuelled economic development since the 
industrial revolution.16  
 
The importance of co-operation to sustainable development goes well the beyond growth of 
individual industries. Those countries and regions that harness synergies and symbiotic 
relationships in a more systemic way, to make the whole add up to much more than the sum of 
the parts, are likely to be much more productive and sustainable. We are used to looking for the 
trade-offs between economic, environmental and social factors, but much more could be achieved 
by better understanding and exploitation of the potential synergies between the different 
elements of development and focussing on where interests are shared. A healthy, fairer, more 
equitable society will be a much more productive one and a clean environment will be much more 
attractive, healthy and involve less waste.17 A more equitable, sustainable society is also likely to 
be a happier one - at all points on the wealth and income scale 1819.  
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One reason for insufficient focus on potential synergies could be an overly constrained way of 
measuring  progress via Gross Domestic Product. GDP has for some time been seen as offering too 
narrow and distorting a lens through which to view performance.  As Robert Kennedy put it “it 
measures everything...except that which makes life worthwhile”20.  Interestingly GDP was never 
intended by its developers to be a measure of welfare. Its main shortcoming is that it excludes a 
number of valuable activities (e.g. unpaid work) and includes many things that are damaging (e.g. 
the costs of pollution)21.  
 
There are few measures that comprehensively capture all three elements of sustainable 
development. Some attempts have been made to develop an overall measure - for example, the 
New Economics Foundation’s Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW), which adds in ‘goods’ 
and subtracts ‘bads’ from GDP. Over the last half century, the gap between GDP and ISEW in the 
UK has widened considerably.22 This suggests that setting too narrow a focus on GDP growth is 
likely to lead us on a sub-optimal path. This has led to a growing interest in trying to capture a 
more rounded measure of well-being more effectively to better guide policy.23 
 
Unbalanced development 
 
The processes that help stimulate development tend to be systemic and cumulative in nature, 
with positive factors reinforcing each other in a self reinforcing upward spiral of development24. 
Co-operation plays a key role in the development and maintenance of these spirals, which have 
investment, learning, innovation and productivity growth at their heart. They can be triggered in a 
particular place by a combination of factors, including the location preferences of key people, 
pools of certain skills, resource availability and chance.25  
 
One powerful component of the cumulative process is the impact of what are known as 
agglomeration economies or positive returns to scale that help attract resources to a place and 
generate increases in productivity. The ability to be in close proximity to people you want to co-
operate with in a particular industrial cluster can be a major driver of this process. This is even 
more pronounced in a more knowledge based economy where the exchange of ideas is critical and 
where the diseconomies of scale suffered by more physical production process are less likely.26  
 
As a result, development is becoming more concentrated. This can be seen in the increasing 
urbanisation of the world and the development of global cities like London and New York as the 
focal points for co-operation, creativity, innovation and control of global businesses. Over half the 
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world’s population now live in cities and the number of ‘one million plus’ cities is estimated to rise 
from 75 in 1950 to 546 in 2025 (including 128 in China).27  
 
While providing a positive stimulus to development, the urbanisation and agglomeration process 
is driven in large part by decisions based on private costs and benefits. In contrast, the downsides 
and diseconomies of urbanisation tend to be related to social costs such as pollution and 
congestion. Co-operation in the way urban areas are managed, particularly in assigning these 
external costs will be vital if these effects are to be mitigated. 
 
The flip side of the virtuous cycle of development is a vicious spiral of decline where development 
does not take hold. Low incomes, low demand, low productivity, high crime, poor health etc. all 
build on each other and result in both human misery and wasted resources and economic 
potential. To a great extent these areas are often prisoners of their own history.  
 
The cumulative nature of the process means that once an area becomes locked into such a spiral 
of decline there are few self-correcting mechanisms and it is difficult for areas to mobilise the 
necessary resources to break out of their own accord; to have any chance of success requires a co-
operative effort.   
 
Co-operation between richer and poorer places can play a vital role in helping to break downward 
spirals of decline in order to realise wasted economic and human potential, which is in the 
interests of all. This is something that has been recognised in most countries and in multi-national 
groupings such as the EU in the application of regional development policy. 
 
