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Abstract 

Sustainable use of common-pool resources has been an issue of global concern in recent 

decades. In the marine coastal realm, this concern is accentuated by the onset of discourses 

around the blue economy, which brings competitive pressure on coastal marine resources such 

as fisheries. The blue economy paradigm advocates sustainable exploitation of marine and 

coastal resources for economic growth and social development. This requires institutional 

change and the assessment of the sustainability potential of various institutional 

arrangements. While no institutional solution is a panacea, co-management has emerged as a 

preferred institutional innovation for sustainable coastal resource governance. However, the 

transition to co-management regimes has faced challenges in many tropical countries. In 

Ghana, efforts to transition from centralised management to a co-management regime for 

coastal fisheries have not been successful despite the existence of enabling conditions. This 

thesis examined the challenges of the governance change in coastal fisheries in Ghana. It 

investigated the role of contextual and process dynamics in the outcomes of the fisheries co-

management regime. Specifically, it examined the process through which the transition to 

coastal fisheries co-management regime occurred in Ghana, and why the institutional 

arrangement could not be sustained. This included examining how the co-management regime 

interacted with the socio-political context and institutional environment within which it was 

implemented, and how these contextual factors influenced the outcomes (institutional 

sustainability) of the co-management regime. The thesis then explored what the findings mean 

for developing effective and sustainable co-management arrangements for coastal fisheries in 

Ghana.  

The thesis is presented as a cumulative dissertation made up of three interrelated papers. The 

first paper (paper 1) is conceptual, reviewing theories of institutional change and their 

applicability to the study of governance change in coastal marine systems. The second paper 

(paper 2) is an empirical paper that examined the process of institutional development for 

collaborative coastal resource governance. Paper 3 examined the role of contextual socio-

political dynamics in the challenges of developing and sustaining co-management 

arrangements in coastal fisheries. While the conceptual paper provided an analytical 

framework for the institutional analysis, the two proceeding papers provided empirical 

evidence based on fieldwork for answering the overall research question of the thesis. The 

thesis adopted analytical perspectives from three institutional theories: ideational theory, legal 

pluralism and the political settlements theory. Methodologically, the research adopted a 

qualitative approach, using semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions to collect 

data from relevant stakeholders in coastal fisheries in Ghana. Secondary data was also a 

valuable source of information especially for paper 1 and paper 2, to a large extent.  

Research paper 1 assessed the analytical potential of seven theories of institutional change in 

relation to the contextual features of marine and coastal systems. The analysis revealed that 

all the theories have some relevance for understanding institutional change in the marine 

coastal realm, but the analytical strength of each theory depends on the specific institutional 

features, resource system, context, and scale of governance. Due to the material and 

institutional characteristics of the marine coastal area, no single theory is sufficient for 

understanding institutional change in this realm. It concludes that the combination of multiple 

complementary theories or the use of analytical frameworks provides a better theoretical lens 
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to illuminate institutional change in marine and coastal systems. In paper 2, I traced the 

institutional development process for the coastal fisheries co-management regime in Ghana. 

The findings indicate that the institutional change was driven by donor ideologies and that the 

institutional environment (legal pluralism) hampered successful governance transition to the 

coastal fisheries co-management regime. Paper 3 explored the role of the social context in the 

challenges of sustaining co-management and if there exists any potential for a successful co-

management regime in the light of the contextual socio-political dynamics of coastal fisheries. 

The analysis shows that political interference in rule enforcement and clientelistic political 

incentives hindered the sustainability of the coastal fisheries co-management regime. The 

paper concludes that the potential for a successful co-management regime in coastal fisheries 

depends on how institutional design and implementation processes account for these broader 

socio-political dynamics both at national and local levels. Particularly, strong political will from 

political actors at the national and local levels to support co-management and to provide 

sustainable funding is required for the effectiveness and sustainability of co-management 

arrangements. At the community level, concerns of local power structures need to be 

addressed by providing the right incentives to enhance their active participation and support 

for co-management. 

In conclusion, the thesis finds that a concatenation of contextual socio-political dynamics, 

institutional and ideological path-dependencies hindered the governance transformation in 

coastal fisheries in Ghana. It makes a theoretical contribution to the institutional analysis of 

co-management, making the argument that outcomes of co-management regimes should not 

only be evaluated in terms of how such institutional arrangements produce socio-economic 

and ecological sustainability outcomes, but also in terms of institutional sustainability. It 

emphasises that to understand the challenges of sustaining co-management regimes to 

produce sustainable governance outcomes, particular attention should be paid to the process 

of institutional change and the contextual socio-political, ideological and institutional dynamics 

within which co-management arrangements are designed and implemented. The thesis 

underscores the need for a broader consideration of the socio-political and institutional 

dynamics of the resource context in governance transformation processes for sustainability in 

the coastal blue economy.
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1. Introduction  

The sustainable use of common-pool resources has been an issue of global concern in the last 

decades. In the marine coastal realm, this concern is accentuated by the onset of discourses 

around the blue economy/blue growth which brings competitive pressure on marine coastal 

resources such as fisheries. The blue economy paradigm advocates the sustainable 

exploitation of marine and coastal resources for economic growth and social development 

(Silver et al. 2015; Voyer et al. 2018b). The debates within the blue economy discourses have 

taken various forms with varied emphasis on different elements of marine and coastal 

development On one hand, there is the socioeconomic development emphasis, similar to 

business-as-usual development, that envisions the resource development potential of marine 

and coastal systems, favouring the industrial expansion of its various sectors for economic 

growth and poverty alleviation (Silver et al. 2015; Cisneros-Montemayor et al. 2021). On the 

other hand, there is a concern for the sustainability and viability of coastal marine common-

pool resources such as coastal fisheries which are important for coastal livelihoods, food 

security, nutrition and employment, and thus form an important part of the blue economy 

(Bennett et al. 2015; Bennett et al. 2019; Cohen et al. 2019). However, in all these debates, 

there is a demand for institutional change and governance transformations that can facilitate 

the actualisation of the blue economy paradigm in its socioeconomic development and 

ecological sustainability dimensions (Silver et al. 2015; Voyer et al. 2018a; Bennett et al. 2019; 

Cisneros-Montemayor et al. 2021). 

Extant studies on the institutionalisation of the blue economy paradigm have found varying 

degrees of institutional innovations (Voyer et al. 2022). Amidst these processes of 

institutionalisation and transformations, a prominent concern is the impacts the 

industrialisation of the ocean are having and will have on vulnerable resource-dependent 

communities whose livelihoods revolve around coastal fisheries (Bennett et al. 2015; Cohen et 

al. 2019; Ayilu et al. 2023). Thus, an important question of scientific interest in the blue 

economy paradigm is how coastal common-pool resources can be sustainably developed and 

managed to contribute to the blue economy aspirations (Bennett et al. 2019; Cohen et al. 

2019; Ganseforth 2023). In other words, a sustainable coastal blue economy debate has 

emerged within the blue economy discourse (Bax et al. 2022). Scholars have argued that 

achieving a sustainable and equitable blue economy requires institutional approaches that 

foster participatory and collaborative management of marine coastal spaces and resources 

with relevant stakeholders and coastal communities (Bennett et al. 2019; Cisneros-

Montemayor et al. 2021). Thus, the sustainability transformation advocates within the blue 

economy discourse emphasize the adoption of collaborative governance as an integral pillar
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for building a sustainable coastal blue economy (Bennett et al. 2019; Bax et al. 2022; Evans 

et al. 2023). 

Therefore, in the search for institutional and governance solutions towards sustainability in the 

coastal blue economy, co-management regimes are now considered mainstream and favoured 

institutional arrangements for governing coastal commons such as fisheries in both academic 

and policy circles (Cohen et al. 2021). Collaborative governance regimes have long been 

advocated for the governance of terrestrial and aquatic common-pool resources since the late 

1980s (Berkes et al. 1989; Pinkerton 1989; Ostrom 1990; Nielsen et al. 2004). Such 

institutional arrangements are often argued to have the potential to achieve sustainable 

resource governance for both normative and efficiency reasons: user participation in 

governance enhances legitimacy and compliance, reduces ex-post transaction costs, and 

improves resource management outcomes (McCay & Jentoft 1996; Nielsen et al. 2004; 

Pinkerton 2018). This has led to governance transformations towards co-management regimes 

in complex social-ecological systems, including coastal fisheries since the early 1990s (Hara & 

Nielsen 2003; Cinner et al. 2012a; Cohen et al. 2021). These governance transformations in 

developing countries have often been instigated and supported by external actors as part of 

donor development assistance programmes (Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 2007; Cinner et al. 

2012a; Orach & Schlüter 2021; Fabinyi & Barclay 2022).  

Consequently, an important field of scholarly interest in the sustainability transformation 

discourse in the coastal marine realm is to examine the processes and outcomes of such 

institutional regimes to facilitate sustainable governance transitions (Armitage et al. 2017; 

Cumming et al. 2020; Herrfahrdt-Pähle et al. 2020; Fabinyi & Barclay 2022). A lot of scholarly 

work has thus gone the way of examining the outcomes of such governance transformations 

in coastal commons (Gelcich et al. 2010; Armitage et al. 2011; Evans et al. 2011; Cinner & 

McClanahan 2015; Defeo et al. 2016; d’Armengol et al. 2018; Cohen et al. 2021). The research 

has shown that while successes have been achieved in some contexts, many such governance 

changes have faced challenges in many countries (Hara & Nielsen 2003; Béné et al. 2009; 

Levine 2016; Orach & Schlüter 2021). Successful governance outcomes in the transition to co-

management regimes are attributed to institutional design and the existence of local 

leadership, social capital and community organising structures in the resource context 

(Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Cinner et al. 2012b; Levine & Richmond 2014; Levine 2016). On the 

other hand, the co-management literature in marine coastal resource systems has identified a 

myriad of reasons for failure, such as lack of participation, unclear definition of roles among 

stakeholders, power struggles, institutional incapacity, and unsustainable funding 

mechanisms, weak social capital and lack of prior community organising experiences in the 
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resource context (Hara & Nielsen 2003; Nielsen et al. 2004; Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 2007; 

Béné et al. 2009; Levine 2016; Murunga et al. 2021).  

Despite the vast literature assessing the outcomes of co-management regimes, it is still unclear 

why co-management regimes with similar institutional designs succeed in some countries but 

fail in other contexts with strong social capital and prior community organising experiences. 

This suggests that there is the need for more context specific analysis of the outcomes of such 

institutional arrangements (Nunan 2020). Attention has been drawn to the role of the 

institutional environment, as well as, the socio-political, and  ideational dynamics of the 

resource governance context (Clement & Amezaga 2013), which have until now been under-

researched in the institutional analysis of co-management regimes (Clement 2010; d’Armengol 

et al. 2018; Nunan 2020). In particular, the link between the processes of institutional 

transformation and the outcomes of the collaborative governance regimes has received less 

attention in the institutional analysis of common-pool resource governance (Cumming et al. 

2020; Epstein et al. 2020). The evolving scholarly discourses and the demand for institutional 

change and governance transformation to enhance the sustainability and contribution of 

coastal resources to the blue economy aspirations, offers grounds for examining the outcomes 

of institutional and governance approaches which are being promoted in  development policy 

and pursued by governments, funding organisations and resource custodians (Cohen et al. 

2021).  

This thesis contributes to the research on institutional analysis of governance transformations 

towards sustainability in the coastal blue economy. The focus of this thesis is on examining 

the outcomes of a governance transformation to co-management arrangements aimed at the 

sustainable governance of coastal fisheries in Ghana. The country has unsuccessful 

experiences with establishing a formal coastal fisheries co-management regime. In the late 

1990s, a process of institutional change was initiated in coastal fisheries through the fisheries 

sub-sector capacity building project (FSCBP), leading to the development of co-management 

structures across the coast of Ghana. However, this institutional arrangement was ineffective 

and could not be sustained – most of the governance structures collapsed a few years after 

the project ended (Finegold et al. 2010; Abane et al. 2013). The main objective is thus to 

understand why governance transformation to a co-management regime was unsuccessful in 

coastal fisheries in Ghana despite the existence of strong social capital, local leadership and 

prior community organizing structures in the resource context which are considered enabling 

conditions for successful co-management regimes (Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Levine & Richmond 

2014; Levine 2016). In addition, processes are currently underway to develop new co-

management arrangements for coastal fisheries in Ghana, with the approval of a new co-
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management policy in 2020 (Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development 2020). From 

this perspective, the findings of this study are relevant for current processes to develop co-

management arrangements for coastal fisheries in Ghana, as well as, the processes of 

institutional change for sustainable resource governance in similar contexts. 

The thesis is situated within the research on institutional analysis of governance transformation 

for sustainable common-pool resource governance, specifically dealing with hybrid institutional 

regimes that integrate elements of state and common property institutions for governing 

coastal commons. The thesis draws analytical perspectives from institutional economics and 

the broader institutional theory in resource governance. From this position, the thesis explores 

the challenges of transitioning to such hybrid property regimes, contributing to the broader 

literature on governance transitions and the current interest in institutional change and 

governance transformation for building a sustainable coastal blue economy. In the common-

pool resource governance literature, the evaluation of the outcomes of resource governance 

regime has persistently focused on several outcome dimensions including institutional 

sustainability (institutional longevity/resilience), resource sustainability (ecological resilience), 

well-being (contribution to livelihoods) and equity (access, gender, income disparities) 

(Agrawal & Benson 2011; Cumming et al. 2020; Agrawal et al. 2023). This thesis focuses on 

the institutional sustainability outcome dimension of co-management regimes. While positive 

institutional sustainability outcomes do not necessarily translate into positive ecological 

sustainability, livelihoods and equity outcome dimensions, institutional sustainability is a 

prerequisite for positive outcomes to be achieved in these outcome dimensions (Agrawal & 

Benson 2011). That is, for institutions to constrain users to protect resources and produce 

equitable outcomes, such institutional arrangements should last over time (Agrawal 2002). 

The thesis is structured as follows. The next section contextualises the research (section 1.1) 

and provides the state of art of the co-management literature (section 2). It also provides an 

overview of the theoretical framework guiding the research (section 3) as well as the research 

aims (section 4) and methodology (section 5). This is followed by reflections on the ethical 

considerations and positionality (section 6) and the challenges and limitations of the research 

(section 7). The chapter ends with an overview of the research papers that form the cumulative 

dissertation (section 8) and the overall conclusions and reflections of the research (section 9). 

The individual research papers are then presented starting with the conceptual paper (paper 

1) which has been published in Marine Policy, followed by the first empirical paper (paper 2) 

which has been accepted for publication in the Journal of Institutional Economics, and the 

third paper which has been submitted to World Development. 
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1.1. Contextualising the research  

The sustainable use and management of coastal marine resources is a critical challenge in 

many coastal developing countries who are seeking to leverage these resources for their 

developmental aspiration under the banner of the blue economy paradigm. This thesis was 

conducted in the coastal communities of Ghana. Coastal fisheries are important for economic 

development, coastal livelihoods and development of coastal communities in Ghana. The 

fisheries sector accounts for 3.5% of the national GDP, employs approximately 2 million 

people, and provides 60% of the animal protein needs of Ghanaians (Ministry of Fisheries and 

Aquaculture Development 2020). Artisanal (small-scale) fisheries sub-sector forms the engine 

of the fisheries sector. This coastal fishery is dominated by artisanal fishermen in over 200 

coastal fishing communities along the 550km coastline, contributing about 70% of annual 

marine fish landings in Ghana (Finegold et al. 2010; Okyere et al. 2023).  

The de jure responsibility for the sustainable use and development of the fisheries sector rests 

with the government of Ghana. The government of Ghana carries out its responsibilities 

through the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture (MoFAD) and the Fisheries Commission (FC). 

The governance approach adopted by governments since the colonial era has been a 

centralised governance regime where the state governs the fisheries through access control 

regulations and mechanisms such as fishing permits/licenses for the industrial and semi-

industrial sectors, and gear regulation for the artisanal sector. The FC is responsible for 

developing fisheries management plans, as well as, monitoring, rule enforcement and 

compliance in all the sectors of the fishery. However, the artisanal fisheries sector has a dual 

governance structure. Parallel to statutory governance structures, the artisanal fisheries sector 

is also governed by customary institutions enacted by the chief fisherman (apofohene) and 

the chief fishmonger (konkohemaa) in coastal fishing communities. This traditional fisheries 

governance existed centuries before the modern statutory fisheries governance regime 

(Walker 1998). 

Nevertheless, coastal fisheries governance suffers from many challenges that undermine 

sustainable resource use and development in the coastal blue economy of Ghana. Resource 

scarcity, resource degradation, resource use conflicts between industrial and artisanal fishers, 

non-compliance, weak enforcement of regulations, low economic returns and the decline in 

capture fisheries production since the year 2000 are some of the main challenges symptomatic 

of deficiencies in coastal marine fisheries governance in Ghana (Abobi 2023; Okyere et al. 

2023). These challenges have long manifested in fisheries governance since the early 1990s 

but the focus of the central government was providing fishing input to fishermen to increase 
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production (Kwadjosse 2009). Continuous governance and sustainability challenges within the 

sector led to various efforts by the government and development organisations to strengthen 

fisheries governance, including major institutional and governance changes.  

In the mid-1990s, the government of Ghana sought funding opportunities and collaborated 

with donor organisations to undertake institutional changes that would strengthen both 

industrial and artisanal fisheries governance. This led to the implementation of the Fisheries 

Sub-sector Capacity Building Project (FSCBP) in 1997 which was funded by the World Bank 

(World Bank 1995). This project resulted in the development of a new national fisheries law, 

the Fisheries Act 2002 (Act 625) and the strengthening of the fisheries department to 

undertake monitoring and surveillance to enhance compliance with fisheries regulations. As 

part of project, and in line with the global paradigmatic shift towards participation in 

development practice and resource governance in the 1990s, the government of Ghana 

identified co-management as the governance regime to achieve sustainability in coastal 

fisheries and to enhance the contribution of coastal fisheries to the economic development of 

Ghana (World Bank 2003). As a result, co-management structures – community-based 

fisheries management committees (CBFMCs) – were established in 133 coastal fishing 

communities across the four coastal regions of Ghana between 1997 and 2002 (World Bank 

2003). These local organisational structures were entrusted with fisheries management 

responsibilities, including the development of their own local rules and the enforcement of the 

rules and regulations of fisheries management. Many of the CBFMCs had their bye-laws 

approved and gazetted by the local district assemblies, had achieved some successes in 

fisheries management during the project period and the early ensuing years after the project 

ended (Finegold et al. 2010). 

However, the co-management regime could not be sustained, as the governance structures 

collapsed only a few years after the project ended (Finegold et al. 2010; Abane et al. 2013). 

This failure to transition to a successful co-management regime occurred despite the pre-

existence of local leadership and community organizing structures in coastal fishing 

communities, which are considered key enabling conditions for a successful co-management 

regime (Pomeroy et al. 2001; Gutiérrez et al. 2011). Some have attributed the failure of the 

co-management regime to inadequate funding and the necessary institutional support 

(Finegold et al. 2010; Abane et al. 2013), lack of clear delineation of authority or jurisdiction, 

ambiguous administrative clarity to draw the interest of key stakeholders, and insufficient 

capacity development and resources  (including logistical and technical aspects) (Ministry of 

Fisheries and Aquaculture Development 2020). However, the institutional development 

process and the role of contextual socio-political dynamics of coastal fisheries have not been 
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extensively examined. Examining the socio-political context is critical to understand if and to 

what extent co-management can be effective and/or sustained as an institutional regime for 

resource governance (Clement & Amezaga 2013; Cumming et al. 2020; Nunan 2020).  

There is currently a renewed interest in developing a co-management arrangement for coastal 

fisheries in Ghana; a new co-management policy has been enacted to this effect (Ministry of 

Fisheries and Aquaculture Development 2020). Because of this renewed interest and its 

unsuccessful experiences in the past with developing and sustaining coastal fisheries co-

management regime, Ghana was deemed the most appropriate study context for answering 

the research question of the thesis. This thesis examines why the initial co-management 

arrangement was unsuccessful and what potential exists for the implementation of a new co-

management regime. The focus here is on the outcomes of the co-management regime that 

resulted from the FSCBP between 1997 and 2002, taking a process approach to institutional 

analysis that accounts for the role of contextual socio-political dynamics in the challenges of 

developing and sustaining co-management arrangements for coastal fisheries governance in 

Ghana. The findings of the research will contribute empirical knowledge that is relevant for 

current and future institutional development processes for coastal resource governance in 

Ghana and similar contexts. 

2. Sustainability in the coastal blue economy: institutional regimes for 

sustainable resource governance 

There is consensus that the fundamental basis of sustainable resource use and management 

is institutional – if we get the rules and governance structures right, coastal resources can be 

wisely used to achieve sustainability goals (Acheson 2006). This thesis is situated within the 

discourse on the sustainability of coastal marine systems in the current context and discussions 

on the blue economy paradigm. Coastal resource systems such as fisheries are expected to 

contribute significantly to the blue economy aspirations of many countries in the global south 

(March et al. 2024). To ensure the sustainability and contribution of such resource systems in 

the coastal blue economy, there is the need for institutional innovation and change of existing 

institutions for sustainable governance outcomes (Bennett et al. 2019; Voyer et al. 2022). 

Institutional change is integral to environmental and resource governance, regardless of the 

scale and level of operation since resource use dynamics change with time and the governance 

of the resource use is expected to change accordingly (Paavola & Adger 2005; Vatn 2005; 

Paavola 2007). Institutions are “systems of established and prevalent social rules that structure 

social interactions” (Hodgson 2006: 2). These include formal rules (statute law, common law, 
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and regulations), informal rules (conventions, norms of behavior and self-imposed rules of 

behaviour), and their enforcement characteristics (North 1990).  

