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ABSTRACT. While a large amount of work has been

done to understand public good and to construct con-

ceptual models explaining the antecedents of collective

action, current literature is flawed in that most of them

only examine the lower-level public good and attribute

people’s participation in collective action to external

variables. It pays little to the developmental nature of

collective action. Utilizing Ken Wilber’s theory of inte-

gral psychology, this paper proposes a holistic definition

of public good, emphasizing its different levels of devel-

opment. The paper also introduces an integral model of

collective action that explains the antecedents of collec-

tive action in terms of not only the external individual

behavior and social factors but also the internal aspects of

individuals, organization, and society.
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Public good and collective action has been a much-

studied topic in economics, management and

sociology since the 1960s (Hardin, 1982; Marwell

and Oliver, 1993; Oliver, 1993; Oliver and Marwell,

1988, 2001; Oliver et al., 1985; Olsen, 1965).

Existing studies have been focusing on identifying

the factors that lead to people’s participation in

collective action and contribution to public good.

Some researchers attributed it to the altruistic side of

the human nature, while others argued that people

decide whether to participate in collective action

based on their rational calculation of cost and benefit

in their pursuit of personal interests. Despite their

very different and sometimes contradicting inter-

pretations of the motivations of collective action,

researchers have all worked on constructing models

that would explain the mechanisms underlying

collective action.

However, current literature on public good and

collective action is seriously limited in that it offers a

mechanistic and incomplete understanding of col-

lective action. It adopts a simplistic definition of

public good, which reduces public good to indi-

vidual economic benefits and social capital gains.

Furthermore, it explains people’s contribution to

public good through external characteristics of

individuals, groups, and organizations without

accounting for the ‘‘softer’’ aspects of individual and

society, such as emotion and culture. This paper

critiques the limitations of existing literature on

collective action and presents an integral model of

collective action that defines public goods on the

level of the individual, the organizational, and the

societal, and explains the antecedents of collective

action not only in terms of the external character-

istics of individuals and organizations, but also in

terms of the internal aspects of individuals, organi-

zations, and society.

Collective action and public good:

A literature review

Prior to Olsen (1965), most social scientists accepted

the assumption that members of a group with

common interests would naturally contribute to the

collective benefits of the group (Marwell and Oliver,

1993). Based on this assumption, they set out to

explain why sometimes people fail to participate in

collective action in spite of their shared interests

(Marwell and Oliver, 1993).

However, most of the existing theoretical con-

structions and empirical studies on collective action

started from Mancur Olson’s seminal work The Logic

of Collective Action (1965). According to Olson,
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public good differs from private good in that once

the former has been created, it would be impossible

to prevent anybody from using it (p. 14). Hardin

(1982) calls this the ‘‘impossibility of exclusion’’

(p. 16). Olsen (1965) argues that rational individuals

will choose not contribute to public good because of

the ‘‘nonexcludability’’ of the use of public good,

i.e. one can enjoy the benefits of public good no

matter he or she participates in the collective action

that produces the public good or not. As a result,

free riding will be an inherent problem of collective

action unless there are ‘‘selective incentives’’ that

motivate people to contribute to public good. These

selective incentives include ‘‘social status and social

acceptance,’’ ‘‘monetary incentives,’’ ‘‘erotic incen-

tives, psychological incentives, moral incentives, and

so on’’ (p. 61). Based on the assumptions of Olsen

(1965), two major lines of research on public good

and collective action have been developed, utilizing

two theoretical frameworks: social exchange theory

and critical mass theory.

Social exchange refers to ‘‘voluntary actions of

individuals that are motivated by the returns they are

expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from

others’’ (Blau, 1964, p. 91). According to Blau

(1964), an individual providing rewarding services to

another obligates him, and as a result the sense of

obligation causes the second person to provide

benefits to the first. If both individuals value what

they receive from the other, both tend to provide

more services, which functions as incentives for the

other to increase his supply. However, as they

continue to receive increasing assistance they origi-

nally needed, their need for further assistance will

generally decline (Blau, 1964). Rapoport et al.

(1989) applied social exchange theory to the study of

collective action and argued that people contribute

to public good because they expect they could get

something in exchange.