In case of emergency 
 
Co-operation within a place is sometimes triggered by a crisis (which forces people to appreciate 
that they are in the same boat) such as in Finland in the early 1990s, when its economy came 
under great pressure as a result of the collapse of the Soviet Union. A major challenge for the 
future will be finding ways of fostering co-operation without needing the stimulus of a crisis.  
 
Not that we are likely to be short of crises - economic, environmental or social. Such crises  will 
often take the form of a ‘tragedy of the commons’.28 This is a type of prisoner’s dilemma where 
individual short term advantage, or fear of loss overwhelms the wider collective (and eventually 
individual) good and where the wider costs and benefits to society as a whole are not adequately 
factored into individual decisions.  
 
These are sometimes called collective action problems. They were identified by Darwin in the 
natural world, who observed that the individual seeking of relative advantage within a species 
often undermines the common good of the species.29 Addressing this balance between what’s 
good for the individual and what’s good for the wider society is a critical challenge. Humans’ 
capacity to co-operate is critical to meeting this challenge.  
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History is littered with examples of societies that have been unable to sustain themselves as a 
result of a failure to adequately manage resources, for example Easter Island.30 We have 
developed a better understanding of how to manage commons at a local level by focussing on 
clear communication, user defined rules, graduated sanctions and low cost dispute resolution 
processes.31 However, there are still many places where these lessons are not applied. At a wider 
geographical level taxes and regulation are used to reduce harm and rebalance incentives. 
Although there is probably much more scope to use tax to limit harmful activities like carbon 
emissions and raise revenue, while allowing tax on productive activities like employment (and the 
associated income) to be reduced. 
 
Increasingly such ‘tragedies’ are occurring on a much wider scale. At a global level co-operation is 
even more critical as we wrestle with issues like climate change. When multi-national co-operation 
works, as with the Montreal Accord on CFCs, it can transform our world. But achievements of this 
scale are few and far between and hard to pull off (as recent rounds of climate change 
negotiations have shown), particularly when short term domestic political pressures bear down on 
decision makers. 
 
Never has so much been taken from so many by so few 
 
The institutional frameworks that shape societies at all levels play a key role in fostering co-
operation and development. It is argued that differences in political and economic institutional 
frameworks across the globe and over time can explain many of the variations in patterns and 
levels of development between countries.32  As Robert Frank puts it “the explosive material 
advances of the [industrial age] have been almost entirely a consequence of new institutional 
arrangements that narrow the wedge between individual and group interests.”33 
 
The more inclusive, pluralistic and democratic institutions are, and the more clearly they can 
establish widely accepted frameworks within which individuals can operate, the more successful 
and sustainable development is likely to be. An inclusive institutional framework can enable the 
development of trust, reduce investment risks, help factor social costs and benefits into private 
decision making and build a sense of fairness and solidarity.  
 
The alternative to an inclusive institutional framework is an extractive one that relies on exploiting 
human and other natural resources. This can result in growth in the short term but is unlikely to 
generate the innovation and investment to sustain development in in the longer term. In many 
respects it is analogous to non co-operative strategies in the iterated prisoners dilemma game. 
Extractive institutional frameworks (for example, feudalism, absolute rule, colonialism and slavery) 
will also lead to wide disparities in wealth and incomes and significant injustice.  
 
Extractive institutions are also likely to generate more conflict and instability. Because they 
generate significant rewards for elites, there are strong incentives for others to try and overthrow 
the current elite to gain those rewards for themselves. This also results in very closed and 
repressive societies (and non innovative economies) as elites try to maintain control. The very 
nature of extractive societies also means they are less concerned with creating value and the 
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stewardship of resources and more interested in extracting as much value as quickly as possible 
with less concern for the longer term consequences. In other words they consume their capital 
and that of future generations. 
 