While the need for institutional change for sustainability in the coastal blue economy is widely 

recognized, the institutional basis for sustainable resource governance has been a contentious 

issue that has attracted diverse scholarly perspectives.  Most natural resources are inherently 

common pool resources – natural or man-made resource systems that are sufficiently large 

that it becomes too costly to exclude others from obtaining benefits from their use (Ostrom 

1990). Such resource systems are susceptible to collective action problems (Ostrom 1990; 

Vatn 2005; Paavola 2007), making it difficult to prescribe one specific institutional regime for 

their sustainable use and management (Ostrom 2007, 2009; Young et al. 2018). State property 

(centralisation), private property (markets), common property and hybrid property (co-

management) regimes have all been advanced as institutional regimes for achieving 

sustainability in the use and management of common-pool resources (Gordon 1954; Hardin 

1968; Jentoft 1989; Pinkerton 1989; Ostrom 1990, 2005). Because of the rivalrous nature of 

common-pool resources, Hardin (1968) envisaged that “the tragedy of the commons” – the 

degradation of the resource – will happen because of the self-interests of rational resource 

users who will try to maximize individual utility by choosing the dominant strategy of free-

riding. He therefore proposed a governance regime that is based on exogenously enforceable 

rules such as state-led institutional arrangements or a private property regime. Institutional 

prescriptions for sustainable common-pool resource governance until the late 1980s thus 

favoured state property (centralisation) and private property (markets) regimes (see Hardin 

1968).  

However, it was soon realised that centralised resource governance regimes have not only 

failed to achieve sustainable outcomes, such governance systems have also led to de facto 

open access regimes in resource systems in some contexts (Cinner et al. 2012a; Kosamu 

2015). Scholars began to explore the existence and viability of self-governance arrangements 

based on common property institutional regimes. This work was led by (new) institutional 

economists who espoused the sustainable governance potential of participatory or community-

based resource management regimes (see McCay & Acheson 1987; Wade 1987; Berkes et al. 

1989; Ostrom 1990; Baland & Platteau 1996; McCay 2002). The empirical evidence pointed to 

the fact that, under certain conditions, many common property regimes tend to achieve better 

resource management outcomes than centralised and market-based governance regimes 

(Ostrom 1990; Agrawal 2001; Agrawal & Chhatre 2006). Since the late-1980s therefore, there 

has been a paradigmatic shift in the scholarly discourse of the institutional basis of sustainable 

resource governance. This shift was largely inspired by the emergence of these nuanced 
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theoretical perspectives on common property and common-pool resource theory. Concepts 

such as community-based natural resource management and co-management regimes then 

became very prominent institutional regimes advanced for the sustainable governance of 

common-pool resources in both academic research and policy circles (Baird et al. 2019).  

A great deal of the research has gone the way of investigating the variety of institutional 

arrangements that emerge to govern natural and environmental resources including coastal 

and marine resource systems (Ostrom 1990; Bromley 1992; Agrawal 2001; Vatn 2005). This 

research has focused on why and how institutions emerge and change, and the performance 

of such institutional arrangements in sustainably governing resource systems (Cumming et al. 

2020; Epstein et al. 2020). Four main competing institutional arrangements have been studied 

in the coastal marine systems – centralised/bureaucratic (state property) arrangements based 

on government regulation; market-based (private property) arrangements; community-based 

(common property) arrangements based on self-regulation; and co-management (hybrid 

property) regimes based on shared management between government agencies and resource 

users. The latter two are decentralised (local) institutional regimes that involve some local 

participation and cooperation of resource users and often operate as common property 

regimes over common-pool resources such as fisheries and other marine coastal resource 

systems.  

While all these institutional regimes can fail to achieve sustainable resource management 

under certain conditions (Acheson 2006), community-based and co-management regimes 

have been advocated and used frequently for governing common-pool resources since the 

early 1990s (Pomeroy 1995; Plummer & Fitzgibbon 2004; Cohen et al. 2021). In coastal 

resource governance, co-management regimes have become mainstreamed and preferred 

institutional arrangements for achieving sustainability in the coastal blue economy (McLain et 

al. 2018; Cohen et al. 2021). Institutions can be considered as both outcome and explanatory 

variables in resource co-management depending on the level of analysis (Sandström et al. 

2013). Institutions influence and define the initial conditions for collaboration in the process of 

developing a co-management regime. As an outcome variable, co-management is an 

institutionalization process in itself – that is, an institutional building process involving the 

design and change of rules and organizational structures for the governance of a resource 

system through processes of dialog trust building, and contestations (Sandström et al. 2013: 

62).  The development of co-management regimes often requires institutional change 

including the restructuring of government administrative arrangements and enactment of 

fisheries laws and policies (Pomeroy & Williams 1994). 
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2.1. Co-management as a sustainable resource governance regime 

Co-management has been touted as the “only realistic solution for majority of world’s fisheries” 

(Gutiérrez et al. 2011: 386). Co-management is now at the core of coastal and marine resource 

governance discussions in the search for sustainable resource governance solutions (Puley & 

Charles 2022). Co-management regimes are often argued to have the potential for achieving 

sustainable resource governance for both normative and efficiency reasons: user participation 

in governance enhances legitimacy, sense of ownership, and compliance, as well as, reduces 

ex-post transaction costs (management and enforcement costs), and improves resource 

management outcomes, social cohesion and community development (Pomeroy & Williams 

1994; McCay & Jentoft 1996; Abdullah et al. 1998; Castro & Nielsen 2001; Gutiérrez et al. 

2011; Pinkerton 2018). The wide appeal of co-management and its sustainable governance 

potential has spawned a great deal of institutional change towards co-management regimes 

in marine coastal resource systems in many countries since the early 1990s (Cinner et al. 

2012a).  

There is no one definition for co-management but it often involves sharing of authority and 

responsibilities (Pomeroy & Williams 1994). In this research a co-management regime is 

conceptualized as an institutional arrangement – property rights, rules, norms, policies and 

associated organizational structures – in which power, decision-making rights and 

responsibilities over resource management are shared, usually between state-level actors and 

resource users (Nielsen et al. 2004). In this sense, co-management arrangements are resource 

regimes that allocate access to resources and manage human interactions with resource 

systems (Hanna 2003). They represent a blend of ‘pure’ bureaucracy-based management 

(based on centralised regulation and scientific knowledge) and ‘pure’ community-based 

management regimes (based on self-regulation and traditional knowledge) (Berkes et al. 

1991). Co-management regimes can take various forms including the integration of local- and 

government-level management systems, the recognition and legitimization of traditional local-

level management systems, or the granting of concessions to recognized groups of fishers or 

an organisation which establishes and enforces rules, norms and regulations for resource use 

and management with the support of the government (Pomeroy & Williams 1994).  

There are two fundamental dimensions of co-management which have been the subject of 

scholarly attention: the ‘ladder of participation’ which focuses on the degree to which decision-

making power is shared between government and resource users, and  how co-management 

is implemented in its functional components of management (Puley & Charles 2022). These 

functional elements of co-management include: 1) direction-setting, planning and policy 
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development; 2) harvest management; 3) compliance and enforcement; 4) ecosystem 

stewardship, conservation, rehabilitation; 5) research; and 6) organisational management and 

development (ibid). The literature on fisheries co-management has examined various aspects 

of co-management practice, spanning studies on how sustainable co-management institutions 

can be crafted (Leopold et al. 2019) and the process of transition to co-management regimes 

(Gelcich et al. 2010; Cinner et al. 2012a; Ayers & Kittinger 2014; Orach & Schlüter 2021) to 

the outcomes of co-management regimes (Evans et al. 2011; Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Defeo et 

al. 2016; d’Armengol et al. 2018) and conditions for success (Pomeroy & Williams 1994; Sen 

& Nielsen 1996; Pomeroy et al. 2001; Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 2007; Rivera et al. 2021). 

Nevertheless, the link between the process of transition to co-management and the outcomes 

of co-management regimes is still under-researched (Nunan 2020). This thesis deals with the 

practice of co-management regimes, focusing on the process of institutional 

development/implementation and the outcomes of co-management in terms of institutional 

sustainability. This section first reviews the literature on causal mechanisms for transition to 

co-management, followed by outcomes and conditions for successful co-management 

regimes. 

2.2. The transition process to co-management regimes in coastal resource 

systems 

Several causal mechanisms have been identified as drivers of transition to co-management 

regimes in coastal resource governance (see table 1). The literature on resource governance 

evolutions to co-management regimes emphasizes the role of socioeconomic, ecological, and 

political drivers of change. Drivers of transitions towards co-management regimes for the 

governance of coastal social-ecological systems have been argued to range from the quest to 

improve local participation and empowerment to issues of legitimacy and compliance (Jentoft 

1989; Pomeroy & Berkes 1997; Jentoft 2000; Nielsen 2003; Plummer & Fitzgibbon 2004). Co-

management regimes are argued to have the potential to achieve better resource management 

outcomes since the cooperation and participation of resource users engenders “greater 

procedural legitimacy and enhances the quality of regulations due to better information about 

the resource and distributional consequences of regulations” (Beem 2007: 540). The potential 

of co-management regimes to minimise transaction costs has also been noted as a key driver 

of governance transformation in coastal fisheries and mangroves (Plummer & Fitzgibbon 2004; 

Kuperan et al. 2008). In many cases however, the transition toward co-management regimes 

is “partly a response to the perceived failures of many top-down governance institutions in the 

midst of growing competition for resources, resource scarcity, and efforts to reduce the rate 

of resource decline” (Wamukota et al. 2012: 481).  
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Co-management regimes may emerge through an evolutionary process where long-standing 

traditional management regimes become interwoven with that of central government, or 

through a designed-based functional response to changing socio-economic, political and 

ecological conditions (Yandle 2006: 253).  Pinkerton (1989: 27) argues that, “co-management 

is most likely to develop out of a real or imagined crisis in stock depletion or a problem of 

comparable magnitude”. However, the emergence of co-management institutional 

arrangements can also be occasioned by other factors including “growing perception of 

scarcity, the restrengthening of traditional village-based authority, and marine tenure by 

means of legal recognition and government support, better conservation education, and 

increasingly effective assistance, and advice from regional and national governments and 

NGOs” (Johannes 2002: 317). The spontaneous emergence of co-management regimes have 

also been studied in coastal systems, indicating that co-management does not only develop 

through designed-based approaches but through a bottom-up process of experimentation and 

evolution (Galappaththi & Berkes 2015). 

Conditions such as “resource deterioration, conflict between stakeholders, conflict between 

management agencies and the local [resource users], and governance problems in general” 

may also serve as impetus for the emergence of co-management regimes (Pomeroy & Berkes 

1997: 476). Co-management may therefore develop in response to distributional conflicts in 

relation to the use and management of resource systems (Acheson et al. 2000; Castro & 

Nielsen 2001; Kearney 2002; Beem 2007; Acheson 2013; Ayers & Kittinger 2014). The role of 

international discourses and donor ideologies has also been argued to play a key role in the 

development of co-management regimes in the context of the global south (Hara & Nielsen 

2003; Kuperan et al. 2008; Cinner et al. 2012a). Studies have also shown that co-management 

regimes may emerge to clarify property rights, and are more likely to develop in coastal marine 

systems when there is an enabling legal and institutional framework (d’Armengol et al. 2018). 

That is, changes in the institutional environment may serve as exogenous parameters that 

foster the emergence of co-management regimes. While any of these causal mechanisms can 

trigger the emergence of co-management on its own, the institutional development process in 

marine coastal systems in many instances is often triggered by a concatenation of causal 

mechanisms (see table 1). 
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Table 1. Summary of causal mechanisms of transition to co-management regimes 

Potential 

causal 

mechanism 

Assessment criteria Relevant literature 

Ideational 

change/ 

diffusion  

 

Evidence that international/donor ideologies 

of resource governance were promoted or 

new ideas were experimented in the context  

A clear indication that the promotion of such 

ideologies or new ideas triggered the 

transition to a co-management regime 

Hara & Nielsen 2003; 

Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 

2007; Cinner et al. 2009; 

Cinner et al. 2012a; Ho et 

al. 2016; Orach & Schlüter 

2021 

Resource use 

conflicts 

Evidence that resource use conflicts exist in 

the resource context 

A clear indication that resource use conflicts 

caused the initiation of processes for 

developing a co-management regime 

Hara & Nielsen 2003; 

Beem 2007; Chuenpagdee 

& Jentoft 2007; Ayers & 

Kittinger 2014; Orach & 

Schlüter 2021 

Major socio-

political 

changes  

Evidence that major socio-political change 

occurred in the resource context 

A clear indication that the sociopolitical 

change triggered the transition to a co-

management regime 

Gelcich et al. 2010; 

Armitage et al. 2011; 

Herrfahrdt-Pähle et al. 

2020; Orach & Schlüter 

2021 

Resource 

depletion & 

crisis 

A clear recognition that resource depletion 

and/or resource crisis occurred 

Evidence that the initiation of co-

management processes is a result of the 

resource crisis 

Hara & Nielsen 2003; 

Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 

2007; Gelcich et al. 2010; 

Armitage et al. 2011; 

Baird et al. 2019 

Changes in 

market 

dynamics 

Evidence that the change in market 

dynamics related to the resource occurred 

A clear indication that the change in market 

dynamics triggered the emergence of a co-

management regime 

Gelcich et al. 2010; Cinner 

et al. 2012a; Orach & 

Schlüter 2021 

Weak 

centralized 

regimes & 

inefficiency 

An indication that the recognition of weak 

centralized arrangements or transaction 

cost-minimizing opportunities occurred 

Evidence that this recognition was the key 

factor in establishing co-management 

Hara & Nielsen 2003; 

Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 

2007; McClanahan et al. 

2016 

Source: author (based on literature) 

2.3. Outcomes, challenges and conditions for successful fisheries co-

management regimes  

A corpus of literature has gone beyond evaluating the process of transition to co-management 

regimes to assessing the performance and outcomes of such institutional arrangements 

(Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Cinner et al. 2012b; Cinner et al. 2012a; Kosamu 2015; d’Armengol et 
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al. 2018). The literature evaluating the outcome of co-management can be grouped into three 

domains of process and outcome variables: ‘Natural Systems’; ‘Governance and Institutions’: 

and ‘People and Livelihoods’ (Evans et al. 2011). These studies have mainly focused on socio-

economic (e.g. efficiency and equity), ecological (e.g. sustainable conservation, resource 

abundance and species diversity) and process (e.g. participation, legitimacy, rule compliance 

and conflict resolution) outcomes of co-management arrangements (Evans et al. 2011; 

Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Wamukota et al. 2012; d’Armengol et al. 2018). Review of literature on 

the outcomes of co-management regimes in coastal common-pool resource systems shows 

that the establishment of such institutional regimes in many cases produce positive ecological 

and socioeconomic outcomes such as efficiency, equity, compliance and sustainable 

conservation (Wamukota et al. 2012). However, it has also been reported that the 

implementation of co-management in many cases reduced fishers’ access to resources (Cohen 

et al. 2021; Smallhorn-West et al. 2022) 

Recent studies have taken an integrative approach to evaluating co-management outcomes – 

exploring how fisheries co-management promotes the sustainable development goals (SDGs) 

(Smallhorn-West et al. 2022). The research concluded that while small-scale fisheries co-

management is useful for securing fisher access rights and improving the stock status of 

particular marine resources, there is limited evidence of improved livelihoods, consumption 

and nutrition in the South Pacific region (ibid). Nevertheless, co-management  of small scale 

fisheries has “a great potential to help, or hinder, progress toward SDG 5, depending on the 

processes through which it is implemented” (Smallhorn-West et al. 2022: 13). A broader 

evaluation of the performance of fisheries co-management regimes in Asia also indicates that 

there is little evidence of impact of co-management on food and nutrition security and weak 

outcomes in terms of gender and social inclusion (Cohen et al. 2021).  The research concluded 

that while the social, ecological and governance outcomes of fisheries co-management are 

generally positive in the region, the outcomes are influenced by shifts in macro-level 

environmental, institutional, and social factors beyond the co-management governing system 

(ibid).  

However, the research has also identified many challenges that hinder the success of co-

management regimes. Factors that lead to failure of co-management regimes may emanate 

from high transaction and transformation costs (Kuperan et al. 2008; Ayers et al. 2017), lack 

of institutional legitimacy and compliance (Jentoft 2000; Arias 2015; Nunan et al. 2018), the 

nature of institutional interaction in the context of legal pluralism (Jentoft et al. 2009; De la 

Torre-Castro & Lindström 2010), institutional misfit (Epstein et al. 2015; Ishihara et al. 2021), 

lack of self-sustaining funding mechanisms (Njaya et al. 2018; Kaluma & Umar 2021; Rivera 
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et al. 2021), elite capture, corruption among rule enforcement agents and weak enforcement 

(Sundström 2013; Nunan et al. 2018; Cohen et al. 2021; Kaluma & Umar 2021). Other factors 

that hinder the successful implementation of co-management include weak institutions, low 

group cohesion, and inadequate coordination between government and local stakeholders 

(Rivera et al. 2021). In many cases of externally funded co-management schemes, the shifts 

in the performance of co-management are found to be associated with project cycles and 

project completion (Cohen et al. 2021). Exogenous parameters such as globalisation, market 

access, population dynamics, technological change, state policy, and the endogenous 

characteristics of the resource system and institutional inflexibility to adapt to changes in the 

institutional environment have also been argued to be key factors undermining the success of 

co-management regimes (Agrawal 2002; Selig et al. 2017; Cohen et al. 2021; Smallhorn-West 

et al. 2022). The analysis of contextual conditions on the outcomes of co-management also 

indicate that the effectiveness and sustainability of co-management can be hindered by 

political economy dynamics such as political interference, especially during election years and 

a general lack of political will to support co-management in some cases (Nunan 2020; Cohen 

et al. 2021). 

While challenges exist in the implementation of co-management regime in marine coastal 

systems, studies have also explored conditions that facilitate the successful development, 

effectiveness and sustainability of co-management regimes (Pomeroy & Williams 1994; 

Pomeroy et al. 2001; Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 2007; Gutiérrez et al. 2011). The literature 

suggests that institutional characteristics (Cinner et al. 2012b), strong enforcement 

mechanisms, social capital, local leadership (Acheson 2006; Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Rivera et al. 

2019; Cohen et al. 2021) and the mode of interaction of regulative institutions with other 

normative and cognitive-cultural institutions (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström 2010; Kosamu 

2015) influence the outcomes of local institutional regimes. The literature indicates that strong 

local leadership, social capital, cooperation, conflict resolution, compliance and effective rule 

enforcement mechanisms are key conditions for successful co-management regimes (Gutiérrez 

et al. 2011; Rivera et al. 2019; Rivera et al. 2021). Pomeroy et al. (Pomeroy & Williams 1994; 

2001) have synthesised a broad range of key conditions for successful fisheries co-

management, including: clearly defined boundaries; clearly defined membership; group 

cohesion; participation of affected individuals; monitoring and enforcement of management 

rules; fisher groups legal rights to organised are recognised; cooperation and leadership at 

community level exist; prior community-based organising experience; and the benefits of 

participation exceed costs. These enabling conditions have been applied to examine outcomes 

of transition to co-management in varied ways (Levine 2016; Cohen et al. 2021; Rivera et al. 
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2021). While these enabling conditions may not be exhaustive, they provide a framework for 

evaluating why co-management may be successful or unsuccessful in different contexts. 

The review of literature on co-management shows clearly that a great deal of scholarship has 

been dedicated to the factors that facilitate the emergence of co-management regimes and 

the conditions under which co-management institutional arrangements produce positive and 

negative resource management outcomes. The corpus of existing co-management literature 

has focused on examining the social, economic, and ecological outcomes of such institutional 

regimes in coastal fisheries. However, insufficient attention has been given to other aspects of 

institutional performance, such as, the extent to which co-management regimes resolve 

existing and potential new conflicts, power and resource distributional asymmetries, the role 

of interaction between co-management regimes and pre-existing institutional regimes, and 

how the involvement of third party actors affect co-management outcomes (d’Armengol et al. 

2018: 223). The success or failure of local institutional regimes depends on the institutional 

design and the social context within which institutions are embedded (Ostrom 1990; 

Wamukota et al. 2012). When institutional arrangements for managing common-pool resource 

are designed according certain principles (Cox et al. 2010) and taking into consideration the 

socioeconomic and biophysical context, it enhances institutional fit (Vatn & Vedeld 2012; 

Epstein et al. 2015) and legitimacy (Jentoft 2000), thereby ensuring institutional effectiveness 

and sustainability, as associated transaction and transformation costs (cost of implementation 

and monitoring) are minimized (Ostrom 1990; Agrawal 2002).  

The literature on co-management has also paid insufficient attention to institutional 

sustainability (Agrawal 2002). There are situations where co-management regimes fail to 

persist long enough to produce any measurable outcomes. For institutional arrangements to 

achieve sustainable socioeconomic and ecological outcomes in common-pool resource 

governance, such arrangements should function as viable institutions and stand the test of 

time (Noble 2000; Agrawal 2002). Successful institutional regimes in common literature are 

often defined as those institutions that “last over time, constrain users to safeguard the 

resource, and fair outcomes” (Agrawal 2002: 44). However, the process by which co-

management institutions emerge and the extent to which institutional sustainability is linked 

to the institutional change process is still under-researched (Beem 2007; Acheson 2013; 

Cumming et al. 2020). Little research has examined the role of the dynamics of the institutional 

development process and the social context in the success of transitions to co-management 

and the sustainability of such governance regimes. Taking a process approach to institutional 

performance will enable us to understand why different institutional outcomes may be 

recorded in governance regimes that have similar attributes of resource users and resource 
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systems. A process approach will examine the dynamics of the institutional development 

process and the role of the socio-political context in the practice and outcomes of co-

management (Nunan 2020). This thesis does not focus on the socioeconomic and ecological 

outcomes of co-management but rather the challenges of developing and sustaining co-

management regimes. It traces the institutional development process for co-management in 

Ghana to understand the role of the process and contextual dynamics in the challenges or 

struggles to sustain co-management arrangements. 