Another group of researchers applied critical mass

theory to the study of collective action (Marwell and

Oliver, 1993; Oliver et al., 1985). Originated in

physics, the term ‘‘critical mass’’ refers to the amount

of radioactive materials enough to start a nuclear

fission. Applying this concept to the study of society,

social scientists defined critical mass as ‘‘a small

segment of the population that choose to make big

contributions to the collective action while the

majority do little or nothing’’ and argue that people

are more likely to contribute to public good when

existing public good has reached a critical mass

(Oliver et al., 1985, p. 524). This theory is charac-

terized by the special attention paid to three aspects:

the interdependence among group members, group

heterogeneity and the function of the critical mass

(Marwell and Oliver, 1993, p. 2). More specifically,

Marwell and Oliver (1993) emphasize the role of

‘‘production function’’ in the provision of public

good, i.e. the longitudinal change in ratio of the

values that originate from the public good and the

resources invested in it. Different forms of produc-

tion function (e.g. linear, step function, general third

order, accelerating, and decelerating) lead to differ-

ent characteristics of collective action (Marwell and

Oliver, 1993, p. 59). Production function interacts

together with other variables like group size and

group heterogeneity in effecting the likelihood of

collective action in a specific context.

Even though these two theoretical approaches do not

exhaust all the existing research works done on the

phenomenon of collective action, they represent the

general assumptions and approaches that researchers

have used in studying public goods and collective action.

A critical assessment of existing literature

on collective action

Despite the progresses researchers have made toward

understanding public good and collective action,

existing studies represent a mechanical and lower-

level model of collective action (See Figure 1). First,

most of these theoretical developments are based on

the assumption that human beings are rational and

they base all their decisions on the calculation of

costs and benefits for maximum personal interests.

This assumption is rooted in the flatland view of

human beings and the Kosmos since the Enlight-

enment Age, which reduces the interior/subject

world to the exterior/objective (Wilber, 2000).

Second, current literature has a rather narrow

conceptualization of public good, defining public

good as lower-level good, especially material good.

A developmental definition of public good should

include those goods on different levels in the

development of human beings, the organization and

the society, including the physical, biological, psy-

chological, theological, and mystical (Wilber, 2000).
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Third, most of the present theories of collective

action only attribute people’s participation in

collective action to external variables, i.e. the

observable characteristics of the individual, organi-

zation, and sometimes, society. They often overlook

the fact that human beings and society are also

guided by a variety of internal forces on different

levels of development, such as emotional, religious,

and spiritual forces. At the same time, economic

gains and fame are not the only things people are

concerned with. They have higher potentials and

their consciousness can reach the states of ‘‘unitive,

spiritual, and transcendent’’ (Lajoie and Shapiro,

1992, p. 91).

Finally, most of the existing works on collective

action only offer a snapshot view of collective action

without explaining its continuation and maintenance.

To better understand the mechanism underlying

collective action, an integral model is called for to

explain the antecedents and the characteristics of

public good from the level of body to mind to soul and

to spirit. In the following sections of the paper, I will

introduce Wilber’s theory of integral psychology as

situated in his general philosophy and use it to con-

struct an integral model of collective action and public

good that adopts an ‘‘all-level, all quadrant’’ approach

(Wilber, 2000, p. 177)

A holistic definition of public good

Ken Wilber connects Eastern philosophy with tra-

ditional Western psychology. Wilber (2000) criti-

cizes the dissociation of mind and body in today’s

academic research, attributing it to the flatland view

of Kosmos in those scientific and philosophic tra-

ditions such as naturalism, physicalism, and scientific

materialism. Arguing that it is problematic to split

the dualistic existence of body and mind and it is

impossible to reduce one to the other, he proposes

the theory of transrational stages of development as a

solution to the perennial mind–body problem.

(Figure 2)

Two major arguments made by Wilber (2000)

inspired the present effort to understand collective

action and public good in an integral manner. First,

he captures the state of existence of human beings

through the ‘‘Great Nest of Being.’’ This nest

includes five levels of existence: matter/physics, life/

biology, mind/psychology, soul/theology, and

spirit/mysticism. The nest also delineates the

developmental potentials of human beings. In other

words, an individual’s developmental path is one

from the matter toward life, mind, soul, and spirit

(See Figure 3). When individuals have reached a

higher stage of development, those lower-level

needs cease to be their major concern. For instance,

when people have reached the level of the soul, they

are mainly driven by the needs of this level, and are

no longer ruled by lower-level needs, such as

material needs.