Most modern western economies have been built on a virtuous cycle of inclusive political 
institutions enabling the development of inclusive economic institutions. In this environment 
entrepreneurs and firms are willing and able to invest, innovate and increase productivity. This has 
stimulated improved economic performance alongside a more equitable distribution of income 
and wealth, which in turn has helped generate demand for more and better products and services. 
A classic ‘win-win’ situation where the interests of producers (labour and capital) and consumers 
are satisfied in a virtuous cycle of co-operation and development enabled by inclusive economic 
and social institutions.  
 
Despite this experience, evidence of a widening gap between the very top of the income 
distribution and the rest of the population suggests that an economic elite has developed in a 
number of countries34.  It is estimated that this elite (numbering 0.15% of the world’s population) 
has accumulated in the order of $20-30 trillion of unreported financial wealth (not including other 
assets such as property).35 “...for three decades extraordinary wealth has been cascading into the 
offshore accounts of a tiny number of super-rich."36 
 
It could be argued that in large part these resources have been accumulated through this elite’s 
influence on political institutions (via extensive and expensive lobbying, donations to political 
parties, control of media outlets etc.)37. This has enabled the development of an extractive set of 
economic institutions (via deregulation, tax concessions etc.) that are enriching the elite at the 
expense of everyone else. Some see the thirty years or so following the second world war as the 
high watermark for inclusive democracy, since when the interests of economic elites and global 
corporations have overwhelmed the political process and the setting of public policy.38 
 
Pursuing the economic interests of a narrow global elite puts greater value on the short term 
extraction of income and wealth rather than the longer term investment and stewardship of 
resources.39 If the lessons from other places where extractive institutions predominate are 
anything to go by this is likely to have profound implications for overall economic performance, 
social justice and the quality of the environment.  
 
In the language of game theory these recent developments could be described as a burst of 
defecting behavior. In computer modeling of ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ type games this sometimes 
occurs in an environment where co-operators predominate as it offers rich pickings for defectors. 
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Where this happens the co-operators usually regroup to see off the defectors and further the 
interests of the majority. The development of movements such as Occupy (with its focus on the 
interests the 99%) and the on-line campaign groups such as Avaaz 40 and 38 Degrees41, could be 
seen as just such a response. 
 
The contribution of mediation and more effective dialogue 
 
The right institutional framework can also help establish mechanisms that can manage the 
inevitable conflict that arises in any society in a cost effective way. Differences of opinion or 
perspective can often be a stimulus for creativity and innovation (“...in the intersection between 
perspectives, real insight can be gained”42). However, if they are not managed carefully they can 
quickly spiral out of control, fuelled by misunderstanding, poor communication and misplaced 
assumptions, into a vicious, destructive circle of conflict, which eventually consumes the parties 
involved in it.43   
 
Mediation and interests-based dialogue processes offer the opportunity to manage conflict 
constructively and treat potential dilemmas as a non zero-sum sum game. By focussing energy on 
building understanding of different perspectives and generating options, mediation provides a 
space in which potential synergies can be explored so that the shared and different interests of all 
parties have the best possible chance of being met.44 Another key feature of the mediation 
process is the opportunity it explicitly offers to carefully consider alternatives in evaluating 
possible courses of action (i.e. the engagement of System 2 thinking). 
 
The more the conflict management and problem solving approaches and processes are focussed 
on interests based approaches, improving understanding between people, building underlying 
relationships and assessing risk, and the more they become part of the institutional culture of a 
place the more efficient and effective they are likely to be.45 “..we require a collaborative attitude, 
participatory problem-solving, greater use of consensus and a shift from relying on power or rights 
to satisfying everyone’s interests”.46 
 
Conclusions 
 
Co-operation and partnership are often seen in ‘feel good’ terms rather that as hard-nosed 
essentials. This is to misunderstand the lessons of our evolution as a species and in particular the 
lessons of more recent history. The potential impact of co-operation applies at all levels and areas 
of society and can be a springboard to sustainable development around the globe. Virtuous cycles 
of development and co-operation can be established where enabled by inclusive political and 
economic institutions, but they can’t be taken for granted. Tried and tested processes such as 
mediation, which are non zero sum and are focussed on interests, can help foster co-operation. 
Failure to co-operate more effectively may well have profound consequences for our species and 
many others. 
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