3. Theoretical framework 

This thesis draws from three theoretical perspectives within the field of institutional economics 

and the broader field of institutional theory to understand institutional change in coastal 

resource governance. More specifically, the theoretical perspectives are rooted in the academic 

fields of institutional economics/political economy (ideational theory of institutional change and 

the political settlements theory) and legal anthropology (legal pluralism). To understand why 

a particular institutional arrangement is effective or ineffective, it is important to examine how 

the institutional regime emerged (institutional change) and the outcome of the institutional 

regime. Therefore, this thesis adopted perspectives from institutional theory that focus on why 

and how institutions emerge and why institutions become ineffective and unable to endure. 

Because the thesis examines the outcomes of a coastal resource governance regime from an 

institutional perspective, I apply theoretical approaches that can help explain the dynamics of 

institutional change and the outcomes of the resultant co-management institutional 

arrangement. Thus, the ideational theory of institutional change is used in the thesis to 

examine the drivers and mechanisms of institutional change.  

However, ideational theory alone is unable to examine holistically the contextual dynamics that 

hinder the implementation of an institutional solution for governance of complex social-

ecological systems like coastal fisheries. Therefore, I complemented this theory of institutional 

change with two other theoretical approaches which provide a holistic lens for unearthing the 

contextual dynamics that are important for understanding the outcomes of resource 

governance regimes – the political-economy analysis approach (political settlement theory) 

and legal pluralism. The political settlements approach is a theoretical perspective for 

examining why institutions perform differently in different contexts from the perspective of 

holding-power and distributional conflict. It thus serves as a useful framework for examining 

the role of contextual political-economic dynamics in the outcomes of co-management 

institutions. On the other hand, the legal pluralism perspective is a strong analytical tool for 

examining the co-existence of multiple institutional orders in a particular context of governance 
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and how their interactions can produce differential governance outcomes. This theoretical 

approach is adopted in this thesis to examine the role of the broader institutional environment 

in evolution and outcomes of governance change to coastal resource co-management regime.  

3.1. Ideational theory  

Understanding institutional change in contexts of uncertainty and complexity has been a 

general challenge for conventional economic theories of institutional change which emphasises 

the efficiency function of institutions which are produced through competitive processes of 

choice. Other theoretical approaches exist within the broader field of institutional economics 

which have been comprehensively reviewed elsewhere (see Kingston & Caballero 2009; 

Banikoi et al. 2023). In recent times however, institutional economists have broadened their 

scope to theorizing the role of ideational factors in institutional change in contexts of 

uncertainty (Denzau & North 1994; Knight & North 1997; Blyth 2002; Campbell 2004; North 

2005; Higgs 2008). The ideational theory of institutional change emphasises the role of 

ideational elements in shaping the development and transformation of institutions. Such 

ideational elements may include beliefs, discourses, frames, narratives, ideologies, mental 

models, myths, dogmas and ideas in various forms (Blyth 2001; Campbell 2004; Carstensen & 

Schmidt 2016).  Ideas and ideologies are central to this theoretical approach, illuminating the 

role of agency in institutional change. Ideologies refer to “the shared framework of mental 

models that groups of individuals possess that provide both an interpretation of the 

environment and a prescription as to how that environment should be structured” (Denzau & 

North 1994: 4).  

Ideologies have cognitive (help in interpreting environment), normative (define what is right), 

programmatic (condition one to act in a certain way) and solidary (instigate one to act in 

solidarity with others) dimensions (Higgs 2008). They are the underlying logical structure of 

institutions in a society; a change in ideologies may thus trigger a co-evolutionary change in 

institutions (Sauerland 2015). Ideational elements can change through learning from the 

environment and culture (North 2005). This learning can occur within the internal environment 

(Denzau & North 1994), but mental models can also be shaped by exogenous discourses, ideas 

or ideologies (Higgs 2008). Ideological change can also be theory-driven, where influential 

academic scholarship changes worldviews and paradigms, or event-driven, where events such 

as crises can provide opportunities for ideological change through the supply of ideas (Higgs 

2008). Campbell (2004) identified four typologies of cognitive and normative ideas that 

influence institutional change: paradigms (background assumptions or mental models that 

constrain the cognitive range of useful programs); programs (prescriptions that enable actors 
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to chart a particular path of institutional change); frames (discourses, narratives and symbol 

actors use to legitimize programs or institutions); and public sentiments (public assumptions 

that constrain the normative range of legitimate programs available to actors).  

Ideas do not often emerge and proliferate spontaneously – the role of ideational brokers is 

crucial for ideational change in one ideational realm to influence institutional change in another 

realm (Campbell 2004).  An important line of inquiry in ideational theories is thus, how ideas 

influence the emergence or change of institutions. Eggertsson (2015: 18) notes that “ideas 

have three roles in the process: as social innovations that overcome previous constraints; as 

instrumental models, often contested, for guiding material interests; and as moral models for 

evaluating the legitimacy of new institutions”. Ideas do not emerge spontaneously to influence 

institutional change; thus, the role of institutional entrepreneurs in transmitting new ideas, 

beliefs, values, norms and mental models to drive institutional change is critical (North 1990; 

Campbell 2004). In a transnational diffusion of new ideas, ideational brokers could be 

individual actors, epistemic communities, or international organisations who broker the flow of 

these ideas to actively influence ideational and institutional change at the national level 

through various mechanisms of diffusion.  

Ideational theory provides a framework for understanding how shifts in ideas and ideologies 

can lead to significant changes in institutional arrangements. The role of ideology and 

ideational change in the emergence of fisheries co-management regimes, especially in tropical 

developing countries have been noted in literature (Hara & Nielsen 2003; Chuenpagdee & 

Jentoft 2007; Cinner et al. 2009; Cinner et al. 2012a; Ho et al. 2016; Orach & Schlüter 2021). 

In this thesis, the ideational theory provided a framework for examining the process of 

governance transformation to coastal fisheries co-management regime in Ghana. Considering 

the important role played by international development organisations in developing the co-

management regime, this theoretical approach was considered appropriate for understanding 

the institutional development process. 

3.2. Legal pluralism theory 

Legal pluralism denotes the situation where “within the same social order, or social or 

geographical space, more than one body of law, pertaining to more or less the same set of 

activities, may co-exist. (Benda-Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann 2006: 14). Legal pluralism 

distinguishes between state and non-state sources of law. That is, the rules and principles 

enacted by state organisations operate in parallel to rules and norms of other organisations 

and authorities whose sources of legitimation are non-statutory. These non-statutory sources 

of law may include international, transnational and local customary institutions (Benda-



 
 

20 
 

Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann 2006). In resource governance, legal pluralism as an analytical 

concept denotes multiple legal systems – rules, norms, practices, regulations and their 

associated enforcement and decision-making authorities – with different sources of 

legitimation structure human-environment interactions (Meinzen-Dick & Pradhan 2001). 

Coastal fisheries governance in the tropics in particular, is a realm where constellations of legal 

pluralism are ubiquitous due to colonial legacies (Jentoft et al. 2009; Kraan 2009; Bavinck et 

al. 2013). In most contexts, customary institutions governing coastal resources developed 

much earlier than statutory rules. While these customary institutions have been weakened and 

eradicated in some contexts by colonial rule, there are still many countries in the global south 

where these institutions are strong and play an important role in the governance of coastal 

marine systems alongside statutory governance systems (Bavinck & Gupta 2014) 

In such legal pluralistic contexts, the institutional domains of the state and customary legal 

systems may operate and interact in a myriad of ways in the governance of resource systems 

leading to varying governance outcomes. The ways in which these institutional orders interact 

may pose a challenge or may facilitate sustainable resource governance (Jentoft 2011; Jentoft 

& Bavinck 2014). The mode of institutional interaction or relationship between the legal 

systems in resource governance is referred to as “governance pattern” (Bavinck et al. 2013). 

Such governance patterns are conceptualised to include four distinct archetypes: indifference 

(combative), competition (competitive), accommodation (cooperative), and mutual support 

(complementary) legal pluralism (see Bavinck et al. 2013; Bavinck & Gupta 2014; Swenson 

2018). Indifference refers to the situation where the two legal systems operate in parallel 

without operational overlap (e.g. if rules emanating from the national legal system are not 

implemented in coastal fisheries, while customary legal systems continue to operate). 

Competition occurs where there is a strong and contrary relationship between the legal 

systems and they compete for power to govern the same jurisdiction or situation (e.g. national 

regulations and customary rules competing to govern coastal fisheries). In accommodation, 

the legal systems interact in a non-conflictual manner and there is a recognition of each other’s 

legitimacy and a measure of reciprocal adaptation but little formal institutional or jurisdictional 

integration (e.g. national policy processes provide for local participation). In the mutual 

support type, there is a formal recognition of the legitimacy of both legal systems and 

arrangements are made to enhance the mutual interaction and joint governance of resources 

under a hybrid institutional arrangement. For instance, when the national legal system builds 

upon and reinforces existing rights and responsibilities at the local level, ideally through 

processes of fisheries co-management (Bavinck & Gupta 2014). 
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The four ideal types of governance patterns are determined by the quality and intensity of 

relationship between the plural legal systems (Bavinck et al. 2013). The quality of relationship 

refers to whether the authorities (leaders who bear decision-making and enforcement 

responsibilities) in the respective legal systems perceive the other system as valid and useful, 

whilst intensity indicates the degree to which the systems are interconnected (Bavinck et al. 

2013: 624). The extent to which the normative and institutional diversity leads to sustainable 

governance of marine coastal systems depends on the quality and intensity of institutional 

interaction (Jentoft 2011). Where conflicts exist between the institutional principles and 

underlying ideologies of the legal orders, there is likely to be unsustainable outcomes in 

resource governance. Thus, the legal pluralism perspective can be very useful for 

understanding the role of the broader institutional environment and the outcomes of 

governance regimes in a particular context. The legal pluralism has been used to study 

resource governance processes and outcomes of coastal marine systems in many contexts 

(Bavinck et al. 2013; Parlee & Wiber 2014; Scholtens & Bavinck 2014; Lindley & Techera 2017; 

Hubbard 2019; Rohe et al. 2019) 

While the legal pluralism approach has largely been criticized to study static situations of 

institutional interaction, further theoretical development has shown that it has the potential 

for studying dynamic processes of institutional development (Benda-Beckmann & Benda-

Beckmann 2006; Bavinck et al. 2013).  It is also important to note that the constellations of 

legal pluralism or governance patterns are not static and can evolve in a multiple ways at 

various periods of governance leading to the emergence of new institutional arrangements 

(Benda-Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann 2006; Benda-Beckmann & Turner 2018). Such 

evolution in institutional interaction can be due to a myriad of factors. Globalisation and 

external influences can alter local economic and socio-political conditions or ideologies 

underlying the normative institutional orders (Benda-Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann 2006).  

From this dynamic perspective, legal pluralism can also be used as an analytical framework for 

studying institutional change – that is, what conditions lead to stability or evolution of the 

governance patterns. By examining the interactions between the legal systems and the 

ideologies that underpinned them, provides analytical insights on why frictions between the 

institutional orders produce changes in institutional arrangements. In this thesis, the analytical 

perspective of legal pluralism is drawn upon to examine the process of institutional change 

and governance outcomes. This is done by combining the legal pluralism perspective with 

ideational theory to elucidate the role of conflictual interactions between customary 

institutional principles and the modernist ideologies that underpinned the development of the 

co-management regime in coastal fisheries. 
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3.3. Political economy analysis of institutions: the political settlements theory 

A political economy approach to institutional analysis brings into perspective the role of the 

socio-political and economic context in institutional change and institutional outcomes. 

Institutions and institutional changes are not implemented in a vacuum; they have 

distributional consequences on existing socio-economic incentives and political structure 

(Libecap 1989; Knight 1992; Schmid 2004; Robinson 2010; Acemoglu et al. 2021).  A key 

concern is therefore recognising the distributional consequences and the extent to which 

political actors will have the incentive to undertake institutional changes considering the nature 

of the political equilibrium (Robinson 2010). The political economy approach emphasises that, 

because of the differential distributional implications of institutions, the distribution of de facto 

and de jure power in the society and the resultant set of interests strongly influence what 

institutions are chosen and whether institutions will persist (Acemoglu et al. 2005; Robinson 

2010). In this framing, whether actors lend support to existing or new institutional 

arrangements or favour institutional change depends on the existing or expected incentives 

that the institutional arrangement will produce. While initial analysis focused on the micro-

level strategic actions of actors in conflict over the ex-ante distributional benefits of institutional 

change in which relative bargaining power determine what institutional arrangements emerge 

or persist (Libecap 1989; Knight 1992), it has been extended to the macro-level political 

economy analysis of institutional outcomes in economic development studies (Acemoglu et al. 

2005; North et al. 2007; Acemoglu & Robinson 2010; Khan 2010).  

The political economy approach to institutional analysis has been developed into a robust 

analytical framework – the political settlements approach (Khan 2010; Khan 2017, 2018) – 

which has been empirically applied to study a variety of development outcomes including 

resource governance. The political settlements approach, a political economic variant of 

political settlements analysis, brings politics and distribution of power in society into 

institutional analysis (Kelsall et al. 2022). This political economy approach emphasizes that, 

because of the differential distributional consequences of institutions, the distribution of de 

facto and de jure power in the society and the resultant set of interests determine what 

institutions are chosen and whether such institutional arrangements will be effective and 

sustained (Acemoglu et al. 2005; Robinson 2010; Khan 2017; Acemoglu et al. 2021). At the 

heart of the political settlement approach is how the distribution of power across organisations 

– groups of individuals who work together in structured ways and are subject to rules of 

interaction – in a society shapes institutional and development outcomes (Khan 2017: 639). 

These organisations include elite and non-elite socio-political groups that hold power in a 

society (Behuria et al. 2017).  The power of these different groups to contest, obstruct and 
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oppose rules that are against their interests clearly thus affect the effectiveness and 

enforceability of the institutions (Khan 2010: 18). Thus, the effectiveness of any institutional 

regime depends on the responses of the organisations that are affected by that regime (i.e. 

whether they will punish or isolate rule breakers to ensure compliance) (Khan 2019) or what 

is politically feasible in the political equilibrium (Robinson 2010). This also means that the level 

of compliance or enforcement of an institution will depend on the distribution of power across 

different types of organisations in a society referred to as the political settlement (Khan 2017).  

The political settlement theory emphasizes the importance of analysing the relative holding 

power and capabilities of relevant organisations, as “organisations can be expected to support, 

resist, or distort particular institutions and policies depending on their interests and 

capabilities” (Khan 2017: 636). The relative holding power to resist or enforce institutional 

changes will depend on the type of clientelist political-settlement or patron-client coalition that 

exists in the country. Khan (2010) provides four ideal types of clientelist political settlements 

common to socio-political systems in developing economies: potential developmental coalition, 

(vulnerable) authoritarian coalition, (weak) dominant party, and competitive clientelism. In a 

dominant party political settlement, ruling coalitions are able to repress or co-opt alternative 

sources of power, while ruling coalitions face a credible challenge from excluded rival power 

sources (elite factions) and considerable pressures from the lower-level actors of the ruling 

coalition to maintain their support and loyalty in competitive clientelism (Hickey et al. 2020). 

Dominant party political settlements allow ruling coalitions to adopt a long-term time horizon 

to policies and institutional development because the threat of alternative sources of power 

outside and inside the ruling coalition is minimal (Khan 2010). Due to the perennial threat of 

losing power to rival coalitions in competitive clientelism, ruling coalitions tend to focus on 

short-term time horizons unless the political and bureaucratic institutions of resource allocation 

are sufficiently robust  (Khan 2010; Hickey et al. 2020). In clientelist political settlements, 

intra-elite conflicts are also pivotal because the struggles between elite factions and lower-

level followers will shape the kind of institutions that emerge and how such institutional 

arrangements will perform (Kelsall et al. 2022). 

This theoretical approach has been widely used to examine institutional change and 

institutional outcomes in various sectors of development in the global south, including natural 

resource governance, especially in the extractive resource sector (Poteete 2009; Kjær 2015; 

Mohan et al. 2017; Hickey et al. 2020; Ayanoore & Hickey 2022; Benites & Ubillús 2022; 

Botlhale 2022; Atta-Quayson 2023). However, the application of this theoretical approach to 

the institutional analysis of the outcomes of collaborative resource governance regimes in 

fisheries is still scant (however, see Khan 2015; Poteete 2019; Nunan 2020; Sarr et al. 2022). 
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The political settlement approach has been criticized for lacking a clear definition and predictive 

power, as well as, for being inherently elite-bias with less comparative attention to non-elite 

(Kelsall et al. 2022). Nevertheless, the political settlement approach provides analytical tools 

for evaluating the sustainability of institutions and policies in a governance domain and thus 

has strong interpretive power (Khan 2018). The extant studies on resource governance have 

shown that the political settlements approach provides a useful analytical lens for illuminating 

the role of the socio-political context in the outcomes of institutional regimes. They show how 

political interference in rule enforcement, the choice of institutional regimes, and lack of 

political will to implement policies for effective resource governance are linked to the political 

incentives that are produced by the contextual political settlement. The institutional analysis 

of the outcomes of local institutional regimes for common-pool resource governance has 

shown that the role of the wider political-economic structures and socio-institutional 

environment have been neglected (Agrawal 2002; Clement & Amezaga 2013; d’Armengol et 

al. 2018; Nunan 2020). In this thesis, I draw from Khan’s political settlements theory to 

examine the role of the political-economic context in the challenges of sustaining coastal 

fisheries co-management arrangements in Ghana. 

The political settlement theory emphasizes the importance of analysing the relative holding-

power1 and capabilities of relevant organisations, as organizations will support, resist or distort 

particular institutions and policies depending on their interests. Two dimensions of holding-

power distribution across political organizations are distinguished: horizontal power and 

vertical power. Vertical distribution of power defines the relative power of the higher factions 

compared to the lower factions of the same ruling coalition. In this distribution, the stronger 

the relative power of the higher over the lower factions, the stronger the coalition’s 

implementation and enforcement capacities. Horizontal distribution of power, on the other 

hand, refers to the relative power of excluded factions compared to the ruling coalition. The 

holding-power of political organisations depends on the type of political settlement2. 

Where excluded coalitions are strong like in competitive clientelism, the ruling coalitions tend 

to engage in short-term survival strategies, as opposed to making institutional and policy 

choices with longer time horizons, which is more likely in dominant party political settlements 

                                                           
1 Holding power represents “how long a particular organization can hold out in actual or potential 

conflicts against other organizations or the state” Khan (2010: 20). 
2 A political settlement is a description of the ‘social order’ of socio-political system, defined as “an 

interdependent combination of a structure of power and institutions at a level of a society that is 

mutually ‘compatible’ and also ‘sustainable’ in terms of economic and political viability” Khan (2010: 

20). 
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when excluded factions are weak (Khan 2010). In clientelistic political settlements, therefore, 

the commitment or capacity of ruling coalitions to implement sustainable institutional changes 

to deliver development strongly depends on the strength of excluded factions and lower-level 

factions of the ruling coalition (Khan 2010; Khan 2017). Where these factions have significant 

holding power, the ruling coalition is unlikely to commit to long-term institutional changes. In 

the context of institutions and governance, “the enforcement of a particular institutional rule 

is likely to be more effective if the distribution of benefits under that institution is not contested 

by groups with ‘holding-power’, and conversely its enforcement is likely to be weaker if 

powerful groups contest its enforcement” (Khan 2010: 6).  

4. Research aims and questions 

The research has two main objectives: 1) To investigate the process through which coastal 

fisheries co-management regime was implemented and the role of the process in the outcome 

of the co-management regime; 2) To examine why the co-management regime could not be 

sustained and the potential for coastal fisheries co-management regime in Ghana. The study 

thus, traces the institutional development process for the co-management regime and 

examines the challenges of sustaining the resultant institutional arrangement through the 

theoretical lens of institutional change. The thesis asks the following specific research 

questions: 

I. What is the analytical potential of theories of institutional change for studying the 

diversity of governance transformations in the coastal marine realm? 

II. Why and how did co-management emerge as an institutional arrangement for the 

governance of coastal fisheries in Ghana? What role did international ideologies play in 

the institutionalisation process? 

III. What factors hindered the effectiveness and sustainability of the coastal fisheries co-

management regime in Ghana? What is the role of the socio-political context in the 

challenges of developing and sustaining the co-management regime? 

5. Research methodology 

This section elaborates the research approach and methods adopted for the study. This 

includes an introduction into the ontological and epistemological considerations or 

philosophical assumptions that undergird this research and the research design and methods 

adopted for data collection and analysis, as well as, the rationale for the choice of these 

approaches. Each of the individual papers has specific descriptions of methods of data 
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collection and analysis. Here, I will provide a broader overview of the research approach and 

design, the case study context and methods of data collection. 

5.1. Research approach and design 

Before expanding on the research methods, it is important to make explicit the philosophical 

underpinnings of this research. Research philosophy – the system of beliefs and assumptions 

underpinning knowledge development – is an important element in the research design 

because it influences the choice of research question, methodological choice, research 

strategy, data collection procedures and how the data is interpreted and reported (Saunders 

et al. 2023). Making explicit the ontological and epistemological considerations or philosophical 

paradigms or worldviews that underpin a research is also important for the reader to 

understand the rationale behind the choice of methods and the conclusions of the study (Braun 

& Clarke 2006). Ontological and epistemological claims to knowledge in social science research 

have been classified into four major philosophical worldviews – post-positivism, constructivism, 

pragmatism and the transformative worldview (Creswell & Creswell 2018). The constructivist 

and positivist/post-positivist worldviews have dominated much of social science research, but 

pragmatism and the transformative approach have gained prominence in contemporary 

research (Creswell & Creswell 2018). This thesis is underpinned by the pragmatism 

philosophical worldview. Pragmatist research “starts with a problem, and aims to contribute 

practical solutions that inform future practice” (Saunders et al. 2023: 153). As this thesis is 

concerned with understanding practical challenges of implementing institutional solutions in 

resource governance, the research problem and research question mainly determined the 

research design and strategy used. However, the interpretation of the findings, and the 

theoretical approaches adopted to guide the analysis have constructivist orientation. 