Second, Wilber (2000) argues that modernity is

characterized by ‘‘the differentiation of art, morals,

and science,’’ the three of which were previously

fused (p. 60). While this differentiation has enabled

unprecedented developments in these three aspects

respectively, it has also led to the predominance of

scientific materialism, which reduced the Great Nest

of Being into mere ‘‘system of matters’’ (p. 61). To

solve this problem, Wilber (2000) introduces the

Four Quadrants as the scheme of understanding

humans and human society through two dimensions:

individual/the collective and interior/exterior (See

Figure 4). He emphasizes the inadequacy of
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Figure 1. Traditional (lower-level) model of collective action.
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traditional science and argues that the interior and

subjective dimension of both the individual and the

collective is as important as the exterior and objec-

tive dimension that can be easily observed and

measured. In the management literature, some

researchers have proposed ‘‘ethicalism,’’ i.e. the

integration of social and ethical dimensions into

organizational management (e.g. Singer and Singer,

1997).

Traditionally, public good often refers to those

material goods that are enjoyed by the public or a

part of the general public. However, this view of the

public good only incorporated the right-hand/

exterior side of the Wilberian quadrants, i.e. the

external aspects of individual and the collective.

Furthermore, those theories only examine the public

good on lower-levels of existence. A holistic view of

the public good includes the following three aspects:

personal development, organizational growth, and

social betterment. Furthermore, the public good on

each dimension encompasses different levels of

development. In the following part of the paper, I

will explicate the content of this holistic definition of

public good on the level from the physical to the

mental to the spiritual.

Personal development

Personal achievement, not only in terms of indi-

vidual material gains but also social recognition, is

not only an important part of public good, but also

one of the major (and perhaps the most powerful)
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Figure 2. An integral model of collective action.
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Figure 3. The Great Nest of Being as proposed by Ken

Wilber. Adapted from Wilber (2000), p. 6.
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Figure 4. The Four Quadrants as proposed by Ken
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incentives of collective action. Both the social

exchange theory and the critical mass theory of

collective actions identify economic gains as the one

of the most important incentives for individuals to

contribute to public good (Marwell and Oliver,

1993; Rapoport et al., 1989). Furthermore, social

approval was found to decrease the probability of

free-riding (Gachter and Fehr, 1999).

However, personal development means much

more than money and fame. For instance, Kant

(1997) stated six necessary aspects of individual

development, which includes the awareness of and

striving for a higher level of existence, moral

harmony, and integration between the material and

the spiritual. I propose a three-level definition of

personal development in which individual material

and reputation gains, indispensable as they are, only

consist the first and the lowest level of personal

development. Self-actualization, i.e. to achieve the

full potential as human beings, is the second level of

personal development. The importance of self-

actualization in workplace has been demonstrated by

a few empirical studies. Conducting interviews and

surveys with executives and human resource man-

agers, Mitroff and Denton (1999a, b) found that a

majority of the interviewees listed ‘‘the ability to

realize my full potential as a person’’ as the thing that

gives them the most meaning in their work (p. 36).

Similarly, through a participative psycho-biograph-

ical study of the relationship between spirituality and

career behavior, Lips-Wiesman (2002) also found

that ‘‘developing and becoming self’’ was one of

major goals that people strive for in their career (p.

497). Spirituality gives people meaning in their work

and is called the ‘‘antidotes to Anomie’’ (Orwig,

2002, p. 84). On the third and highest level, human

beings are also in the quest of a harmonious rela-

tionship with the external world transcending their

narcissistic pursuit of personal gains. This is the

highest level of human development and has been

long recognized among oriental philosophers. For

instance, according to the philosophy of Confucius,

the wisdom of a man reaches its ultimate level when

the universe and the self become one (Lam, 2003).

This three-level definition of personal develop-

ment allows the concurrent pursuits of personal

development on these three levels. It is opposite to

the conflicting values perspective proposed by

Burroughs and Rindfleisch (2002), which argues

that individuals’ pursuits of material gains conflict

with their collective values, including family values

and religious values and this conflict leads to a ten-

sion that is detrimental to the psychological well-

being of individuals. A developmental view of per-

sonal development argues that material pursuits are

not necessarily incompatible with spiritual quests,

even though beyond a certain developmental level,

material gains are no longer the most important

concerns and individuals strive for higher needs

(Mitroff and Denton, 1999b).