Therefore, the research is situated within the boundaries of pragmatism and constructivism. 

5.2. Qualitative research approach 

In line with the pragmatic paradigm, the qualitative research approach is adopted in this thesis 

to examine the process and outcome of institutional change towards co-management. Some 

institutional economists have argued that to properly examine and understand institutions and 

institutional change, economists need to go beyond quantitative evidence and statistical 

estimations to engage more with qualitative evidence using qualitative methods, as many 

important aspects of institutions and institutional change can be better explained with 

qualitative evidence (Schlüter 2010; Skarbek 2020). Institutional change and outcomes of 

institutional arrangements are often context dependents and involve several dynamics 

entailing multiple rationalities, cognitions and cultural dimensions that can mainly be explained 
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by qualitative evidence (Schlüter 2007). A qualitative approach provides analytical tools for 

examining context-dependent processes that deal with social complexities such as values, 

ideologies, personal experiences, and human actions (Creswell 2007). As this research aims to 

understand the process and outcomes of institutional arrangements in resource governance, 

the qualitative approach was deemed more appropriate to provide a thick description of the 

process and contextual institutional and socio-political histories through the interpretation of 

narratives and account evidence of social actors’ experiences with co-management in coastal 

fisheries. 

5.3. Case study research 

The thesis adopted a case study research strategy, using multiple case elements (Yin 2003). 

A case study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident” (Yin 2003: 13).  It is therefore a very suitable approach for research that is 

concerned with “why” and “how” questions and the most appropriate research approach for 

understanding important contextual conditions pertinent to a real-world case (Yin 2018). A 

case study relies on multiple sources of data and may “benefit from prior development of 

theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (Yin 2003: 14). The unique 

strength of a case study is “its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence – documents, 

interviews and observations” (Yin 2003: 8); thus, in line with the pragmatic philosophical 

assumptions underpinning this research. The case study approach was chosen for this study 

because it presents a better way of collecting detailed data for explanatory or exploratory 

research (Yin 2003). This thesis examines the “how” and “why” questions relating the 

processes and outcomes of co-management institutional arrangements in coastal fisheries in 

which the context is very important. Answering these questions requires a research approach 

that is context specific. The use of case study was, therefore, necessary to be able to account 

for any contextual peculiarities, such as geographical and socio-ecological factors.  

This study is an embedded case study in which coastal fisheries governance in Ghana was the 

case study with specific coastal fishing communities as units of analysis. Eight coastal fishing 

communities were selected as the case study elements (see table 1 for detailed characteristics 

of case study units). The case study elements were selected from two of the four coastal 

regions of Ghana: the Central and Volta regions (see figure 1 study for locations). These two 

regions were chosen because they had the strongest commitment to and actively participated 

in the co-management project (Bennett 2002). The regions also differ regarding coastal fishing 

history and methods, socio-cultural practices, and political characteristics. The specific 
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communities were selected based on their history of co-management and importance in the 

coastal artisanal fisheries sector. In the central region, three fishing communities in three 

different districts were selected: Cape Coast, Elmina, and Mumford. In the Volta region, the 

communities studied include Dzelukope, Abutiakope, Woe, Tegbi, Anloga, and Adina.  

 

Figure 1. Study area map 

Table 2. Study area characteristics 

Study 

District 

Total 

Fishermen 

Population 

Selected 

Fishing 

community 

Fishermen 

population in 

Selected 

Communities 

Fishing/ 

gear type  

Number 

of 

Canoes 

Cape Coast 

Metropolitan 

2227 Cape Coast 1960 Purse seine, beach 

seine, ali & other set 

nets 

277 

Komenda-

Edina-

Eguafo-

Abirem 

(KEEA) 

Municipal 

7815 Elmina 2239 Purse seine, line, ali, 

drift & other set nets 

255 

Gomoa West 

District 

4676 Mumford 592 Hook & line, beach 

sein & other set nets 

128 
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Anloga 

District 

2199 Anloga 213 Beach seine nets 28 

Woe 183 Beach seine & other 

set nets 

28 

Tegbi 741 Beach seine & other 

set nets 

73 

Keta 

Municipal 

3442 Abutiakope 689 Beach seine & set 

nets 

141 

Dzelukope 572 Beach seine & set 

nets 

67 

Ketu South 

Municipal 

6176 Adina 1745 Beach seine, purse 

seine & lobster nets 

94 

 

Source: (Dovlo, et al, 2016; MoFAD, 2022) 

5.4. Methods of data collection and analysis 

Empirical data for this research was collected through semi-structured interviews. This includes 

the use of key informant interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) to collect qualitative 

data from a diversity of social actors in coastal fisheries governance. Interviews were chosen 

for this study over other primary data collection methods because interviews provide much 

more flexibility in data collection (Gill et al. 2008). Interview is a more suitable primary data 

collection method for a qualitative study, as interviews provide a much deeper understanding 

of a social phenomenon than these purely quantitative methods (Gill et al. 2008). Thus, semi-

structured interviews were used because they allow for a comparison of the responses of the 

interviewees, whilst also permitting the researcher to probe further and the respondents to 

elaborate and qualify their responses. The drawback in the use of interviews is their time 

consuming nature but this was mitigated in this study by focusing on a limited but relevant 

number of interviewees. However, this did not affect the quality or reliability of the data as 

the respondents were purposely selected for relevance. 

The participant groups were purposely selected because of the peculiarity of the information 

sought, which could only be provided by experienced fishers and actors who knew what 

transpired in the co-management processes between 1997 and 2008. A snowballing approach 

was adopted to identify individual participants. Of the nine communities, six FGDs comprising 

30 participants were held in-person with co-management committees in six fishing 

communities: Dzelukope, Woe, Adina, Elmina, Mumford, and Cape Coast. In total, 63 

participants were involved in the study through face-to-face interviews and FGDs during a 

three-month period of fieldwork (January-March 2022). The participant groups included 

traditional leaders in fisheries governance: the chief fishermen known as Apofohene (n= 9) 

and chief fishmongers/women leaders known as Konkohemaa (n=6), experienced 
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fishermen/canoe owners (n=6), co-management committee members (n=30), representatives 

of fishers associations (n=2), current and retired fisheries officers at zonal, regional, and 

national offices of the Fisheries Commission (n=8), and representatives from civil society 

organizations working in the coastal fisheries sector (n=2). The participants included both men 

(n=49) and women (n=14). The unequal representation of women in the research is due to 

the focus of the research and the structure of coastal fisheries governance in Ghana. While 

the traditional leaders of women (Konkohemaa) represent the voice of women in traditional 

fisheries governance, men have majority representation in the co-management committees, 

with only one woman in each committee. Two of the women are senior fisheries officers at 

the Fisheries Commission.  

The FGDs could not be held with co-management committees in three communities due to 

difficulties in organising committee members who were not readily available during the 

fieldwork period. However, in-depth interviews were conducted with chief fishermen and their 

governing councils in all nine fishing communities. In addition, in-depth interviews were 

conducted with traditional women leaders in six communities. In the other communities, new 

konkohemaa were yet to be installed. All interviews were conducted in the local languages 

(Fante and Ewe) spoken in the regions with the help of interpreters, and using English only 

when the respondent could understand and speak English. The topics covered in the interviews 

and FGDs centered on why the governance change in coastal fisheries occurred, how the 

development of co-management arrangements occurred, why co-management was 

unsuccessful, and the potential for a co-management regime in coastal fisheries. This included 

probing issues of legal pluralism, potential ideological conflicts, and the political-economy 

context of coastal fisheries governance.  

Most of the interviews were recorded except when participants objected during the interviews. 

The recorded interviews were not transcribed verbatim. Detailed and observational notes were 

taken during and after the interviews to grasp the salient points of the conversations. The 

interview notes were complemented with audio recordings of the interviews, which were 

replayed to ensure that nothing important was missed in the data analysis. Due to limitations 

regarding how accurately participants could recall events that occurred over two decades, the 

interview data was complemented with secondary data (grey and scholarly literature) on the 

historical institutional, socio-political and ideological features of coastal fisheries governance 

in Ghana. The thematic analysis method was adopted for analysing the data collected through 

semi-structured interviews. Thematic analysis is "a method for identifying, analysing and 

reporting patterns (themes) within data" (Braun & Clarke 2006: 79).  
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Thematic analysis is not tied to any particular theoretical position or philosophical paradigm 

and thus can be applied across a range of theoretical and epistemological approaches (Braun 

& Clarke 2006). The thematic analysis method thus fits into the pragmatic philosophical 

worldview of this research. Owing to its theoretical independence which makes it a flexible 

data analysis technique that can “potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account 

of data” (Braun & Clarke 2006: 78), the thematic analysis was chosen for analysing the 

interview data. Thematic analysis could be done using predetermined categories (theoretical 

framework) as a guide (deductive approach) or could begin without any preconceived 

categories, where the themes are identified (coded) from the data through an inductive 

approach (Braun & Clarke 2006; Vaismoradi et al. 2013). This study adopted an abductive 

approach to data analysis and thus used predetermined variables (categories) to guide coding 

of the data but also generating categories from the empirical data. The data coding process 

was performed with the assistance of the MAXQDA software.  

6. Ethical considerations and positionality 

Before going to the field, the ZMT ethical protocols were followed and approval granted for 

this research. During the data collection, attention was paid to informed consent of interview 

participants and confidentiality of the information provided. Participants were assured of 

confidentiality of the information and were made aware that they could skip answering 

questions that they did not feel comfortable with or even opt out of the interview at any point 

in time during the interview. Oral consent was sought from all participants by explaining to 

them beforehand what the purpose of the research is, what the interview will entail, the 

duration of the interview and how data will be collected including electronic recordings of the 

interviews. Participants were given permission to object to audio recordings of the interviews 

if they did not feel it was right. The identity of participants has been concealed in the data 

analysis with pseudonyms to ensure anonymity. All community entry protocols including 

presenting customary items to the traditional authorities who acted as gatekeepers were 

observed. 

As qualitative researchers, our own values cannot be completely detached from the research 

and could therefore bias the arguments and conclusions of the research. It is thus important 

to be reflective of my own subjective values and how they affected the research. Positionality 

or axiological assumptions refers to the extent and ways in which one’s own values influence 

the research (Saunders et al. 2023). Institutional arrangements for resource governance can 

vary and we all have our own perspectives which might have been developed from our own 

experiential learning within our social environment or through the process of academic 
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training. Before this research, I had no prior experiences or interactions with coastal fisheries 

and their governance dynamics. However, I have had academic training and research 

experience on land and resource governance and the institutional dimensions of sustainable 

resource governance. I am a believer in the potential of local institutions in sustainable 

resource governance. While coastal resource systems are different from terrestrial resource 

systems, the institutional and governance dimensions are similar in the context of Ghana. 

There are similarities in the role of customary institutions in coastal resource governance, land 

and terrestrial resource governance in Ghana. I am therefore aware that my academic training 

and personal experiences may bias the arguments and conclusions I put forward in this thesis. 

Throughout the research, I consciously strived to maintain objectivity by focusing more on the 

data collected to allow for empirically-grounded arguments and conclusions devoid of my 

subjective and preconceived worldviews on resource governance. During field data collection, 

I was very conscious about my own subjective views and ensured that I did not unduly 

influence the responses of the interviewees. 

7. Challenges and limitations  

There are a number of limitations to this study that should be made explicit. First, the study 

examined an empirical phenomenon that required participants to recollect events that 

happened decades ago. This raises the question of whether participants could accurately 

recount what happened. To ameliorate this limitation, I recruited experienced fishers who were 

involved in the process and used prompts from the review of reports and literature to guide 

the participants during the interviews. I also triangulated their responses with secondary data 

from the FSCBP reports and published literature on the co-management experiences. This 

triangulation gave me confidence, as the responses were found to corroborate the secondary 

data. Secondly, the field data for this research was collected within a short time frame (3 

months). While spending more time could have offered deeper connection with respondents 

in the field, time and resource constraints did not allow for a longer field stay. However, 

sufficient participants were recruited who provided quality response and data saturation began 

to occur at some point. The third limitation has to do with the research design. The thesis is a 

case study and as such, the conclusions and recommendations cannot be easily generalised. 

This is a general limitation of case study research, but the findings in this study can also be 

useful for institutional development for resource governance in similar contexts. 

Notwithstanding, the intention of this study was not to achieve generalisation. The aim was to 

understand an empirical governance problem through the examination of contextual 

complexities to provide a detailed description of the phenomena.  
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8. Overview of research papers  

This section provides an introductory overview of the papers of the cumulative dissertation 

and their distinct contribution to the overall objective of the thesis. The thesis is a cumulative 

dissertation made up of three papers. The first paper is conceptual, reviewing theories of 

institutional change and their applicability to the study of governance change in coastal marine 

systems. The second paper is an empirical paper that examined the process of institutional 

development for collaborative coastal resource governance. Paper three examined the role of 

contextual political-economic dynamics in the challenges of developing and sustaining co-

management arrangements in coastal fisheries. While the conceptual paper provided an 

analytical framework for the institutional analysis, the two empirical papers provided empirical 

evidence for answering the overall research question of the thesis. 

8.1. Understanding transformations in the coastal marine realm: the 

explanatory potential of theories of institutional change (Paper 1) 

This is the first paper of the cumulative dissertation published in Marine Policy in co-authorship 

with Achim Schlüter and Aisa Manlosa. It is a conceptual paper that reviewed theories of 

institutional change to understand their explanatory potential for understanding the 

emergence of various institutional innovations in the coastal and marine systems. The coastal 

marine realm is currently undergoing a great deal of transformation caused by direct and 

indirect human-induced drivers of change. While the coastal marine realm has historically 

received less attention in relation to institutional changes, various institutional forms have 

emerged substantially for the governance of coastal and marine resources (Schlüter et al. 

2013). The blue economy paradigm and its institutionalisation will further increase the spate 

of institutional change in this realm (Voyer et al. 2022). To understand these transformative 

processes requires a clearer understanding of the complexity of institutional change. This task 

requires marine social scientists to study the diversity of theories of institutional change to be 

able to contribute sustainable transformations in marine and coastal systems (Caballero & 

Soto-Oñate 2015). While a diversity of theories of institutional change exists for studying 

broader socio-economic systems, their analytical strengths have not been contextualised in 

the coastal marine realm, which has inherent properties of uncertainty, complexity and 

interdependencies. Motivated by the growing interest in institutional change in the marine-

coastal realm, this paper fills the gap by reviewing various theories of institutional change and 

their explanatory potential for understanding the distinct processes of institutional change in 

the coastal marine realm. 



 
 

34 
 

The paper assessed the analytical potential of seven theories of institutional change in relation 

to the contextual features of coastal marine systems. The paper had three objectives. First, it 

aimed to understand if and to what extent the institutional theories developed within 

institutional economics can provide analytical purchase for understanding institutional change 

in the coastal marine context. The rationale is that these theories were not specifically 

developed to study the coastal marine context. The goal was thus to understand if the various 

theories are also useful for studying institutional change in marine and coastal systems. 

Secondly, the paper aimed to provide a repertoire of theories of institutional change to help 

marine social scientists, especially students and earlier career scientists, to study and guide 

institutional change in the coastal marine arena. The third goal of the paper was to provide a 

theoretical framework for the research design and interpretation of the empirical finding of 

this thesis, which aimed to understand processes and outcomes of changes in resource 

governance regimes in coastal resource systems in Ghana. 

To achieve these objectives, the diversity of theories of institutional change in the social 

sciences are first reviewed regarding their key assumptions and analytical focus. Empirical 

studies of institutional change in coastal and marine systems are then used to illustrate the 

relevance of the theories to the coastal marine realm. The findings were discussed in relation 

to the contextual features of the marine coastal realm. The analysis revealed that all the 

theories of institutional change have analytical potential and have been used implicitly and 

explicitly to study institutional change in the marine coastal arena. However, the analytical 

strength of each theory is dependent on the specific institutional form, resource system and 

scale of governance. The aim was not to demonstrate the superiority of one theory over the 

other or to do systematic literature review, but to illustrate the conditions under which a 

particular theory has analytical utility for understanding institutional change in the coastal and 

marine systems. The paper concludes that due to the material characteristics of the marine 

coastal realm, the use of complementary theoretical approaches or analytical frameworks 

provides stronger analytical potential for holistic understanding of institutional change in 

marine and coastal systems. 

The contribution of the paper to the overall goals of the thesis is that it directly answers the 

first research question of the thesis: What is the analytical potential of theories of institutional 

change for studying the diversity of governance transformations in the coastal marine realm? 

While the contribution of this paper to the thesis is rather theoretical, the review of the theories 

provided initial ideas for conceptualising the two empirical papers as it provides a theoretical 

frame for guiding the analysis and interpretation of the empirical findings of the research. The 

paper also brought into the foray of marine social science, what theoretical approaches are 
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available and the extent to which these theoretical approaches can help understand the 

transformations ongoing currently in marine and coastal systems. This is helpful for 

researchers, especially early career scientists whose research focuses on understanding 

institutional change in resource governance even beyond the marine and coastal system. In 

doing so, it fills a significant gap in the literature on the institutional analysis of governance 

transformations in coastal and marine systems. 

8.2. Legal pluralism, ideology and institutional change: the evolution of 

institutions for coastal resource governance (Paper 2) 

This is the first empirical paper of the thesis and it focused on examining the process of 

governance transformation to co-management arrangements in coastal fisheries in Ghana. Co-

management is considered an institutional regime that can provide solutions to collective 

action problems and promote sustainable governance of natural and environmental resources 

(Wamukota et al. 2012). The adoption of co-management regimes for the governance of 

coastal and marine resource systems has been significant over the last decades (Cinner et al. 

2012a). While governance transitions to co-management regimes have succeeded in some 

contexts, unsuccessful experiences have also been recorded in many coastal and marine 

systems across the global south (Hara & Nielsen 2003). The challenge for co-management 

scholarship then is to provide explanations for why co-management succeeds in some contexts 

but fails in other contexts. A substantial body of literature has also emerged to comparatively 

evaluate the performance of co-management regimes in coastal marine systems, focusing on 

the socioeconomic and ecological outcomes (Gutiérrez et al. 2011; Cinner et al. 2012b; 

Wamukota et al. 2012; Cinner & McClanahan 2015; d’Armengol et al. 2018). The literature 

suggests that institutional characteristics (Cinner et al. 2012b), social capital and leadership 

(Acheson 2006; Gutiérrez et al. 2011) and the mode of interaction of regulative institutions 

with other normative and cognitive-cultural institutions (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström 2010; 

Kosamu 2015) influence the outcomes of such decentralised institutional regimes. Co-

management regimes may also produce disappointments and fail to protect resources, resolve 

social conflicts or reduce transaction costs (Jentoft 2000; Castro & Nielsen 2001). 

Nevertheless, insufficient attention has been paid to the link between the processes through 

which co-management regimes emerge and their functional viability to govern resource use in 

the context of social, economic and ecological changes (Ayers & Kittinger 2014; Cumming et 

al. 2020). While some studies have examined the process of transitions to co-management 

regimes in marine and coastal resource governance (Gelcich et al. 2010; Cinner et al. 2012a; 

Ho et al. 2016), most co-management literature has focused on explaining the socioeconomic 
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and ecological outcomes of co-management without probing the causal mechanisms that link 

the drivers of institutional change to the effectiveness and sustainability of the resultant 

institutional arrangements. It is unclear if and to what extent the processes and mechanisms 

that produce the development and implementation of co-management arrangements may 

influence institutional interactions that facilitate or hinder the effectiveness and sustainability 

of co-management regimes. This paper fills the gap by analysing the institutional development 

process to understand how contextual ideological and institutional histories mediated the 

institutional change for the governance of coastal social-ecological systems in Ghana.  

The paper began with identifying theoretical causal mechanisms from institutional theory and 

co-management literature on the drivers of the emergence of co-management regimes in 

coastal marine resource systems. The relevant theoretical components identified were then 

used to analyse the empirical case of transition to co-management in coastal fisheries in 

Ghana. Combining theoretical perspectives from legal pluralism and ideational theory of 

institutional change, the paper relied on data collected through interviews and secondary 

sources of literature to examine the institutional change process. The findings indicate that 

the development of the co-management regime was driven by donor ideologies which were 

diffused through funding mechanisms, mirroring the coercion mechanism of ideational 

diffusion theorized in the literature on institutional change (Campbell 2004). Much similar to 

processes of transition to co-management regimes in other African countries (Hara & Nielsen 

2003; Cinner et al. 2012a), the government of Ghana adopted the paradigm of participatory 

governance promoted by donor organisations in order to access funding opportunities. 

However, the normative ideals of participatory resource governance resulted in the creation 

of new local fisheries governance structures with a diversity of actors different from the 

existing customary governance structure. These ideals of participatory (good) governance 

clashed with the ideological foundation of customary fisheries governance, which is not based 

on elected representation but rather inherited positions. The traditional authorities in fisheries 

governance (chief fishermen), therefore did not support the co-management structures which 

were considered as government imposition to usurp the positions and power of the traditional 

authorities. 