Organizational growth

In the study of collective actions in organizations,

the survival and growth of organizations has

undoubtedly been the greatest concern of research-

ers and managers. For instance, the study of discre-

tionary database as a form of public good was aimed

identifying ways to promote the information sharing

in organizations, especially large multinational

organizations where effective information sharing is

essential to the proper functioning of the organiza-

tion (Connolly and Thorn, 1990).

A higher level of organizational growth is the

growth of its spiritual and ethical dimensions.

Researchers, executives, and the general public have

paid increasing attention to the ethical and spiritual

aspects of business organizations since scandals at

companies such as the Enron and WorldCom ex-

posed them to the dire consequences of corporations

operating as ruthless profit-making machines that

have no ethical concerns in their practices (Carson,

2003). It is generally believed that organizations’

spiritual growth has a positive effect on their eco-

nomic performance and on the personal well-being

of their employees (Garcia-Zamor, 2003). One of

the few empirical proofs of this statement is Mitroff

and Denton (1999a, b), in which they found that in

organizations that stress spiritual development,

employees are less fearful, less likely to compromise

their values, and more devoted to their work.

Organizations display different models of spiritual

development. Mitroff and Denton (1999a, b)

identified five models for fostering spirituality: the

religion-based organization, the evolutionary orga-

nization, the recovering organization, the socially

responsible organization, and the value-based
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organization. While no explicit value judgment has

been made about these models by Mitroff and

Denton (1999a, b), I argue that these models rep-

resent different levels of development in organiza-

tional spirituality. While religion-based

organizations and evolutionary organizations are

more or less religion-oriented and thus only repre-

sent a very specific (and limited) type of spiritual

development, the socially responsible organizations

and value-based organization stand for a more

comprehensive and higher level model of spiritual

growth. More specifically, socially responsible

organizations hold that business organizations have

the responsibility as an important agency for

improving human conditions and solving social

problems. They believe in the principle of hope, i.e.

‘‘good things happen to companies that lead with

good values’’ (Mitroff and Denton, 1999a, b, p.

127). Value-based organizations, on the other hand,

emphasize the central role of values and ethics in

upholding the principle of love and in achieving

goals beyond the pursuit of profits (Mitroff and

Denton, 1999a, b).

In short, the growth of organizations in both the

material sense (such as the increase in profits) and the

spiritual/ethical sense (such as the development of a

value system leading to ethical business practices and

the treatment of employees as human beings) rep-

resent a comprehensive and healthy way of organi-

zational growth. The achievement of this goal needs

the contribution of all organizational members in

terms of their collective action.

Social betterment

One major area of research to which the theories of

collective action and public good have been applied

is the study of social movement, such as environ-

mental movement, democratic movement, and civil

rights movement. The characteristics of collective

action, such as the significance of a critical mass have

been used to explain the resource mobilization in

social movements (McPherson, 1983). Others have

explored the spiritual dimension of non-violent

social protest (Bliss and Bliss, 2003).

I argue that societal public good also resides on

different levels. On the most basic level is the survival

of society with its basic needs met, basic institutions set

up, and basic social rules and norms in established. A

considerable number of societies and nations in to-

day’s world are driven by the need to survive and to

provide their members with basic material and mental

resources. People in a large part of the world are still

living under poverty line and striving to acquire the

most basic resources to live, such as clean water, basic

food, and sanitary supplies. According to United

Nation’s Human Development Report (2003), 1.2

billion people are still living in extreme poverty in

today’s world despite of the scientific and techno-

logical advancements that have improved the lives of

tens of millions in the past few decades. Most of these

people reside in countries largely isolated from the

globalizing world, haunted by war and famine, and

troubled with the spread of diseases such as HIV/

AIDS. The United Nation’s Human Development

Program (2003) articulated a set of goals for the

improvement of the human conditions in those

countries, including to ‘‘eradicate extreme poverty

and hunger,’’ ‘‘achieve universal primary education,’’

‘‘promote gender equality and empower women,’’

‘‘reduce child mortality,’’ ‘‘improve maternal health,’’

‘‘combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases,’’

‘‘ensure environmental sustainability,’’ and ‘‘develop

a global partnership for development’’ (pp. 1, 2). Even

in societies where the basic survival needs have been

met, material concerns, in the form of capitalist pursuit

of interest and monetary gains, are still the main

concern of the society. Material development and

economic growth, while arguably problematic with-

out the consideration of the social development in

other aspects, always remain a legitimate part of social

betterment.

On a higher level, societal public good refers to

the values that human beings have been pursuing for

centuries, such as freedom and democracy. The

United Nation’s Human Development Program

(2003) identified a set of goals of social development

on this level: development, peace, and human rights.

The efforts to achieve those aspirations are guided by

values such as freedom, equality, solidarity, toler-

ance, respect for nation, and shared responsibility

(United Nation’s Human Development Program,

2003, p. 28).

In addition, a more sublime stage of societal

development is the integration of all aspects of the

world and the connection with the deity (Wilber,

2000). On this level, the boundaries between nation
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states, races, religious beliefs, and political beliefs will

be broken down and people around the world strive

for the betterment of the world based on their

similarities rather than on their differences.

It needs to be noted that even though the social

betterment on these three dimensions of develop-

ment are often incremental, a society or nation can

pursue the development in these three aspects at the

same time. Furthermore, only a balanced develop-

ment on these three aspects simultaneously repre-

sents an ideal form of social improvement.

An integral model of collective action

The study of the determinants of collective action

should not be restricted to the study of individual’s

rational calculation of cost and benefit. Neither

should it be limited to the search for the selfless

characteristics of individuals. In this paper, I propose

a developmental and integral model of collective

action that views people, organization, and society as

experiencing different developmental stages and

identifying with and caring about different goals in

those stages (Wilber, 2000). On different levels of

development, people are more likely to contribute

to different types of public goods.

Traditionally, the study of the antecedents of

collective action has been concentrated on the right-

hand side of Wilber’s quadrants. Researchers tend to

account for the occurrence of collective action

through the external characteristics of individuals

and society. An integral model of collective action

should pay as much attention to the left-hand side of

the quadrants, i.e. the internal characteristics of the

individual and the collective. Furthermore, such a

model should examine each of the four quadrants on

different levels of development.

In this integral model of collective action, the

likelihood of people’s contribution to public good in

an organizational setting is decided by five sets of

variables: individual characteristics, organization

characteristics, cultural characteristics, leaderships,

and the features of the public good as well as the

interaction among them (See Figure 2). Each of

these five aspects experiences different levels of

development and exhibits different effects on col-

lective action accordingly. In the next section of the

paper, this model will be explained in greater detail.

Individual characteristics

Individuals’ likelihood to contribute to public good

is based on their characteristics on various develop-

mental levels. On the physical/material level, indi-

viduals’ decision of whether to free-ride depends on

the calculation of cost and benefit based on how

much resources they have and the extent to which

they are going to benefit if they contribute (Con-

nolly and Thorn, 1990; Marwell and Oliver, 1993;

Rapoport et al., 1989). On the mental level, indi-

viduals’ decision to contribute is influenced by

variables such as their emotion and their personality.

Many researchers have examined the relationship

between individuals’ emotions toward the organi-

zation and their pro-social behaviors, such as orga-

nizational citizenship behavior (e.g. Organ, 1990;

Van Dyne et al., 1994) and organizational sponta-

neity (e.g. George and Brief, 1992). One of the

common findings of these studies is that positive

emotion increases the likelihood of people’s

engagement in pro-social behaviors, among which is

their contribution to public good. Furthermore,

beyond people’s material and mental characteristics,

their levels of spiritual development also affect their

likelihood to contribute to public good. As indi-

viduals move up on the nest of personal develop-

ment from material toward spiritual, they are less

likely to be constrained by material concerns and

more likely to contribute to public good equal or

lower to their own level of development. This leads

to proposition 1.