The contribution of this paper to the overall objective of this thesis is providing empirical 

evidence on how the process of institutional development is connected to the outcomes of co-

management institutional regimes. To understand the link between the dynamics of the 

institutional development process and institution performance, it is necessary to examine the 

initial conditions and institutional emergence process (Chuenpagdee & Jentoft 2007). Thus, 

this paper contributes to answering the first empirical question of the research: Why and how 
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did co-management emerge as an institutional arrangement for the governance of coastal 

fisheries in Ghana? What role did international ideologies play in the institutionalisation 

process? These findings are also significant for the practice of co-management, especially in 

coastal fisheries in Ghana and similar contexts. Studies in other regions have also shown that 

where legal pluralism is strong and traditional authorities did not support co-management, the 

institutional regime tends to perform poorly (Njaya et al. 2012; Nunan et al. 2015; Etiegni et 

al. 2017). This implies that externally-driven institutional changes for the sustainability in the 

coastal blue economy such contexts need to take contextual ideologies and institutional 

histories into account in the institutional development process. These findings provide 

empirical lessons for current and future processes to design of new institutional arrangements 

for the sustainable governance of coastal commons in Ghana and similar contexts 

From a theoretical point of view, this paper makes explicit the link between ideology and legal 

pluralism in the evaluation of institutional outcomes. The paper makes an empirical 

contribution to a key challenge in the institutional analysis of co-management regimes – how 

dynamics of the institutional development process are linked to the outcomes of common-pool 

resource co-management regimes (Epstein et al. 2020). While extant studies have examined 

the outcomes of co-management and the process of transition to co-management in resource 

governance, they have tended to evaluate these two dimensions separately. This paper used 

a process tracing approach to examine the process of institutional change, connecting the 

initial conditions of institutional development to the outcomes of the co-management regime. 

The paper shows that the transition to co-management was externally-imposed and that the 

ideological foundations of the institutional development clashed with the contextual ideologies 

that underpinned customary governance of coastal fisheries. While ideologies are the 

foundation of institutions and thus underpin the respective legal systems in the pluralistic legal 

contexts, the empirical applications of legal pluralism to study resource governance outcomes 

have often not accounted for its ideological dimensions.  

This paper argues that if we are to understand why and when legal pluralism will facilitate or 

hinder successful institutional change in coastal resource governance, we need to consider the 

normative underpinnings of the respective legal systems. Such ideological dimensions should 

also be analysed from an evolutionary perspective i.e. how the institutional interaction between 

the legal systems have evolved and what drives the evolution. This paper thus brings this 

evolutionary perspective to the theoretical conceptualisation of legal pluralism in resource 

governance beyond its static application to study of governance outcomes. This ideational 

perspective does not discount other driving factors of the evolution of legal pluralism such as 

change in material incentives. In many cases, it is difficult to clearly delineate ideological 
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concerns from material incentives in examining the patterns of interactions between the legal 

systems, especially if new institutional arrangements are likely to redistribute material 

incentives in a particular resource context. 

8.3. The political economy of institutional change in the coastal blue economy: 

challenges and potential for co-management in Ghana (Paper 3) 

This is the third paper of the cumulative dissertation and it examined the challenges and 

potential for coastal fisheries co-management in the light of the prevailing socio-political 

context. Following from the examination of the process of institutional development and its 

role in the failure of the co-management regime (paper 2), this paper delves deeper into the 

role of the socio-political context of Ghana in the challenges of developing and sustaining co-

management arrangements in coastal fisheries, providing a prognosis of the potential for 

effective and sustainable co-management regime in this context. Transitioning from 

centralised regimes to co-management can become a challenge especially in situations where 

social conflicts manifest in the process (Castro & Nielsen 2001). Many factors have been argued 

to stifle effective enforcement of rules and the success of resource co-management regimes. 

In coastal fisheries, a recurring theme has often been the mobility and unstable boundary 

characteristics of the marine realm, which makes rule enforcement costly and hence lack of 

compliance among fishers (Hanna 1995; Schlüter et al. 2020). Other factors identified as 

having a significant impact on the rule enforcement and compliance include issues of legitimacy 

of the rules and governance system (Jentoft 1989; Dietz et al. 2003), and the ecological 

conditions of the resource system (Kaplan et al. 2015). 

However, the failure of co-management regimes to deliver intended results due to constraints 

of the broader institutional and governance context has been recognised as a central theme 

of ‘second-generation’ challenges of co-management in many other places (Ratner et al, 

2012). The institutional analysis of co-management in the literature has shown that the success 

or failure of co-management can be strongly influenced by political economy dynamics and 

the institutional environment with which it is implemented (Clement 2010; Njaya et al. 2012; 

Nunan et al. 2015; Etiegni et al. 2017; Nunan 2020). Yet, research on the broader socio-

political and institutional environment on the sustainability of resource governance institutions 

is still scant. This paper examined the role of the socio-political context in the challenges of 

developing and sustaining co-management regimes. It adopted a political economy 

perspective to institutional analysis, applying theoretical insights from political settlements 

theory to examine the institutional viability of co-management for coastal fisheries in Ghana. 
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The findings indicate that the long history of traditional fisheries governance in Ghana shows 

that social capital, local leadership and community-organising structures are not lacking for 

the implementation of co-management. These are key enabling conditions that have been 

identified in the literature on co-management (Pomeroy & Williams 1994; Pomeroy et al. 2001; 

Gutiérrez et al. 2011). However, the mere presence of these enabling conditions does not 

guarantee that transition to co-management regimes can be successful. The role of contextual 

socio-political dynamics has been recognised as important mediating factors for implementing 

and sustaining co-management regimes (Clement & Amezaga 2013; Khan 2015; Nunan 2020). 

The findings of this paper have shown that the political-economy context of Ghana is a crucial 

factor that has impeded the effectiveness and sustainability of the initial co-management 

arrangements in coastal fisheries. Due to the competitive clientelistic political settlement of the 

country, political elites interfered with rule enforcement and distributed resources to their 

lower level factions through informal clientelistic mechanisms that deprived co-management 

committees of the needed funding for co-management activities. The desire to achieve such 

political incentives thus misaligned incentives for resource management, which not only 

disincentivized co-management committees, but also disgruntled the traditional authorities 

who have a lot of holding-power in coastal fisheries. The paper concludes that there is potential 

for the development of co-management but the sustainability of any co-management regime 

will depend on how it is designed to be resilient to these socio-political dynamics, political will 

and how key concerns of local power-holding groups such as the traditional authorities are 

addressed to get their support for the institutional regime. 

The contribution of this last paper is central to achieving the overall objective of the thesis is 

twofold. Firstly, the paper helps to connect the process of institutional development to 

governance outcomes, illuminating the role of the dynamic resource context in mediating 

successful or unsuccessful governance changes. This is a central part of the overall goal of the 

thesis. Secondly, this paper contributes directly to answering the third question of the thesis: 

what factors hindered the effectiveness and sustainability of the coastal fisheries co-

management regime in Ghana? And what is the role of the socio-political and economic context 

in the failure to sustain the co-management regime? The findings illuminate the challenges 

contextual socio-political factors present for sustaining co-management arrangements in 

coastal fisheries. The findings of this paper have value for the practice of co-management 

regimes and the current processes to develop co-management arrangements for coastal 

fisheries in Ghana. It raises the question of how we can develop co-management regimes to 

be sustainable and resilient to the broader socio-political dynamics. For instance, in competitive 

clientelistic political settlements like that of Ghana, where frequent changes in political power 
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are very probable at election intervals, there is the challenge that co-management becomes 

less of a policy priority for ruling coalitions. A sustainable co-management regime for coastal 

fisheries in Ghana will thus be one that is resilient to these broader socio-political dynamics. 

Theoretically, the findings of this paper are relevant for the current scientific discourse on the 

viability of co-management regimes in coastal and aquatic systems, contributing to filling a 

significant gap in the institutional analysis literature. The lack of attention to the effect of 

contextual factors in the effectiveness and sustainability the institutions has been recognised 

as a long-standing gap in commons scholarship (Agrawal 2002; Clement 2010; Clement & 

Amezaga 2013; Torres-Guevara et al. 2016; Cumming et al. 2020; Agrawal et al. 2023). By 

bringing into perspective the effect of broader socio-political context in the quest to understand 

what factors sustain co-management institutional arrangements, this paper provides 

theoretical value for the institutional analysis of co-management regimes. The use of the 

political settlements approach (Khan 2010) in this paper brings to light the usefulness of a 

theoretical lens within the new institutional economics, which has been used in studying 

various institutional outcomes in development studies but has not yet been applied significantly 

in the co-management and common-pool resource governance literature in general. Thus, the 

paper also has a theoretical value in expanding the disciplinary application of analytical tools 

of the new institutional economics to the study of common-pool resource governance 

outcomes. There is the need for attention to the contextual socio-political and institutional 

dynamics and how changes in these can undermine the sustainability of co-management 

regimes. This aspect of research is still lacking in the literature evaluating the implementation 

and outcomes of co-management regimes. 

9. Discussion and conclusions  

This thesis set out to investigate the outcomes and challenges of governance transformation 

such as co-management in coastal fisheries in Ghana. Specifically, it examined the process 

through which the transition to co-management was instigated and implemented in coastal 

fisheries in Ghana, and why the institutional arrangement could not be sustained. This includes 

examining how co-management interacted with the socio-political context and the institutional 

environment within which it was implemented, and how these contextual factors influenced 

the outcomes of the co-management regime. The thesis focused on the institutional 

sustainability outcome dimensions of co-management regimes. It then explored what the 

findings mean for developing a co-management regime for coastal fisheries in Ghana. The 

thesis adopted analytical perspectives from institutional theory to examine the processes and 

outcomes of institutional change in coastal resource governance. Paper 1, which is a 
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conceptual paper, contributed the analytical tools to guide the empirical aspects of the 

research. The empirical aspects of the thesis examined two dimensions of co-management: 

the process of institutional development and the outcomes of the co-management regime. 

Paper 2 examined the institutional change process through a process-tracing approach, 

enabling us to connect the initial conditions and processes leading to the development of the 

co-management regime to its institutional outcomes. Paper 3 brought a contextual perspective 

to the institutional analysis of co-management by unearthing the role of the social context in 

the effectiveness and sustainability of co-management institutional arrangements in coastal 

fisheries. 

The findings of the thesis have implications for science and the practice of co-management. 

The analysis of the process and the outcomes of the co-management regime revealed that the 

institutional change was donor-driven and implemented through a top-down approach. This 

approach to the development of fisheries co-management regimes has been widely reported 

in literature (Béné et al. 2009; Cinner et al. 2012a; Njaya et al. 2012; Etiegni et al. 2017; Islam 

et al. 2020; Ho 2023). While donor interventions and funding mechanisms have led to 

institutional changes and improvements in resource governance in many countries in the global 

south, this has not necessarily led to a massive success in the implementation of co-

management in coastal fisheries (Hara & Nielsen 2003; Orach & Schlüter 2021). In the case 

of Ghana, the donor-driven development of co-management in coastal fisheries was 

unsuccessful due to ideological issues in the institutional design and the dynamics of the socio-

political and institutional context of coastal fisheries. Institutional changes are driven by 

specific incentives and are often underpinned by ideologies. These incentives and ideologies 

in the development of resource co-management regimes may emanate from international, 

national, or local levels. Where institutional changes are externally instigated, how new 

institutional innovations interact with contextual ideologies, existing institutional repertoire and 

socio-political dynamics of the resource context will determine the success of governance 

transitions and the effectiveness and sustainability of institutional arrangements. This is 

especially relevant in coastal fisheries where legal pluralism is ubiquitous (Jentoft et al. 2009). 

9.1. Legal pluralism, ideology and transition to co-management 

The findings of this thesis (paper 2) show how legal pluralism can complicate institutional 

development and the practice of co-management in coastal fisheries, necessitating nuanced 

approaches to the development of co-management regimes that consider the interaction 

between legal systems and norms in the given resource governance context. Due to the 

existence of strong legal pluralism in Ghana’s coastal fisheries, there is a pre-existing incentive 
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structure and ideological perspectives on governance in the local context which clashed with 

the ideologies that underpinned the development of the co-management regime. This thesis 

(paper 2) illuminated the role of these dynamics in the failure of the co-management regime. 

This research has shown that modernist ideals of good governance do not often work as 

intended in contexts where legal pluralism is strong. This is because ideologies within the 

customary systems most often diverge regarding how governance arrangements are designed 

and practiced. For example, elections as a good governance tool of decision- and choice-

making may not fit into the contextual procedures of decision-making in the customary 

governance system. The customary authorities perform supportive and enforcement roles for 

the statutory institutions as well as, resource management roles in terms of regulating access 

to coastal fisheries and resolving conflicts among resource users. These roles cannot just be 

replaced with new modern governance structures in which the traditional authorities are not 

properly integrated or where their power or role is diminished. This is a widely reported 

challenge that has been observed with donor-driven governance transitions to co-management 

regimes in coastal and aquatic systems in Africa where lack of support from traditional 

authorities led to failure of co-management (Njaya 2007; Russell & Dobson 2011; Hara et al. 

2015; Nunan et al. 2015).  

The literature on collaborative governance regimes emphasises the role of shared motivation 

in the success of such institutional regimes (Emerson & Nabathi, 2015; Avoya 2021). Important 

local actors must have the incentive to participate in the collaborative governance regime to 

ensure success. This is particularly important in the context of coastal fisheries, where pre-

existing customary institutions might already have structured power and incentives that may 

be incompatible with the transformative requirements of new institutional arrangements. In 

Ghana and many post-colonial developing countries, legal pluralism is an integral part of 

resource governance systems. In Ghana, customary governance is enshrined in the 

constitution and a dual system of governance – traditional and statutory governance – exists 

in Ghana's communities with chiefs as the custodians of the traditional norms and rules. The 

consequences these pre-existing institutions and organisations might have on the success of 

the governance transition to co-management were not properly integrated into the 

development of the coastal fisheries co-management regime. Considering the power and 

respect commanded by traditional governance structures in coastal fisheries, their support for 

new institutional arrangements such as co-management regimes is vital for successful resource 

governance change.  

This thesis emphasises that customary institutions play a critical role in coastal resource 

governance and that traditional authorities cannot be alienated in coastal environmental 
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governance if governance transformation towards sustainable coastal blue economy is to be 

realised. Therefore, the implementation of any co-management arrangement needs to 

properly integrate the customary authorities both institutionally and ideologically. The positive 

role of customary authorities in environmental governance in sub-Saharan Africa has been 

recognised in the broader environmental governance literature (Schwaiger et al. 2024). While 

traditional authorities need to be integrated in collaborative governance arrangements, their 

roles need to be clearly defined, as there is the risk of elite capture. Elite capture is generally 

a problem in the collaborative governance of many common-pool resources in Africa (Russell 

& Dobson 2011; Schwaiger et al. 2024). Context appropriate institutional designs and clear 

definition of roles and incentives for powerful local level actors can mitigate the challenges of 

elite capture. This research thus emphasises that understanding the institutional context and 

how new institutional innovations fit into the prevailing incentive structure and the cognitive 

and normative parameters within the resource context is important for the development of 

durable institutional regimes for resource governance in legal pluralistic contexts. Designing 

effective and sustainable collaborative governance regimes thus becomes a balancing act in 

which compromises have to be made in both statutory (or modern) and customary dimensions 

of governance. 

9.2. Socio-political context, distributional issues and the sustainability of co-

management regimes 

Scholars have observed that, apart from group and resource system characteristics, the 

sustainability of local institutions can also be undermined by external factors such as 

emergence of new markets, technologies, demographic pressures and state policies (Agrawal 

2002; Agrawal & Benson 2011). However, research on the broader socio-political and 

institutional environment on the sustainability of resource governance institutions is still scant. 

The broader socio-political and institutional environment can influence the internal dynamics 

of the institutional regime such as, the ease of rule enforcement and level of compliance, 

because it not only increases the transaction cost of rule enforcement, it may also influence 

the incentives and preferences of resource users and political actors in resource governance. 

The level of monitoring and enforcement is a crucial factor in determining the sustainability of 

institutional regimes for the governance of common-pool resources (Agrawal, 2002). 

Therefore, to understand why co-management institutional arrangements may not be 

sustained, we have to understand the factors that influence the level of enforcement. The 

nature of the socio-political context also affects the extent to which political actors will have 

the incentive, political will and commitment to support the implementation and sustainability 

of co-management arrangements when there is a change in political power. This is why 
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attention to the contextual socio-political and institutional environment is crucial for developing 

effective and sustainable co-management regimes. In paper 3, I have shown how the 

contextual political settlement hindered the effectiveness and sustainability of the coastal 

fisheries co-management regime in Ghana. Political incentives led to the political interference 

in rule enforcement, increasing non-compliance among resource users. The distribution of 

resources to political factions who have no resource management responsibilities also caused 

distributional concerns and served as a disincentive to co-management committees, leading 

to the abandonment of their co-management responsibilities and the eventual collapse of the 

governance structure.  

Issues of distributional benefits as precondition for legitimacy in co-management has also been 

noted in the study of coastal resource co-management regimes in other parts of Africa. Minja 

et al. (2023) study of legitimacy of such governance regimes in Tanzania finds that coastal 

resource co-management regimes struggled to gain and maintain legitimacy because they did 

not provide material incentives to resource users and local level stakeholders. Studies on 

coastal resource co-management regimes in other parts of the developing world have 

confirmed that contextual political dynamics and the failure to align the structure of co-

management organisations with local norms and ideological conceptions of community 

hindered the success of coastal co-management (Siddique et al. 2024). While the literature on 

this aspects of co-management outcomes is still scant, this thesis (paper 2 and paper 3) has 

shown that where contextual ideologies, institutional structures and socio-political dynamics 

are disregarded in the design and implementation of co-management regimes, success is 

difficult to achieve in term of institutional effectiveness and sustainability. The role of these 

contextual dynamics cannot be generalised beyond the study area due to differences in socio-

political dynamics of various countries, but the findings are significant for the academic 

literature and practice of co-management. 

Institutional solutions introduced in a particular context need to fit into the existing institutional 

and socio-political context to enhance legitimacy and ensure their sustainability (Campbell, 

2004). Externally engineered institutional solutions and top-down implementation of co-

management regimes are challenging because every institutional solution has (re)distributional 

consequences in terms of economic incentives and socio-political dynamics including changing 

contextual power dynamics and cultural norms. While the political settlement of the country 

hindered the effectiveness and sustainability of the fisheries co-management regime in Ghana, 

the influence of the political settlement is a complex issue that can have both positive and 

negative impacts, depending on the specific circumstances and the manner in which power 

and resources are distributed within a given society. This thesis emphasises that implementing 
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institutional solutions for the sustainable governance of coastal resources is not 

straightforward. A critical examination of how contextual socio-political dynamics have shaped 

and will influence resource governance is important for understanding the challenges of 

sustaining co-management regimes in complex social-ecological systems such as coastal 

fisheries. 

9.3. Implications for co-management practice  

The findings of this study provide important insights for the practical development and 

implementation of co-management in Ghana and similar contexts. There are two critical factors 

that have to be addressed to ensure an effective and sustainable co-management regime in 

Ghana’s coastal fisheries. The first is the issue of legal pluralism which has created an incentive 

structure in coastal fisheries governance that cannot be restructured without resistance. In 

legal pluralistic contexts, developing a sustainable co-management regime will necessarily 

involve a process of reasoned bricolage to bridge the institutional and ideological repertoire of 

the customary and statutory normative orders. While the pre-existing institutional landscape 

– existing rules, organizational structures, and collaboration structures – can lend trust and 

legitimacy to new co-management initiatives, divergence in ideologies underlying existing 

institutional orders of customary and statutory legal systems can stifle successful governance 

transitions and the sustainability of co-management regimes (Sandström et al. 2013). Co-

management provides the ideal platform for negotiating hybrid institutional arrangements and 

designing interlegalities in the context of legal pluralism (Jentoft & Bavinck, 2019), but this will 

not occur automatically. Therefore, creative approaches that bridge the institutional orders 

and resolve ideological conflicts are required to ensure the effectiveness and sustainability of 

co-management regimes in such contexts. 

In the context of coastal fisheries in Ghana, even if the challenges due to legal pluralism are 

overcome at the local level, the second vital issue is the political economy dynamics which 

may lead to misalignment of incentives for resource management. This is not only a local level 

challenge but an issue that is rooted in the broader political settlement of the country. This 

makes it a much more difficult challenge to deal with than the issue of legal pluralism which 

can be manoeuvred in ways that account sufficiently for the idiosyncratic interests of the 

traditional authorities in coastal fisheries by adopting bottom-up institutional development 

processes. The implementation of a co-management arrangement may be affected by 

contextual power dynamics and competing interests. The competitive clientelistic political 

settlement of Ghana led to political interference in rule enforcement by political elite at national 

and local level, and the redistribution of authority over fishing inputs to political factions which 
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created distributional concerns. These factors increased the cost of rule enforcement and led 

to under-resourced co-management structures, which undermined the sustainability of the co-

management regime in coastal fisheries in Ghana. If a co-management regime is designed 

and implemented in a way that does not fit well with the customary institutional structures 

and ideologies of the resource context, there is little chance that the institutional arrangement 

will be effective and durable to achieve the sustainable resource governance goals. 

Understanding how such contextual dynamics will affect and co-evolve with the 

implementation of new institutional solutions such as co-management regimes is crucial for 

the long-term sustainability of such institutional arrangements. A successful implementation 

of effective and sustainable co-management regimes will thus involve a clever navigation of 

the contextual social dynamics that have the potential to hamper the success of co-

management.  

Strategies that could be adopted to enhance the compatibility of co-management institutions 

with the local context include engagement and communication with key and powerful 

stakeholders. In the context of legal pluralism where customary institutional structures exist 

like Ghana, this will include extensive engagement with traditional authorities to understand 

their perspectives and expectations, as well as, solicit their commitment to new institutional 

arrangement. Alternatively, the institutional development process could also be carried out 

through intentional institutional bricolage where the institutional design will draw from the 

perspectives and principles of the customary institutional structure. Building on the existing 

customary institutional principles may help economize on the transaction and transformation 

costs entailed in institutional engineering from scratch. In other words, this will involve 

designing the co-management regime in a way that it fits into existing social dynamics 

(ideologies and institutional structures) of the resource context.  

Due to commitment issues, the distribution of incentives for resource management is linked 

to the effectiveness and sustainability of co-management regimes. For institutional regimes to 

be sustainable, “institutions and the distribution of power have to be compatible because if 

the powerful groups are not getting an acceptable distribution of benefits from an institutional 

structure they will strive to change it” (Khan 2010: 4). In legal pluralistic contexts like Ghana 

where dual governance systems exist, the role of non-political elite social groups such as 

traditional authorities is important. Traditional authorities wield strong holding-power in 

Ghanaian society and coastal fisheries in particular due to the legitimacy they enjoy as 

traditional governance structures. This implies that the traditional authorities cannot have their 

power and/or incentives reduced if co-management is to be effective and sustained for 

sustainable resource governance outcomes. This thesis (paper 2 and 3) has demonstrated the 
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role of these dynamics in the failure of the earlier co-management arrangement. These provide 

lessons for the development and implementation of co-management in Ghana and countries 

with similar socio-political and institutional context. 

The institutional fit literature discusses the need to understand how new institutional regimes 

interplay with contextual policies, norms, power dynamics and the level of social organisation 

(Vatn & Vedeld 2012). Thus, for a co-management regime to fit into the resource context, it 

must be designed to not only incorporate the existing contextual social dynamics but also be 

adaptive enough to accommodate future changes in these social dynamics. This adaptive 

aspect is even more important in complex resource systems, as actors may not actually know 

what institutional solution will fit until they engage in an ongoing process of working out the 

created imaginings of a desired future (Bromley 2012; Bromley 2015). In conclusion, the 

successful implementation and sustainability of co-management regimes required careful 

examination of the broader institutional environment and political economy context of the 

country and local context within which co-management is implemented. International donors 

and development organisations who promote the development of co-management regimes for 

coastal fisheries will need to take into account these contextual dynamics to ensure lasting 

impacts of such funding activities on resource governance.  

9.4. Theoretical reflections 

Common-pool resource governance scholarship has paid less attention to institutional change 

and how institutional arrangements can facilitate transformations towards sustainability, with 

much of the studies focused on the stability of institutions and resources systems (Cumming 

et al. 2020; Agrawal et al. 2023). The analysis of the historical institutional dimensions and 

outcomes of coastal fisheries governance in this thesis has connected institutional theory to 

the practice of resource co-management. In doing so, this thesis contributed knowledge to 

three strands of institutional analysis literature: legal pluralism, institutional change, and 

resource co-management. This thesis makes a nuanced theoretical contribution to the 

institutional analysis of co-management outcomes, making the argument that outcomes of co-

management regimes should not only be evaluated in terms of how such institutional 

arrangements produce socio-economic and ecological sustainability outcomes. There are cases 

where such institutional arrangements are not sustained enough to produce these tangible 

outcomes, as evidenced in this thesis. Therefore, we should also evaluate the outcomes of co-

management regimes in terms of institutional sustainability, which has so far been 

insufficiently accounted for in the co-management literature.  
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The thesis (paper 1) has shown that institutional change in the coastal marine realm is quite 

complex that cannot be comprehensively understood with one theory of institutional change. 

This thesis has combined multiple theoretical perspectives to study the process of institutional 

development and co-management outcomes, demonstrating the productive value of 

combining interdisciplinary theoretical perspectives. While ideational theory provided analytical 

tools for understanding the role of external factors (donor ideologies) in driving institutional 

change, the legal pluralism perspective enabled an understanding of how external ideologies 

interacted with the contextual institutional environment to produce institutional development 

outcomes. The political settlement approach brought into perspective the role of socio-political 

context in the viability of co-management institutional arrangements. This complementary use 

of theories provided a much more holistic understanding of the challenges of institutional 

development in coastal resource systems.  This suggests that the use of complementary 

theories of institutional change provides much richer theoretical frameworks for examining 

institutions and institutional change. This observation has been made in other scholarly works 

within institutional economics (Kingston & Caballero 2009; Caballero & Soto-Oñate 2015), but 

looking beyond disciplinary boundaries could be very productive. For instance, the legal 

pluralism approach within the field of legal anthropology has been used to study institutions 

and institutional outcomes in resource governance. This theoretical perspective however has 

not been explicitly recognised or applied within institutional economics to study institutional 

change and institutional outcomes.  

This thesis has demonstrated that complementing such a theoretical approach provides useful 

theoretical tools for understanding the role of the institutional environment in the process of 

institutional development and the outcomes of institutional arrangements. A legal pluralism 

perspective also enables us to pay sufficient attention to non-statutory institutional repertoire. 

This is important in resource governance in the coastal marine realm where customary 

institutions have developed much earlier than statutory institutions for governing coastal 

commons. This thesis also calls for more attention to the political settlements approach which 

provides a strong theoretical lens for understanding institutional outcomes in developing 

countries. The political settlements theory is useful for the analysis of resource governance 

outcomes because it focuses on profound questions that are at the heart of modern 

institutional economic: what makes institutions enforceable and sustainable or the 

commitment to adhere to them credible (Khan 2018: 671) 

This thesis also makes a suggestion that will enrich the political settlements theoretical 

approach and institutional theory more broadly. The political settlements approach has been 

criticised for being too focused on the political elite (Kelsall et al. 2022). The consideration of 
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elite factions or organisations with holding-power in the context of legal pluralism should be 

extended to include non-political elite social structures such as the institutions of the traditional 

authorities who, even though have no de jure political power, wield a lot of holding-power on 

issues of coastal resource governance. This thesis has shown that where new institutional 

arrangements threatened to unsettle the incentive structure of customary fisheries 

governance, the traditional authorities resisted the implementation of the new institutional 

arrangement. The mechanisms of resistance included withdrawing their support for co-

management organisational structures which do not enjoy the same legitimacy as the 

traditional governance structures in coastal fisheries. This relates to the issue of legal pluralism 

in resource governance. In contexts where legal pluralism exists, the institutional analysis of 

the co-management regimes should probe issues of conflicts in institutional interactions and 

avenues that could potentially enhance mutual support for effective resource governance. This 

legal pluralism perspective has not been given sufficient attention in the broader field of 

institutional economics and the application of its theoretical approaches to the study of 

common-pool resource governance. 

The findings of this research have contributed to knowledge on the role of the process and 

contextual dynamics in the outcomes of governance transformations towards sustainability in 

coastal resource systems. The thesis has shown that context matters in the outcomes of 

institutional changes that seek to achieve sustainable resource governance. The context is not 

limited to biophysical characteristics of the resource system but also the socio-political 

dynamics and broader institutional environment. This thus means that institutional analysis 

needs to adopt broader theoretical approaches that leverage interdisciplinarity to understand 

the outcomes of governance transformations, especially in coastal social-ecological systems in 

many countries of the Global South where legal pluralism and the socio-political context can 

complicate resource governance transformation. 

9.5. Disciplinary contribution 

This thesis draws theoretical perspectives largely from the field of institutional economics. 

Paper 1 provided a repertoire of theories of institutional change which were largely drawn from 

the theoretical perspectives of institutional economics. Paper 2 is more interdisciplinary, 

drawing perspectives from legal anthropology and the new institutional economics. Paper 3 

adopted an analytical lens from contemporary theoretical development within the new 

institutional economic contemporary political economy. While these theoretical choices may 

seem to be biased towards the discipline of economics, there is a significant element of 

interdisciplinarity, as “scholars from various intellectual and social science backgrounds share 
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common conceptual, theoretical and methodological problems” in the study of institutional 

change (Campbell 2004: 2). Thus, while the thesis falls within the tradition of institutional 

economics, it also draws from institutional theory in sociology and political science. Specifically, 

the ideational theory of institutional change is a theoretical approach that has been espoused 

within political science, sociology and economics (see Denzau & North 1994; Blyth 2002; 

Campbell 2004; North 2005; Schmidt 2010; Eggertsson 2015; Carstensen & Schmidt 2016). 

Institutional analysis in resource governance regimes itself is very interdisciplinary. 

Nevertheless, this thesis makes theoretical and empirical contributions to the institutional 

change and resource governance literature from the perspective of institutional economics. 
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Abstract  

Marine and coastal areas currently face an unprecedented level of multiple and interdependent 

anthropogenic and natural drivers of change. Increasing demand for use of marine and coastal 

space largely driven by the blue economy paradigm presents a myriad of sustainability 

challenges that require governance transformations and institutional innovation. Various 

institutional forms have already emerged in this realm, but recent processes will increase the 

spate of institutional change taking place. This calls for a comprehensive understanding of 

institutional change in the marine coastal realm; thus, an overview of the tools available for 

understanding such changes. In this paper, we assess the analytical potential of seven theories 

of institutional change in relation to the contextual features of marine and coastal systems. By 

applying the propositions of the various theories to empirical studies of institutional change in 

this arena, we aim to provide a repertoire of theories of institutional change to help marine 

social scientists understand and guide change in the marine coastal arena. The analysis reveals 

that all the theories have some relevance for understanding institutional change in the marine 

coastal realm, but the analytical strength of each theory depends on the specific institutional 

features, resource system, context, and scale of governance. Due to the material and 

institutional characteristics of the marine coastal area, no single theory is sufficient for 

understanding institutional change in this realm. The combination of multiple theories or the 

use of analytical frameworks provides a better lens to illuminate institutional change in marine 

and coastal systems. 

Keywords: Environmental governance, institutional change, sustainability transformations, 

marine coastal systems, institutional theory, natural resource management 
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1. Introduction   

Marine and coastal areas currently face multiple and interdependent anthropogenic and natural 

drivers of change. While navigation and fisheries have been the traditional activities in the 

coastal marine realm, it is now an arena of multiple economic activities in the form of 

aquaculture, coastal tourism, mining, renewable energy development, and ecological 

conservation systems [1]. This is partly driven by the increasing recognition of the potential of 

the marine coastal systems for economic development and ecological conservation under the 

triple banners of the blue economy, blue growth and the new ocean economy [2].The 

institutionalization of the blue economy paradigm is occurring in many countries albeit in 

varying degrees with multiple and competing interpretations [3]. This increasing interest in 

the economic development potential of marine coastal systems and the socioeconomic and 

ecological transformations that come with it have raised sustainability concerns which 

researchers have called upon the social sciences to investigate and facilitate sustainable 

transformations in this realm [4–8]. While this interest in sustainability transformations in the 

marine coastal realm is growing [1, 9], what processes can generate sustainable 

transformations is still a subject of intense debate in both academic and policy circles [10, 11].  

Nevertheless, institutions and institutional change have been identified as crucial leverage 

points for steering transformations towards sustainable trajectories [10, 12–14]. This 

institutional focus has also risen to prominence in the discourse on sustainability transitions 

and transformation in the marine coastal realm [1, 8, 15]. This focus is not surprising, as the 

debate around sustainable development and environmental governance in general has 

underscored the need for attention to institutions and institutional change [16–21]. Institutions 

here refer to “the rules of the game of a society or more formally are the humanly devised 

constraints that structure human interaction. They are composed of formal rules (statute law, 

common law, regulations), informal constraints (conventions, norms of behaviour, and self-

imposed rules of behaviour); and the enforcement characteristics of both” [22]. Understanding 

institutional change is important for many reasons: from an explanatory perspective, it helps 

us understand both history and contemporary events of society; from a critical perspective, it 

allows us to analyse if and to what extent existing institutions further the goals for which they 

were created; and from a normative perspective, it influences our ability to reform institutions 

[23]. To leverage institutional change for sustainability in the marine coastal systems thus 

requires us to understand the complexity of institutional change [15, 24–26]. However, 

“understanding the complexity of institutional change requires us to study the diversity of 

theories of institutional change” [27]. 
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The social sciences are well-positioned to provide the knowledge and analytical tools for 

understanding institutions and institutional change in the marine coastal realm [4, 7, 15, 17]. 

Theories of institutional change have been solidly developed in a broad range of fields in the 

social sciences – economics, sociology, political science and anthropology (see [23, 28–

36]).The theorization of institutions and institutional change has a long history in the early 

scientific development of social sciences [36–38]. Its development is considered a by-product 

of the famous academic debate on scientific method in the social sciences – the Methodenstreit 

– in the 19th century led by the German Historical School in the quest to understand the 

institutional structure and evolution of socio-economic systems [36]. More recent theoretical 

developments in institutionalism in the 20th & 21st century span the research fields of economic 

history & development [29, 35, 39–42], organizational studies [36, 43–46] comparative 

political-economy and globalization [32, 47–52] and environmental/resource governance [16, 

53–59]. The institutional turn in the research field of environmental and resource governance 

could perhaps be attributed largely to the rise of the sustainable development discourse in late 

1980s.  

While these theoretical developments provide diverse analytical tools for the study of 

institutions and institutional change in general, their explanatory potential in the marine coastal 

context is yet unclear, as these theories were initially developed for understanding institutional 

change in broader socio-economic systems [37]. Efforts have been made to synthesize or 

compare the theoretical approaches to institutional change more generally (see [16, 33, 60, 

61]), but a contextual overview of the explanatory potential of the diverse theories of 

institutional change is still lacking in marine coastal environmental and resource governance 

literature. Considering materiality and social complexity of the marine coastal realm, we 

explore the explanatory potential of various theories of institutional change for understanding 

governance transformations in this context. An overview of the diversity of theories of 

institutional change will not only help us to understand and guide institutional development 

and sustainability transformations in the marine coastal realm, but it will also provide a 

theoretical repertoire for students and early career researchers in the marine social sciences. 

The intention here is not to demonstrate the superiority of one theory over the other or to 

conduct a systematic literature review of institutional change, but to illustrate the conditions 

under which a particular theory has analytical utility for understanding institutional change in 

the marine coastal context. To be clear, we are coming from the tradition and perspective of 

institutional economics. However, we also draw from institutional theory in sociology and 

political science, as “scholars from various intellectual and social science backgrounds share 
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common conceptual, theoretical and methodological problems” in the study of institutional 

change [32]. 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: the next section illuminates the contextual 

features of institutional change in the coastal marine realm. Then we present an overview of 

the theorization of institutional change in social sciences, applying them to empirical cases of 

institutional change in the marine coastal systems. We do this by reviewing the variety of 

institutional theories in the social sciences and using empirical studies of institutional change 

in coastal and marine resource governance to illustrate their explanatory potential. We then 

discuss and conclude on the implications for studying empirical phenomena of institutional 

change in the marine coastal systems. 

1.1. The marine coastal context and institutional change 

The marine coastal realm – the land-sea interface encompassing the coast in its terrestrial 

form, the inshore and offshore seaward waters – contains a broad spectrum of diverse social-

ecological systems that are contiguously interlinked and interact in an interdependent manner. 

These diverse marine coastal systems – fisheries, mangroves, estuaries, coastal wetlands, 

coral reefs, aquaculture, offshore oil and gas offshore energy, coastal tourism and residential 

development systems – bring together multiple actors of diverse interests and sectors [62]. 

Due to this diversity in coastal marine systems, the governance characteristics – the 

institutions, actors, and associated knowledge systems – are also very diverse. Uncertainty 

then is a natural condition in this realm. 

Uncertainty is a major challenge in governance transformations and institutional change in the 

marine coastal systems [63]. Uncertainties may stem from variability of systems and system 

properties, spatial variability, mobility of resource systems and resource units, and insufficient 

knowledge systems. There is lack of sufficient knowledge about the influence of external 

processes (both natural and human-induced) on the functioning of marine coastal systems 

[64].There is difficulty in predicting, for example, the rate of sea level change, land and sea 

use change, and socioeconomic change scenarios in the marine coastal realm. Uncertainty 

about impacts of institutional arrangements [64], and uncertainty about the availability of 

resources [63] all influence dynamics of institutional change. Legal pluralism is quite ubiquitous 

in coastal resource governance [65], and this exacerbates institutional uncertainty, making 

institutional change more complex [66].Transformative knowledge accumulation for 

governance change at various levels and scales is still low [15], and thus knowledge 

uncertainty. Part of this uncertainty stems from the complexity inherent in marine coastal 

systems. 
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Complexity in this realm includes both material complexity and socioeconomic and institutional 

complexity. Marine coastal systems are very diverse, numerous and heterogeneous in 

components. They are coupled and they interact in multiple ways at multiple levels. Viewed 

from complexity theory, various marine coastal systems may be governed by micro-level rules 

but the interconnectedness and interactions between systems lead to emergent properties 

from the micro-level processes. For instance, micro-level processes within a mangrove system 

or an aquaculture system may produce enormous effects on capture fisheries and vice versa. 

These material complexities precipitate complexities in the socioeconomic and institutional 

context; thus, governance complexity. Governance systems in this realm are composed of 

multiple governing agents (organizations or individuals) with diverse interests, rationalities, 

cognitive abilities, ideologies, and knowledge/power asymmetries. Because of the diversity in 

socioeconomic systems, knowledge/power asymmetries among actors (rooted in agency and 

structure) are ubiquitous. These actors are embedded in various “political, economic, and 

cultural rule systems, which distribute rights, resources, and incentives in a complex way” 

[67].Their micro-level interactions explain institutional change at various levels of governance 

(ibid). Complexity relates to another common feature – interdependencies. 

Interdependencies – between actors and institutions, between actors, between institutions 

and between social systems and the physical environment – are key among dependencies that 

shape institutional paths in the marine coastal realm [68].  Other dependencies include goal 

dependencies (impact of visions of the future on current institutional arrangements), and path-

dependencies (the legacy of the past on current institutional paths). Van Assche and colleagues 

[68] distinguish between cognitive path-dependencies (concepts, narrative, ideologies and 

other cognitive elements inherited from previous governance systems), organizational path-

dependencies (legacies imbued by inherited institution and actors), and material path-

dependencies (legacies stemming from interactions between the social and natural systems) 

that can be crucial for understanding institutional change in the marine coastal realm. Path-

dependencies shape interdependencies and vice versa, and both can shape goal dependencies.  

Dependencies relate to another feature of the marine coastal realm – governance scale 

(international/global, national, and local). Governance scale is important for understanding 

institutional change. The marine coastal realm is large in extent, and rules developed affect 

several jurisdictions. Multi-scalar interactions often occur at multiple administrative levels 

(local, national, regional, and global) in institutional development processes. In addition, there 

is politics of scale where scalar narratives or international policy processes can produce 

particular institutional forms that influence and sometimes undermine existing national and 
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local institutions [9]. The above dynamics makes the marine coastal context ideal for 

understanding the explanatory potential of the variety of theories of institutional change. 

2. Theorization of institutional change: a synthesis of institutional theory 

Institutional theory is very diverse, and theories of institutional change are plentiful. Theories 

of institutional change can be considered evolutionary or designed-based [60], exogenous and 

endogenous-based theories [69], or evolutionary and revolutionary theories [32]. However, a 

theory of institutional change should ideally answer the why (drivers) and how (mechanism) 

questions of institutional change. In this paper, we identified seven theories of institutional 

change based on their theoretical propositions on drivers and mechanisms of change (see 

Table 1). The categorization was based on the extent to which they are distinguishable in 

explaining causal mechanisms of change. Existing literature that synthesized theories of 

institutional change (particularly [16, 33, 60, 61]) served as a useful guide for identifying the 

theories. In Table 1, the theories are listed together with a summary of their main 

characteristics and relevant theoretical and empirical literature applying the theories in marine 

coastal context. In the following, we expand on the seven theories of institutional change and 

their empirical application. 

2.1. Evolutionary theories 

This theoretical approach has a much longer history and can be traced from the classical 

spontaneous order accounts of social institutions in the works of David Hume, Adam Smith 

and Herbert Spencer [23] to the writings of Friedrich Hayek and Armen Alchian. Evolutionary 

theories of institutional change draw analogies between processes in biological systems and 

socioeconomic systems to explain institutional change (see 70–76). In this approach, 

institutions, akin to the biological process of evolution, change through key processes of 

variation (mutation), selection and replication (reproduction) [33, 71]. Institutions may emerge 

spontaneously as unintentional consequences of human action (uncoordinated choices of 

individuals) in the pursuit of their individual purposes rather than human design [72, 76]. Also, 

by a principle of guided variation, actors may consciously and purposefully create and change 

institutions through a process of learning by doing (trial-and-error) and communication [77]. 

In this light, “an evolutionary approach to institutional change places human cognition, 

intentionality, and agency at the centre of the analysis. Humans have displayed an advanced 

capacity to generate new rules (variation); they strategically choose between different 

institutional schemas (selection); and they often imperfectly implement, copy, or repeat 

successful behaviours (replication)” [78]. Evolutionary theories consider exogenous 

parameters as impetus for change (variation) but focus more on the mode of selection and/or 
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replication of institutional elements [69]. Theories suggest both individual and group selection 

occur [79].  

What determines which successful rules, norms and conventions are selected and replicated 

vary. This could be through an evolutionary process of competition which weeds out inefficient 

institutions [72, 76] or the institutional arrangement that produces preferable “positive profits” 

is selected ex-post – after experimentation with alternative institutions because of the ex-ante 

uncertainty about distributional outcomes [73]. The institutions may also be copied (through 

imitation) and replicated “while competing rules, beliefs and preferences have suffered 

extinction (or have been replicated only in marginal niches)” [75]. That is, as actors adjust 

their strategies and actions to changing circumstances, experimentation, learning and 

imitation, the most successful institutions will emerge [69]. Also, a particular institution may 

emerge as equilibrium due to prominence (it is beneficial to follow the convention or norm 

because majority follow it) or versatility (those following the norm or convention are more 

successful than others e.g. higher payoff) even if such institution is inefficient [80]. Recent 

theorization in evolutionary theory emphasizes coevolutionary change, where institutions co-

evolve with the material environment, preferences, behaviour, technology, knowledge and 

actors [77, 81, 82].  Here socio-economic systems are considered complex with multiple 

dependent sub-systems – markets, technologies, organizations, institutions, knowledge 

systems etc. – consisting of heterogeneous actors and changing populations [68, 81–83]. 