Proposition 1: Individual’s tendency to contribute to

public good is a function of individual’s level of

development and developmental level of the

public good. Or:

C(p) = F(I*P)

C(p): The likelihood of individual’s contribution

to public good

I: Developmental level of the individual

P: Level of public goods

Organizational characteristics

The possibility of individual’s contribution to public

good in an organizational setting is also constrained

by the characteristics of the organization on different
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levels of development. On the material level, the size

of the organization, the heterogeneity of the re-

sources that organizational members have, and the

heterogeneity of their interest invested in the orga-

nization all influence individual organizational

members’ likelihood of contributing (Marwell and

Oliver, 1993). On a higher level, the culture of the

organization affects the probability of individual

organizational members’ engagement in collective

action. One example of such cultures is the

‘‘humanizing organizational culture’’ proposed by

Melé (2003a, b). A humanizing organizational cul-

ture respects person and personal development, takes

care of individual organizational members, and

strives for common good instead of individual good.

Such an organizational culture encourages trust and

identification, and as a result, facilitates the building

of social capital. It can be hypothesized that indi-

viduals are more likely to participate in collective

action for the benefits of others and the collective in

an organization with a cooperative orientation than

in an organization which values competition over

teamwork and collaboration. From a developmental

perspective, members of an organization that stresses

spiritual and ethical growth are more likely to

identify with the organization, compared to those in

an organization that only emphasizes profit (Mitroff

and Denton, 1999a). As a result, the former are more

likely to engage in collective action than the latter.

This leads to proposition 2.

Proposition 2: Individual’s tendency to contribute to

public good is a function of the organization’s

level of development and developmental level of

the public good. Or

C(p) = F(O*P)

C(p): The likelihood of individual’s contribution

to public good

P: Level of public goods

O: Developmental level of an organization

Culture

Culture is another factor influencing individuals’ con-

tribution to public good. Integrating Hofstede (1991,

2003)’s five-dimension model of national culture and

Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993)’s seven-

dimension model of culture, Thorne and Saunders

(2002) identified nine dimensions of culture that affect

people’s behavior: (1) individualism/collectivism; (2)

TABLE I

Dimensions of Culture

Dimension of culture Characteristics Sources

1 Individualism/collectivism The extent to which a culture prioritizes the interests

of individuals or groups

Hofstede, (1991)

2 Power distance The extent to which the less powerful members accept

the unequal distribution of power in a culture

Hofstede (1991)

3 Uncertainty avoidance The extent to which members of a culture feel stressed

and anxious about uncertainty and ambiguity

Hofstede (1991)

4 Masculinity/Femininity The extent to which a culture has distinctive or

overlapping gender roles for male and female

Hofstede (1991)

5 Orientation toward time The extent to which a culture long-term or short-term

results

Hofstede (2003)

6 Universalism/particularism The extent to which a culture emphasize general rules

or specific exceptions

Hampden-Turner and

Trompenaars (1993)

7 Analysis/integration The extent to which a culture tends to think in terms

of parts or whole

Hampden-Turner and

Trompenaars (1993)

8 Achievement/ascription The extent to which people value accomplishment vs.

status

Hampden-Turner and

Trompenaars (1993)

9 Orientation toward

the environment

The extent to which people tend to attribute their

motivations to internal or external/environmental

factors in a culture

Hampden-Turner and

Trompenaars (1993)
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power distance; (3) uncertainty avoidance; (4) mas-

culinity/femininity; (5) orientation toward time; (6)

universalism/particularism; (7) analysis/integration;

(8) achievement/ascription; and, (9) orientation to-

ward the environment (For a summary of these

cultural dimensions, see Table I). Examining Rest’s

Model of Moral Action (1979, 1994) against these

cultural dimensions, Thorne and Saunders (2002)

argue that cultural factors affecting individual’s

identification of ethical dilemmas, one’s judgment of

solution, one’s decision on whether to act according

the judgment, and one’s actual actions.

Some of these cultural dimensions will affect the

likelihood of one’s contribution to public good. For

instance, it can be hypothesized that people from a

collectivistic culture are more likely to participate in

collective action, since such culture puts more

emphasis on integration and cohesion. Furthermore,

people living in a culture with a long-term orien-

tation are more likely to contribute to public good

because they are more concerned with long-term

gains rather than immediate profits. In addition,

people from a feminine culture are more likely to

engage in collective action than those in a masculine

culture, as the former are more concerned nurturing

a harmonious relationship with the environment

while the latter emphasize ambition, material gains,

and achievements. This leads to Propositions 3–5.

Proposition 3: People living in collectivistic culture

are more likely to contribute to public good than

people living in individualistic culture.

Proposition 4: People living in culture with long-

term orientation are more likely to contribute to

public good than people living in culture with

short-term orientation.

Proposition 5: People living in feminine cultures

are more likely to contribute to public good than

people living in masculine cultures.

Developmental level of the leadership

Leaders play an instrumental role in the integral

model of collective action. The developmental stage

of leaders and its relationship to the developmental

stages of employees and organizations affect the

likelihood of individual’s contribution to public

good on different levels of development. Sanders

et al. (2003) described a transcendental theory of

leadership in which the leaders undergo three stages

of development: transactional stage, transformational

stage, and transcendental stage. This model delin-

eates the development of leaders along three

dimensions of spirituality: consciousness, moral

character and faith. Transactional leadership is based

on the external control of employees and seldom

touches upon the realm of moral development or

even higher consciousness. Transformational lead-

ership, on the other hand, is identified by Bass

(1985) as ‘‘transforming follower’s needs, elevating

them to higher levels of Maslow’s hierarchy’’

(p. 104). Transformational leaders exhibit a higher

level of development in that they have a more

internal control (i.e., they are more certain that they

can influence the organizational performance

through their own abilities instead of relying on

bureaucratic rules and institutions) and they are often

characterized by greater confidence, determination,

and a firmer belief in morals. Parry and Proctor-

Thompson (2002) found a moderate to strong

positive relationship between perceived integrity of

leaders and the demonstration of transformational

leadership. Compared to transformational leaders,

transcendental leaders have an even more internal

locus of control due to their strong focus on spiri-

tuality, which causes them to emphasize the imma-

terial (the inner spirit) rather than the material (the

physical and the body) (Sanders et al., 2003).

While whether leaders become increasingly more

effective managers as they grow from transactional

stage toward transformational and transcendental

stage is a question still be answered empirically, the

development through these three stages represents a

spiritual growth on the part of the leaders. The

development of leaders can contribute to the growth

of individual organizational members as well as the

organization in general. For instance, researchers

found that leaders/supervisors can help organiza-

tional members adapt to transitions in their life and

career and facilitate their personal development

(Drake et al., 2002).

Interestingly, research has shown that leaders do

not necessarily have higher ethical and spiritual

standards than the organization at large. Jurkiewicz

and Thompson (1999) and Victor and Cullen (1988)

found that leaders often have lower ethical standards

than their employees and there is a constant tension

between the leaders’ effort to push their lower
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ethical standards toward the whole organization and

the employees’ choice to resist this attempt. As a

result, the influence that leaders exert on their

organizations can have different directions. Leaders

can advance or impair the performance of their

organizations due to their management skills and

insights. Leaders can also enhance or hinder the

spiritual development of their organizations due to

their own levels of development. Accordingly, the

role of leadership on organizational collective action

is also bi-directional. I propose that leadership can

affect organizational members’ participation in col-

lective action in three ways. First and most ideally,

when leader’s development is moderately higher

than the developmental level of the organization, the

leader will increase the likelihood of collective

action in the organization. Second, if the level of the

leader is too high to be reached by the organization,

the leader will either have minimum influence on

the organization or negatively affect individual’s

tendency to contribute to the public good. Third,

when the developmental level of the leader is lower

than that of the organization in general, the leader

will often reduce the likelihood of employee

collective action. This theorization leads to Propo-

sition 5:

Proposition 5: Individual’s tendency to contribute to

public good is a function of the leader and

organization’s level of development and devel-

opmental level of the public good. Or

C(p) = F(L*O*P)

C(p): The likelihood of individual’s contribution

to public good

L: Developmental level of the organizational

leader.

O: Developmental level of an organization

P: Level of public goods

Types of public good

Traditionally, researchers have related the charac-

teristics of the public good to the likelihood of

people’s contribution by examining the effects of

production function of the public good. More spe-

cifically, if the production function of a collective

good is decelerating, group heterogeneity will have a

negative influence on collective action, because in

this context the willing subset is more likely to

contribute early and other members of the group

who have less interest in the public good are even

less likely to contribute later when the marginal

return is decreasing (Marwell and Oliver, 1993;

Oliver et al., 1985). In order to reach the optimal

level of contribution, the order of contribution

should be controlled, i.e., if we can make sure that

those with lower interests in the collective good will

contribute first when the marginal return is high,

those with greater interests in the public will con-

tribute later in spite of the declining marginal

returns. On the contrary, an accelerating production

function implies an increasing marginal return. In

this case, group heterogeneity will increase collective

action because those with higher interests in and/or

more resources for the public good will contribute

first although the marginal returns are comparatively

low and those members with lower interests in the

collective good are more likely to contribute later

because of the high marginal returns (Oliver et al.,

1985; Marwell and Oliver, 1993).