Thus, institutions may change as a coevolutionary response to co-dynamics of sub-systems 

through reciprocal selective pressures of evolving populations [83]. The coevolutionary change 

is however marked by various dependencies: path-, inter-, and goal- dependencies [81]. 

Evolutionary theories have been applied to study institutional change in many marine coastal 

systems including coastal tourism, territorialization in fisheries and emergence of co-

management in aquaculture. Partelow and Nelson’s [84] study of the evolution of tourism 

governance provides an example of the co-evolution of institutions and environment in the Gili 

Islands. Local institutions for tourism governance began to evolve as the Island’s economic 

activities grew. The influx of businesses and change in environmental conditions such as 

increased waste management challenges led to recognition that institutions need to adapt to 

the social and ecological changes. Hitherto informal institutions were formalized as a 

coevolutionary response to the socioeconomic and ecological changes occurring in the Island, 

demonstrating the important role of materiality [82] in the evolution of coastal governance 

institutions.   
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In the evolution of the Maine lobster fisheries management institution, Waring and Acheson 

[85] adopted a cultural evolution theory to show that cultural group selection was evident in 

the emergence of territoriality and conservation rules in the lobster fishery. The cultural 

evolutionary theory of multilevel group selection has also been applied to the evolution of 

customary marine tenure institutions in the Pacific. The traditional marine tenure institutions 

in Fiji emerged under conditions of strong community-level selection: “strong individual 

selection for unrestrained harvesting was initially held in check by selection for marine foraging 

restrictions within clans and villages, spurred by local resource competition and warfare. British 

colonization of Fiji and continued integration with the global market altered the dominant level 

of selection, strengthening the nation-state and weakening the power of traditional village 

chiefs” [86]. 

2.2. Functionalism/efficiency theories  

Efficiency theories are a “naïve” variant of evolutionary theorization of institutional change that 

focuses on the collective-benefits (efficient or socially optimal outcomes) function of 

institutions [23]. This theoretical approach has roots in neoclassical economics theorization of 

human behaviour [87]. Functionalist/efficiency theories explain institutional stability and 

change in relation to the ability of institutions to provide functional outcomes – social optimality 

or efficiency in economization of transaction costs. Often rooted in the rational choice tradition, 

these  theories assume “some given opportunity to increase total wealth, whether its source 

is a change in population, a new technology, discovery of a natural resource, or a change in 

consumer preferences” [33]. Thus, “institutions should in general be both efficient and adapted 

to the existing social and economic environment” [88]. Institutional change is seen as a 

functional response to changes in the technical and social environment that render existing 

institutions inefficient. Changes in parameters such as relative prices, population growth, 

technology, and factor (resource) endowments may provide opportunities for higher economic 

rents under less costly alternative institutional arrangements; thus demand for institutional 

change [89–91]. Changes in cultural endowments (e.g. religion, ideology) and advances in 

knowledge can provide opportunities for new income streams and/or reduce transaction costs 

of institutional change; thus the design of more efficient institutions [92]. 

Harold Demsetz postulates that, “[c]changes in knowledge results in changes in production 

functions, market values, and new aspirations. [Thus]…the emergence of new property rights 

[institutions] takes place in response to the desires of the interacting persons for adjustment 

to new benefit-cost possibilities” [89].  As old property institutions become poorly attuned to 

the changes in knowledge (new techniques), technology and relative prices, new private or 
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state property institutions will develop to internalize externalities when the gains exceed the 

costs of internalization [89]. Institutional arrangements are characterized by varied transaction 

costs, and (boundedly) rational actors will choose institutional arrangements that maximize 

aggregate benefits and minimize transaction costs [44, 87]. By mechanisms of competitive 

selection, institutional arrangements that produce optimal outcomes and minimize transaction 

costs will emerge to govern interactions among agents in a society. Competitive pressure, 

learning processes, and transaction costs determine institutional choice. Governance 

structures for enforcing use and management rules of marine coastal systems, be it 

hierarchies, hybrids or decentralized markets are, according to theory influenced, by 

transaction and transformation costs [93].  

Functionalist/efficiency arguments have been applied in marine coastal context to explain 

change in property rights institutions in fisheries, the development of contracts in artisanal-

tuna fishing industry, and the emergence of right-based instruments for fisheries (ITQs and 

TURFs). The empirical case of ITQs regulatory instruments in Iceland illustrates how change 

in exogenous socio-political and institutional factors can reduce transaction and transformation 

costs, facilitating the emergence of new institutional arrangements to exploit new opportunities 

or efficiency gains that emerge. In this case, the extension of the exclusive economic zone 

(EEZ) in Iceland, following the third United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS), lowered the transaction cost of implementing ITQs. Arnason [94] argues that while 

the long-term decline in the economic performance of the Icelandic fisheries was a concern, 

an ITQ regime was virtually impracticable due to the inability to exclude of foreign fleets prior 

to the extension of the EEZ to 200 nautical miles in 1976. It would be too costly to implement 

restrictive institutional arrangements without the EEZ. 

In the case of the transformation of property right institutions in marine systems Acheson [95], 

drew from the arguments of efficiency theories to elucidate the role of economic defendability 

in institutional change. He concluded that the forms of property right institutions that emerge 

in the marine realm depend on economic defendability (the cost of protecting a resource area 

relative to the value of the resources). His findings mirror and further the functionalist theory 

of Demsetz [89] that (private) property institutions that internalize externalities will emerge if 

the gains from internalization outweigh the cost of internalization. Gelcich and colleagues [96] 

study of the emergence of the Chilean system of territorial use rights of fisheries (TURFs) 

shows that the TURFs were adopted as management instruments for fisheries in Chile because 

they were considered to be the cost efficient institutional alternative after experimentation 

with other institutional alternatives.  
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2.3. Path-dependence/incremental change theories 

This theoretical approach emerged in the quest to understand the persistence of inefficient 

institutions in contrast to efficiency based explanations of institutions [35]. Path-

dependent/incremental change theories emphasize how contingent events and decisions, pre-

existing institutions, increasing returns, network effect of an institutional matrix and power 

distribution constrain the range of future institutional options and shape the trajectory of 

institutional change [34, 35, 97–99]. An institutional change is path-dependent if the process 

of change accommodates or retains the logic, beliefs and/or features of past institutional 

arrangement [39]. Institutional path-dependence occurs because, increasing returns (positive 

feedbacks) – resulting from sunk and high setup costs, learning effects, coordination effects, 

adaptive expectations, and vested interests/power asymmetries –  create a self-reinforcement 

mechanism that pushes institutional change into an established path [35, 97, 99]. Whilst 

increasing returns may result in institutional lock-in, institutional change still occurs. However, 

“[t]he economies of scope, complementarities, and network externalities of an institutional 

matrix make institutional change overwhelmingly incremental and path dependent.” [22]. 

Ideas can also serve as weapons in distributional struggles and as cognitive locks (intellectual 

path-dependence) pushing subsequent institutional change in the same path [100].  

Acemoglu et al. [101] divides path-dependent change into “intrinsic path-dependent change” 

resulting from internal dynamics, and “extrinsic path-dependent change” caused by exogenous 

shocks. Path-dependent change may occur because “power begets power” – groups 

empowered by a certain institutional arrangement are reproduced and will use their power to 

reproduce their preferred institutional arrangements in subsequent institutional changes [101]. 

Actors with power may also fear to diverge from a particular institutional path because they 

are uncertain about the beneficial effects of institutional changes. Institutional change under 

such conditions occurs mostly in an incremental or gradual fashion [34, 35]. 

Path-dependent and gradual institutional change may be interspersed or punctuated by abrupt 

(revolutionary) change that disrupts the institutional equilibrium due to exogenous shocks to 

the socioeconomic environment and political (power) dynamics such as a crisis [34, 101]. Such 

institutional change can occur when groups empowered by the existing institutional 

arrangement prefer a different institutional arrangement, or when they fear the reaction of 

the disempowered whose de facto power and ability to organize and solve their collective 

action problems may change over time [101]. Exogenous shocks or critical junctures (major 

events or confluence of factors) may disrupt the balance of political or economic power [40].  
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Shifts in balance of power and coalitions may also result from changes in environmental 

conditions or change in complementary institutions that change resource distribution [34].  

Path-dependence and gradual change have been illustrated in institutional change in a variety 

of marine coastal systems. Weber de Morais et al’s [24, 102] analysis of institutional 

development for marine protected areas illustrate how the mechanisms of path-dependent 

institutional change: learning effects, coordination effects, high set-up costs, adaptive 

expectations and power asymmetries contributed  to the institutional arrangements being 

modelled after terrestrial conservation institutional principles and practices. Bertheussen [103] 

shows how critical juncture (collapse of fishery) triggered a transition from an open access 

regime to closed entry institutions and subsequent introduction of ITQ regimes. Before this, 

“the century-old high quality fisheries management institution” had contributed to biological, 

economic and social sustainability along the Norwegian coastline and thus experienced a lock-

in [103]. The role of increasing returns has been illustrated in the evolution of TURFs in Japan, 

where historical territorial institutions of the feudal era provided less costly paths for 

institutional development (see [104–106]). The high transaction costs (relating to enforcement 

and conflict resolution) of operating under a centralized institutional regime meant that a 

revolutionary institutional change was curtailed, and a reversion to historical institutional paths 

with marginal changes [106]. 

The role of path-dependent power distribution in the path-dependent/gradual institutional 

change has also been exemplified in the evolution of fisheries governance in the Faroe Islands 

[107]. Fisheries subsidy policies implemented in open access fisheries before and after the 

establishment of EEZ in 1977, and initial institutional path for restricting and allocating access 

(vessel licensing regime) created informal insider groups with vested interests. As a result “the 

vessel license holders have constituted the decisive insider group of the Faroese fishing 

industry with particular preferences with respect to Faroese fisheries management and 

immense political power to shape the structure of the management regime” [107]. Subsequent 

efforts to change institutional arrangements since 1994 – from vessel licensing system to ITQs 

and transferrable effort quotas – have only led to marginal amendments and persistence of 

the logic and features of the vessel-licensing regime due to the strong political bargaining 

power of the insider groups in the fishery [107, 108]. 

2.4. Distributional conflict/power struggle 

Institutions have distributional consequences and they protect certain interests and values [16, 

33]. Distributional conflict and power theories seek to illuminate the influence of distributional 

conflicts and power asymmetries in a society on institutional change (see [23, 41, 58, 109–
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111]). This theoretical approach emerged as a critique to functionalist/efficiency theories for 

their focus on collective-benefits and the neglect of the role of conflict and power in 

institutional change [23]. Because there exist multiple institutional alternatives with varied 

distributional effects, actors engage in strategic bargaining and the institutional arrangement 

that emerges is a product of actors´ strategic action in “the process seeking distributional 

advantage in conflict over substantive benefits; the development of institutional rules is merely 

a means to this substantive end” [112]. The position agents take in the process of lobbying, 

bargaining and political actions to change institutions is “determined by their expected net 

gains from the new arrangement” [58].  

Influential agents can lobby politicians who have the power to change laws and administrative 

practices relating to property rights institutions or to block institutional change if they are not 

sufficiently compensated [58]. Changes in relative bargaining power resulting from change in 

resource-holding power exogenous to the specific institution can precipitate institutional 

change [23]. In another perspective, institutions structure bargaining power and coercive 

power resources unequally; those who have weaker power resources will acquiesce with or 

give consent to institutional arrangement if there are “gains from trade, the cost of withdrawal 

are too high or they are unable to perceive an alternative” [110]. In this perspective, an 

important source of institutional change is “the redistribution of the bargaining and coercive 

resources of power within the institution” [110]. 

The mechanism of institutional choice in this theoretical approach is bargaining competition 

among actors over distributional outcomes of various alternative institutional arrangements 

because of competing preferences [23, 112]. In this process, relative bargaining power 

determines the acceptance or rejection of various commitments people have to alternative 

institutional choices and the ability of the powerful group to enforce institutions considering 

relative costs [111]. Also, “asymmetries of resource ownership serve as an ex ante measure 

of bargaining power of actors in a social interaction” [112]. Coercive power is also a key 

determinant of institutional arrangements to resolve conflicts of interests [33, 41, 110]. That 

is, “the political power [italics in original] of the different groups will be the deciding factor” in 

the bargaining process [41].  

The distributional conflicts and power approach has been used to assess the emergence of co-

management regimes and various forms of regulation in fisheries, privatization of coastal land 

for tourism, and the institutionalization of TURFs. Beem [113] adopted the propositions of 

distributional conflict and power struggle theories to understand variations in the emergence 

of co-management institutions in two fisheries – the Chesapeake Bay blue crab fishery and 

Maine lobster fishery. She found that the development of institutions in both fisheries indicate 
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that distributional conflicts “provided the impetus for new rules to emerge as stakeholders, 

recognizing benefits of rule change, were willing to invest time and resources into the process 

to develop these new rules” [113]. Acheson [114] assessed the evolution of co-management 

institutions in the Maine Lobster fisheries illustrating that distributional issues were the impetus 

for emergence of the co-management regime and the mechanism of institutional choice was 

shaped by bargaining power. 

Acheson and Knight [115] further demonstrate the role of distributional conflicts and 

bargaining power in the emergence of three institutional solutions for the management of the 

Maine Lobster fishery: size regulations and prohibitions against taking egg-bearing female 

lobsters; the double gauge law; and the trap limit regulation. They show that agents with 

resources could form a coalition with agents of the government to drive institutional change 

[115]. Ávila-García and Sánchez’s [116] study of the development of private property 

institutions for coastal ecotourism development in Costa Alegre, Mexico demonstrate how 

national and transnational business elites used their bargaining power (emanating from the 

resources and access they have to political elite) to influence government to change 

institutions. The government in turn leveraged the global conservation discourse to privatize 

coastal space for private ecotourism enterprise in the guise of environmentalism, using its 

coercive power. This shows how bargaining power, ideational power and coercive power can 

be so connected in institutional change. 

2.5. Ideational theories  

Ideational theories emerged to address the deficiencies of the rationality/efficiency-based 

assumptions in explaining institutional change in the context of uncertainty [31, 117]. These 

theories view institutional change as a result of people interpreting their world in various ways 

through certain ideational elements and how ideational power can influence actors’ normative 

and cognitive beliefs about institutions [31, 32, 39, 100, 117–121]. Such ideational elements 

may include beliefs, discourses, frames, narratives, ideologies, mental models, myths, dogmas 

and ideas in various forms [32, 100, 121]. Denzau and North [31] argue that actors do not 

always make institutional choices based on complete rationality in the context of uncertainty. 

Rather, “people act in part upon the basis of myths, dogmas, ideologies, and ‘half-baked’ 

theories. Ideas matter; and the way that ideas are communicated among people is crucial to 

theories that will enable us to deal with strong uncertainty problems at the individual level.” 

[31]. Ideologies are the underlying logical structures of institutions in a society; change in 

ideologies may thus trigger a co-evolutionary change in institutions [122]. If we are to 

understand decision making under conditions of uncertainty, “we must understand the 
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relationships of the mental models that individuals construct to make sense of the world around 

them, the ideologies that evolve from such constructions, and the institutions that develop in 

a society to order interpersonal relationships” [31].  

Mental models change through learning and can be shaped by framing of new ideas or 

discourses that emerge through endogenous and exogenous processes and activities of actors 

especially in the context of uncertainty or crisis [32, 117]. Change in ideologies may result 

from logical incoherencies, which ideological entrepreneurs can leverage to develop new and 

less sophisticated but more logically coherent and consistent competing ideologies to cause a 

shift in ideologies; hence, trigger institutional change [122]. Campbell [32] identified four 

typologies of cognitive and normative ideas that influence institutional change: paradigms 

(assumptions or mental models that constrain the cognitive range of useful programs); 

programs (prescriptions that enable actors to chart a particular path of institutional change); 

frames (discourses, narratives and symbol actors use to legitimize programs or institutions); 

and public sentiments (public assumptions that constrain the normative range of legitimate 

programs available to actors).  

Ideas often do not emerge and proliferate spontaneously – the role of institutional 

entrepreneurs in transmitting new ideas, mental models and values is crucial [32, 35]. The 

competition between ideas, mental models and ideology and their framing represents the 

mechanism of institutional change – they influence if a change occurs and the choice of 

institutional arrangements. During periods of uncertainty, powerful actors use framings to build 

their desired institutions – interests and preferences are no longer structurally determined but 

socially constructed, in the sense that, framing (politics of ideas) leads to agents reinterpreting 

their own interests and preferences to become homologous with the powerful actors [117, 

123]. The explanatory potential of ideational theories is illustrated in several cases including: 

institutional change in mangroves governance, institutionalization of ecosystem-based 

management, institutional transformation for market-based conservation and privatization of 

fisheries.  

Song et al [124] demonstrated the role of global discourses and framing in the evolution of 

mangrove governance institutions in the Philippines. The global framing of mangroves as 

“wasteland” in much of the 20th century spurred a pro-development narrative and institutional 

changes that facilitated the reclamation and conversion of mangroves into fishponds 

(“fishpond boom” and “shrimp fever”) throughout the 1950s-1980s. Due to the social and 

environmental impacts of conversion activities, an opposing global framing of mangroves as 

natural buffers and sites for community-based conservation emerged; resulting in institutional 
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changes – the passing  of the Local Government Code (RA7160) – that facilitated “a broad 

transition from top-down to decentralized mode of coastal governance”[124]. The recent 

global framing of mangroves as carbon sinks undergirded by discourses and actions on blue 

carbon has again generated policy enthusiasm and processes of institutional development in 

the Philippines [124]. 

The transformation of governance to ecosystem-based management in the Great Barrier Reef 

in Australia as traced by Olsson and colleagues [125] presents where ideational framing 

facilitated institutional change. To ensure the successful passage and implementation of the 

rezoning legislation and plan, politicians, interest groups and the public had to be convinced 

through changing their mental models. The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA) 

“hired a highly skilled communication officer to produce a ‘‘reef under pressure’’ information 

campaign showing that the reef is no longer a pristine wilderness but rather is subject to 

anthropogenic degradation caused by coastal development, land use, shipping, tourism, and 

fishing” [125].  

2.6. Isomorphic diffusion/bricolage theories   

Another theoretical approach to studying institutional change is isomorphic diffusion and 

bricolage that emerged largely from organizational and cultural sociology [32, 46, 126–129]. 

Isomorphic diffusion/bricolage theories explain institutional change in terms of the spread 

(with little modifications) or rearrangement of existing institutional principles and practices in 

social systems through a population of actors [32]. These theories suggest that institutional 

elements may be translated or copied from one setting or organization to another  leading to 

isomorphism [46], or institutional elements within the local setting may be rearranged through 

bricolage [32, 129]. Isomorphic diffusion can be motivated by substantive goals (to minimize 

transaction costs and optimize outcomes) or normative goals such as legitimacy [32]. Diffusion 

through bricolage can also be initiated as a response or adaptation to changing situations or 

everyday challenges actors are confronted with, such as crisis or resource depletion [130].  

Competition, coercive, mimetic and normative mechanisms can lead to the institutionalization 

of similar institutional principles and practices of other social systems, leading to institutional 

isomorphic change [46, 61]. Normative processes refer to situations where, through learning, 

institutional principles and practices are adopted because they are considered normatively 

appropriate – they enhance legitimacy [61]. This process is considered mimetic if it involves 

imitation or copying, amid uncertainty and ambiguity, to enhance performance of the adopter. 

The mechanism of competition occurs when institutions are chosen to match that of 

competitors in the fear of losing out [32, 61]. Coercion refers to the coercive imposition of 
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institutions by powerful actors (e.g. states and international organizations) on other actors in 

exchange for loans and other valuable resources [61]. Coercive isomorphism can also be subtle 

in the sense that institution elements may be adopted to gain support of the originator [46]. 

To unpack the black box of how institutional principles and practices are institutionalized at 

the adopters’ level, the mechanisms of translation and bricolage are useful [32]. Institutional 

bricolage is a process where actors craft new institutional solutions through an innovative 

process of assembling and recombining institutional principles and practices of existing 

institutional repertoire in their local setting [32]. This process results in the creation of new 

institutions which differ from but resemble the old institutions [32]. Translation refers to the 

blending of new institutional elements into already existing institutional arrangements – 

institutions may originate from somewhere else but are modified and blended with existing 

local institutional principles and practices [61]. These mechanisms of bricolage and translation 

could precipitate a revolutionary or evolutionary institutional change depending on the social, 

organisational and institutional context of institutional entrepreneurs and the constraints (both 

cognitive and material) they face [32].  

Isomorphic diffusion/bricolage theories have been used to explain the institutionalization of 

fisheries co-management, integrated coastal zone management, marine spatial planning, and 

market-based sustainability certification schemes in fisheries and mangroves. Other areas of 

application include the emergence and reorganization of coordination structures in marine 

coastal governance organizations and the translation of international institutional principles 

and norms in coastal fisheries. The coercive mechanism of isomorphism is demonstrated in 

the institutionalization of ITQs in Faroe Island through the Commercial Fisheries Act of 1994 

when the Faroese economy collapsed in 1992 [108]. The institutional change was “more or 

less forced upon the Faroese fisheries by the Danish authorities as a condition for desperately 

needed loans” [107]. “Under strict time pressure from Danish authorities, […] the Structure 

Committee [in charge of crafting new institutional arrangement] decided to adopt the 

“Icelandic model,” and it recommended the introduction of ITQs“ [131]. The coercive 

mechanism of isomorphic diffusion has also been demonstrated in institutional change in 

Thailand’s fisheries governance. Through a market-based mode of governance, EU normative 

power was used to influence legal reforms and implementation, including the transition from 

open access to licensing system of fisheries management [132, 133]. 