In the integral model of collective action, public

good is defined along three dimensions: the indi-

vidual, the organizational, and the societal. In each

of these dimensions, public goods undergo different

levels of development. I hypothesize that while on

the material level, the characteristics of public good

influence people’s tendency to contribute in a way

similar to the reasoning about production function,

the logic of rationality is not applicable to the public

goods on higher levels of development. Further-

more, people are more likely to contribute to public

good lower than or similar to their own levels of

development and are less likely to contribute to

higher levels of public good beyond their own levels

of development.

In summary, I hypothesize that collective action

on the physical level follows the general principles

laid out by previous researchers. On the physical

level, the probability of collective action is deter-

mined by the characteristics of the individual, the

group, the organization, and the public good. The

relationship between these factors is presented in

Figure 1. On this level, people base their decisions

on whether to contribute to public good through

the calculation of cost and benefit. If the benefit is

greater than the cost, people will contribute.

Otherwise, they are more likely to free ride. How-

ever, after people have transcend the most basic

258 Lu Tang



physical/material level, their consciousness and their

behavior can no longer be explained in terms of

those lower-level variables. Instead, their mental and

spiritual factors would contribute to the probability

of their participation in collective action. Further-

more, the mediating effect of the characteristics of

the public good becomes questionable when people

have transcended the material concerns of the lowest

level. The logic underlying the process and the

maintenance of collective action on the mental and

spiritual level is presented in Figure 2.

Conclusions and direction for future

research

Traditional works on collective action and public

good have been based on the assumption that indi-

viduals are rational and self-interested creatures who

decide whether to contribute to public good based

on the economic calculation of cost and benefit. At

the same time, public good has often been narrowly

defined in terms of material and reputation gains of

the individual or the group. This way of under-

standing collection action only offers a very

incomplete picture of the phenomenon, as human

beings are far more complicated than being merely

‘‘rational’’ and public good is a multidimensional

existence that goes beyond the most basic material

concerns of individuals and organizations.

In this paper, an integral model of collective

action is introduced to address the inadequacy of

current theories of collective action and public

good. Based on Wilber’s Great Nest of Being, I

proposed a developmental definition of public good

that resides on three dimensions: the individual, the

organizational, and the societal. Personal develop-

ment, on the lowest level, refers to the material

interests and social recognitions that individuals

gain. The second level of personal development is

broadly referred to as self-actualization, i.e. the full

actualization of the potential of individuals. The

highest level of personal development is individuals’

reaching of a harmonious relationship with the

external world that transcends the egotistic quest

for personal gains and development. Organizational

growth, which is the manifestation of public good

on the organizational level, can also be understood

on different levels. The survival and growth of the

organization is the most basic type of public good.

Beyond the material level, the cultivation of a

harmonious and humane organizational culture and

the growth of the spiritual and ethical aspects of the

organization represent higher levels of organiza-

tional development. Compared to individual

development and organizational growth, societal

betterment represents a broader type of public

good. It refers to the provision of basic material,

social, and institutional resources for the survival

and the further development of members of soci-

ety. Furthermore, an integral model of the ante-

cedents, the functioning, and the maintenance of

collection action was presented. In this model, five

factors determine the likelihood of individuals

contributing to public: individual factors, organi-

zational characteristics, culture, level of leadership

development, and characteristics of public goods.

The present work represents an initial attempt to

apply Wilber’s Great Nest of Being (i.e. his devel-

opmental view of human beings) and his dualist view

of mind and body toward the study of public good

and collective action. This work is still limited in the

sense that the present model of collective action only

hypothesizes the general direction of interaction

among the five factors without really specifying the

exact relationship among these factors and how they

contribute to collective action. The incompleteness

and immaturity of the model is a tradeoff for its

innovativeness. Future works need to be done to test

the hypotheses suggested by the model and further

specify the relationships among those different

variables.
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