The mimetic mechanism of isomorphic diffusion has been illustrated in the institutionalization 

of the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certification for marine coastal fisheries at the global 

level [134, 135]. Whilst the emergence of the MSC scheme was driven by sustainability 
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challenges and consumer concerns in the fisheries sector, the institutional approach was 

inspired by and modelled after the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certification. Through 

informal learning, the FSC model was considered applicable to fisheries and a similar model 

was imitated for fisheries [134]. Normative and competition mechanisms of isomorphic 

diffusion have also been demonstrated in the institutionalization of territorial eco-certification 

initiatives for fisheries in Japan, Iceland and Alaska in which international governance norms 

and practices (specifically, FAO eco-labelling guidelines) were drawn upon to institutionalize 

territorial eco-certification initiatives to enhance legitimacy and to compete with and offer 

alternative to the MSC [136].   

2.7. Volitional pragmatism/sufficient reason 

Volitional pragmatism/sufficient reason as a theory of institutional change has been developed 

by Daniel Bromley in his quest to offer an alternative theory of human action that escapes the 

“conceptual and empirical flaws” of the rational choice models with their stable preferences, 

utility maximization and tendency to explain institutional outcomes in terms of pareto efficiency 

(see [30, 137–139]). Rooted in the classical institutionalist tradition of Thorstein Veblen and 

John Commons, volitional pragmatism seeks to explain institutional change as a function of 

individual and collective actors intentional efforts to find “sufficient reason” to act within the 

limits of what is considered feasible or seen reasonable to do in the circumstances [30].  Based 

on the concepts of impressions, expressions and created imaginings, volitional pragmatism 

theory posits that, institutional change is motivated, ab initio, by “an inchoate yet emerging 

recognition that something must be done about existing institutional settings and their 

associated outcomes to mitigate probable harms that would otherwise emanate from a 

continuation of the status quo ante institutional setup” [137].  

That is, when there is a shared understanding among individuals or groups of individuals that 

their created imaginings of the future under current institutional arrangements is undesirable, 

they will initiate institutional change [30].  Under this theory, institutional change entails three 

basic steps of formulating and implementing created imaginings: 1) recognition by actors that 

the status quo institutional setup induces particular individual behaviours and produces 

outcomes that are no longer regarded as acceptable or reasonable; 2) initiation of created 

imaginings (mappings of plausible outcomes from the enactment of new institutional 

arrangements) and a process of sifting winnowing through the created imaginings till one 

dominates the others; and 3) modification of the working rules for the explicit purpose of 

implementing the dominating created imaginings [137]. In the last step of the process, the 
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“dominant imagining comprises the sufficient reason [emphasis added] for the new 

institutions. It explains the institutional change.” [30].  

The dominant imagining is selected for implementation of new institutional solutions through 

a collective action process in the legislature, executive branch, courts, village councils, 

supranational forums, among others [30, 137]. The collective action involves “a process of 

reconciling contending expressions and imaginings, and this is an essential activity leading to 

the formulation of what seems best, in the eyes of the individual (or of the group), to do” 

[137]. Under this theory, institutional change is a continuous process because ideas change, 

actors change as they learn (e.g. through experimentation), and their created imaginings in 

the future also change [30]. This theoretical approach has been exemplified in studying 

institutional change in marine coastal realm in a case of fisheries governance. 

Ellefsen and Bromley [131] applied the logic and propositions of volitional 

pragmatism/sufficient reason to assess five attempts at institutional change in fisheries 

governance in the Faroe Islands over a 40-year period: 1) forced adjustments in response to 

the new Law of the Sea creation of Exclusive Economic Zones; 2) imposed reforms by Denmark 

in 1994; 3) industry-driven reforms in 1996; 4) market-based reforms beginning in 2018; and 

5) abandonment of the 2018 reforms 2 years later. Here, the process of institutional change 

involved a “long and tortured transition in the Faroe Islands as it now enters its fifth attempt 

at crafting a coherent and acceptable fisheries governance regime” [131]. The whole process 

of institutional change represents a case of institutional development where contending visions 

are continuously balanced as “the ever-changing cast of participants—industry, scientists, 

interested citizens, and the politicians watching and influencing the process unfold—were 

constantly revising their views about what they wanted to achieve as they interacted with a 

dynamic cohort of participants. This revising necessarily follows from the fact that all 

participants were unsure of what they “wanted” until they were able to learn (to realize) what 

they might be able to have” [131]. 
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Table 1 Overview of theories of institutional change and empirical applications 

 Evolutionary 

theories 

Functionalism/

efficiency  

Path-

dependence 

theories  

Distributional 

Conflict & 

power struggle  

Ideational 

theories 

Isomorphic 

diffusion   

Volitional 

Pragmatism  

Key concepts Decentralized 

emergence; 

Spontaneous 

evolution; 

Coevolution; 

Variation; 

Selection; 

Replication; 

Punctuated  

equilibrium 

Competition; 

Efficiency; 

Transaction costs; 

Exogenous 

parameters; 

Rational choice  

Path-dependence; 

Critical junctures; 

Incremental 

change; Power-

distribution; 

Increasing 

returns; Sunk 

cost; Set-up costs; 

Punctuated 

equilibrium 

Distributional 

conflicts; 

Bargaining power; 

Coercive power; 

Multiple equilibria; 

Bounded 

rationality 

Ideology; 

Mental models; 

Ideas; 

Discourses; 

Framing  

 

Bricolage; 

Translation; 

Competition; 

Mimetic; 

Coercive; 

Normative; 

Isomorphism  

Sufficient 

reason; 

Created 

imaginings; 

impressions; 

expressions;  

Pragmatism;  

Collective action 

Drivers of 

Institutional 

change  

Imitation, learning 

& adaptation to 

changing 

environments 

(e.g., behavior, 

technology, 

institutions, 

biophysical 

context). 

 

Functional 

deficiency; 

Change in 

exogenous 

parameters: 

relative prices, 

technology, 

resource 

endowments & 

advances in social 

science 

knowledge  

Exogenous 

shocks/critical 

junctures; Change 

in endogenous 

parameters (e.g., 

rule 

interpretation); 

Change in power 

resources 

Distributional 

conflicts; Changes 

in technology & 

prices may alter 

endowments & 

bargaining power; 

Change in the 

balance of power 

resources; 

Withdrawal of 

consent or 

acquiescence  

New ideas & 

ideological 

change; Change 

in mental 

models or 

beliefs; Shifts in 

paradigms or 

public 

sentiments; 

Crisis & 

uncertainty 

Emergence of 

challenges in 

everyday 

interactions; 

Exogenous 

shocks; perceived 

crisis; Change in 

endogenous 

parameters; 

competition goals 

Existing 

undesirable 

behavior 

produced by 

existing 

institutional set-

up; change in 

shared mental 

objectifications 

(desired 

imaginings) 

Mechanisms of 

institutional 

change & 

choice  

A process of 

experimentation 

(trial-and-error) 

where the most 

successful 

Mechanism of 

competition 

among 

institutional 

alternatives; 

A collective 

process of 

bargaining & 

balancing 

interests; Past 

Mechanism of 

bargaining & 

power struggle; 

bargaining 

power/coercive 

Competition 

between ideas 

and mental 

models; 

discursive 

Mimetic, coercive 

& normative 

mechanisms, 

bricolage/translati

on generate 

Collective action 

process in 

parliament, 

courts, 

community 
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institutions 

emerge; Efficiency 

(near optimum 

outcomes ex 

post), Prominence 

& versatility of 

institution 

influence 

institutional choice 

Transaction costs 

institutional 

choice 

institutional 

legacies, Power 

asymmetries & 

sunk & set-up 

costs influence 

path of 

institutional 

change 

 

power determine 

institutional choice   

framing & 

ideational power 

determine 

institutional 

choice  

institutional 

change; Collective 

interpretation & 

social legitimacy, 

structural & 

ideational power 

determine 

institutional choice 

courts etc. 

where 

contending 

visions are 

evaluated; 

dominant 

created 

imaginings & 

pragmatism 

determine 

institutional 

choice  

Seminal & 

relevant 

theoretical 

literature 

[70, 72, 73, 75, 

77, 80, 140] 

[43, 87, 89–92] [34, 35, 97, 98, 

141] 

[23, 41, 110, 142] [31, 32, 39, 

100, 117] 

[32, 46, 126, 127] [30, 137, 138] 

Empirical 

applications in 

marine coastal 

context 

[84, 85, 143–146] [94, 95, 147, 

148] 

[102, 103, 149–

151] 

[113–116, 152] [124, 153–155] [135, 136, 156–

158] 

[131] 

Strengths & 

contexts when 

theory is most 

useful 

In contexts 

emergence & 

change of informal 

institutions such 

as social norms & 

conventions; 

strong for 

explaining change 

in context of 

uncertainty & 

complexity 

Market-like 

contexts where 

uncertainty & 

power 

asymmetries are 

minimal but 

competition & 

economic 

interests are high; 

strong for 

examining 

coordination & 

Context where 

dependencies are 

high & vested 

interests is 

prominent; 

Strong for 

examining 

persistence of 

inefficient or 

undesirable and 

incremental 

change 

Contexts where 

power 

asymmetries exist 

& distributional 

issues/ conflicting 

interests are 

prominent; strong 

for explaining 

mechanisms of 

change 

Contexts where 

uncertain & 

complexity 

shape actors’ 

decisions, 

rationality & 

interactions; 

strong potential 

for explaining 

institutional 

choice in 

uncertainty & 

In contexts where 

uncertainty is 

high & imitation, 

or 

experimentation is 

inevitable; In 

situations; strong 

potential for 

explaining 

institutional 

choice in 

uncertainty & the 

In context 

where 

interdependenci

es are high & 

collective action 

is inevitable; 

Strong for 

explaining 

institutional 

change in 

contexts of 

uncertainty;  
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governance 

structures or 

organizational 

forms 

the influence of 

international 

ideology/discour

se at national & 

local levels 

influence of global 

institutional 

principle at 

national & local 

levels 

Limitations  Weak in explaining 

change in the 

context of 

centralized & 

intentional 

institutional 

design & power 

asymmetries  

Ignores the role 

of power 

asymmetries; 

weak in context of 

uncertainty & 

complexity where 

pure rationality is 

impossible 

Tend to focus on 

institutional 

persistence; weak 

in explaining 

revolutionary 

change 

Not very suitable 

for explaining 

situations where 

cooperation is 

favored than 

conflict; 

Tend to 

overemphasize 

agency & 

ideational power 

but does not 

sufficiently 

account for 

structural power 

Weak in 

explaining 

institutional 

innovations that 

are novel and 

where past or 

existing 

institutional 

templates are 

absent 

Tend to 

downplay the 

role of 

instrumental 

rationality 
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3. Discussion 

In this paper, we explored the explanatory potential of theories of institutional change in 

relation to contextual institutional features and materiality of the coastal marine realm. The 

empirical cases of institutional change cut across various institutional arrangements in marine 

coastal systems, including fisheries, mangroves, coastal tourism, marine spatial planning, and 

ecosystem-based management. We find that all the theories, to some degree, have been 

applied to study institutional change in marine coastal governance. However, the explanatory 

potential of each theory depends on the contextual features of the marine coastal system. 

Institutional arrangements in marine coastal governance have international/global, national, 

and local, dimensions. Uncertainty, complexity, and interdependencies are inherently high. 

Actor constellations and knowledge systems are diverse, and power asymmetries are 

ubiquitous. These social and material conditions influence institutional change and thus the 

explanatory purchase of various theories. Here, we discuss the findings in relation to the five 

key contextual features of the coastal marine realm – uncertainty, complexity, 

interdependencies, knowledge/power asymmetries, and governance scale (international, 

national, and local). 

First, high uncertainty is one major challenge for governance transformations in the marine 

coastal realm [63]. Under conditions of high uncertainty, history, experimentation, ideas, 

mental models, and ideology play a huge role in driving institutional change and mechanisms 

of institutional choice. In this context, ideational theories, isomorphic diffusion, path-

dependence/gradual change theories have stronger explanatory potential for understanding 

institutional change in resource systems where uncertainty is high (e.g. fisheries). Uncertainty 

creates a search for new ideas and in the process, our mental models and historical institutional 

and cognitive paths influence our choices [35, 39]. We may mimic institutional examples from 

a similar context [46]. It is in the context of uncertainty that ideas have a high degree of 

influence [117]. Ideas change through learning, and as we experiment with institutional 

solutions, we get better ideas of how they perform and what outcomes are desirable and 

undesirable, leading to further institutional change [138]. From this perspective, volitional 

pragmatism and evolutionary theories of institutional change also provide very useful analytical 

tools for examining change in the context of high uncertainty. 

Secondly, marine coastal systems are characterized by high material and social complexity. 

This means that systems are likely to coevolve as they change each other through interactions. 

Where material complexity and institutional complexity are considerations in the study of any 

empirical cases of institutional change in the marine coastal realm, evolutionary theories, and 
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path-dependence/gradual change theories can better illuminate institutional change. This is 

the case because interactions within and between systems shape and produce emergent 

effects, leading to coevolution; history plays an important role in the process because 

interdependencies exist [68]. Volitional pragmatism/sufficient reason also has strong analytical 

purchase in this context. Complexity means that institutional change occurs through collective 

action of multiple and diverse actors with contending visions (created imaginings) interacting 

in complex ways. This generates an evolutionary process of working out a purpose of action, 

and thus institutional change [138].  

Thirdly, if the role of interdependencies is a key focus of any empirical study of institutional 

change, path-dependence/gradual change, and distributional conflict theories have stronger 

explanatory potential. This is especially true if we are examining the development or change 

of formal institutions, precisely because institutional complexity is high, which increases the 

role of institutional path-dependencies. Informal institutions developed much earlier in many 

marine coastal systems before formal institutions. Where interdependencies are high, path-

dependence/gradual change theories have stronger analytical utility for studying empirical 

cases of institutional change, because other dependencies – goal dependencies, cognitive, 

organizational and material path-dependencies become equally high [68]. This array of 

dependencies leads to entrenchment of institutional paths taken at critical junctures in relation 

to one interdependent marine coastal system, which then constrain or provide less costly 

institutional paths for the governance change in the other.  Also, distributional conflict/power 

struggle theories can be analytically useful for understanding institutional change that involves 

high interdependencies and collaboration between and among actors with asymmetric power 

resources, or the restructuring of power and distributional incentives. This is very instructive 

from the study of the evolution of co-management in the Maine lobster fishery [114]. 

Interdependencies relate to a key phenomenon in marine coastal governance – 

knowledge/power asymmetries of actors. Asymmetries in knowledge/power are ubiquitous in 

the marine coastal realm, and these play a huge role in institutional change [159]. If we are 

to understand the role of knowledge/power asymmetries in institutional change in this context, 

volitional pragmatic/sufficient reason and ideational theories provide stronger analytical tools. 

These theoretical approaches emphasize the struggle of and over ideas and ideologies, and 

ideational power becomes critical. However, the degree to which either theory is more useful 

may depend on the scale of governance in focus. Volitional pragmatism and ideational theories 

both have stronger analytical power for explaining institutional change at the 

international/global level. Ideological hegemony (ideational and bargaining power) of the 
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actors determine which institutional arrangements emerge to govern environmental resources 

at global scale [160]. Institutional change at international levels often involves an interplay of 

contending discourses and ideologies [161], and discursive power and ideological hegemony 

play a huge role in marine governance change, even if the role of structural power cannot be 

discounted [159]. This also means that distributional conflict and power theories can be 

analytically useful to a certain degree in international marine governance context. 

At the national scale, distributional conflict/power struggle, isomorphic diffusion, volitional 

pragmatism, path-dependence/incremental change, and ideational theories all provide strong 

analytical tools for studying institutional change in the marine coastal context. The dynamics 

of international processes directly influence institutional change at the national level. It is 

common that international institutional norms of marine governance are diffused to national 

level institutional processes of various countries through various mechanisms of governance 

[157]. In such contexts, isomorphic diffusion and ideational theories provide very useful 

analytical tools for understanding institutional change. Formal institutional change at the 

national level in marine governance tends to be incremental and path-dependent because of 

complexity and vested interest of actors with power [63]. This makes path-

dependence/gradual change and distributional conflict/power struggle theories strong 

candidates for understanding institutional change at the national scale of marine coastal 

governance. Volitional pragmatism has a strong analytical potential for understanding 

institutional development at the national level. Because of the uncertainty and complexity 

inherent in marine coastal systems and the diversity of actors in this realm, institutional change 

often involves a dynamic process of learning and balancing contending visions (created 

imaginings) within the constraints of incomplete mental models and ever-changing interests 

and knowledge systems [30].  

Lastly, for institutional change at the very local scale, decentralized emergence often occurs 

in many aspects including contracts development in marine resources [148, 162] and co-

management regimes [144]. Thus, evolutionary theories and distributional conflict/power 

theories can be very useful in such contexts. In such decentralized contexts where market 

forces and competition have a huge role in social interactions in the use of marine coastal 

resources, functionalist/efficient theories can be analytically strong for understanding 

institutional change. This is the case for the development of contracts linking fishermen and 

processors [148], and to some extent, the development of ITQs in fisheries [94]. Because such 

institutional arrangements govern some mode of exchange and competition, minimizing 

transactions becomes very important in the choice of institutional arrangements. This does not 



 
 

90 
 

mean that other theories of institutional change are less important here. Kingston’s [163] study 

of institutional change in marine insurance markets illustrates the point that in pure market-

like settings, path-dependence theories are still very useful for understanding institutional 

change. 

In general, many of the examples of institutional change used in this study illustrate an 

indispensable role of ideational, evolutionary, distributional conflict/power struggle and path-

dependence/gradual change theories for understanding institutional change in the context of 

uncertainty, complexity, and interdependence. Because of the uncertainty inherent in the 

marine coastal realm, institutional arrangements are in constant flux but also constrained by 

historical legacies. Path-dependence/gradual change theories have the strongest explanatory 

potential in relation to the contextual features of the marine coastal realm. This is so because 

it accommodates both agency and structure – it has power, ideational, diffusion, transaction 

costs, and evolutionary dimensions – in its explanation of institutional dynamics.  

In addition, the analysis also points to the importance of geographical context in the 

explanatory potential of the theories. For instance, in many cases of institutional change in the 

Global South, isomorphic diffusion/bricolage theories tend to explain institutional change. 

However, such institutional principles might have emerged in a context through processes that 

cannot be explained by isomorphic theories but other theoretical approaches that emphasize 

ideational elements and distributional conflicts. Many examples exist in the Global South in 

which institutional change in marine coastal governance simply entailed the translation of 

institutional blueprints into the local contexts through donor ideology and funding programs 

(see [164, 165]). From this perspective, it is useful to study institutional change in different 

contexts of marine and coastal resource governance to enable comparison and a broader 

understanding of institutional change more generally.
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Table 2 Comparison of the explanatory potential of theories of institutional change vis-à-vis the contextual features of the marine coastal realm 

Contextual 

elements of the 

Marine coastal 

systems 

Functionalism

/efficiency 

theories 

Distributional 

conflict/ 

power 

struggle 

Ideational 

theories 

Isomorphic 

diffusion 

Path-

dependence/g

radual change 

Volitional 

pragmatism/

sufficient 

reason 

Evolutionary 

theories 

High uncertainty        

High complexity         

High 

interdependencies 

       

Knowledge/power 

asymmetries 

       

International scale        

National scale        

Local scale        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative Rating System for the theories 

 Low applicability (has weak explanatory potential) 

 Medium Applicability (has strong explanatory potential)  

 High applicability (has the strongest explanatory potential) 
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4. Conclusion  

In this paper, we have presented a range of theories of institutional change that could be 

useful for understanding transformations in the marine coastal realm. We first presented an 

overview of the theories more generally and then applied the arguments of each theory to the 

features of institutional change in specific coastal and marine socioeconomic and ecological 

systems. We argue that each theoretical approach has explanatory purchase for understanding 

institutional change depending on the context, scale, the specific coastal marine system, and 

the institutional features under consideration. Because of the uncertainty, complexity, and 

interdependencies inherent in marine coastal systems, institutional change is usually much 

more complex than modelled in single theories. From an ontological perspective, institutions 

embody multiple constitutive elements – varied and competing beliefs, ideas, mental 

models/ideologies, and power asymmetries; they have functional properties and distribute 

incentives. There are always multiple interests, contending visions, logics and rationalities that 

shape any process of institutional change. This is especially true in the coastal marine realm 

with diverse actors located at various nodes of the institutional change process.  

Therefore, a much more comprehensive understanding of institutional development and 

change in the coastal marine realm warrants combining complementary theoretical 

approaches. Drawing from one theoretical approach to analyse institutional change may leave 

many questions unanswered because of uncertainty, complexity, and interdependencies.  One 

could also argue that it is possible to develop a single theory of institutional change that is 

amenable to encapsulating the array of institutional variables and materiality as well as 

complexity, uncertainty, and interdependencies in marine coastal systems. The evolutionary 

governance theory (EGT) [68, 81] is a step in this direction but looks at governance more 

broadly than typical institutional theories. Similar developments in institutional theory with 

specific orientation towards the institutional characteristics of coastal marine governance will 

be important for empirical research on institutional change and sustainability transformations 

in the marine coastal realm. 
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Abstract 

Co-management regimes are institutional innovations that hold the promise of achieving 

sustainable common-pool resource governance. However, the transition to such institutional 

regimes in coastal resource systems has faced challenges in many countries. This article 

examines the processes and outcomes of such institutional changes in coastal fisheries in 

Ghana, where the transition to co-management was unsuccessful. Combining theoretical 

perspectives from legal pluralism in legal anthropology and ideational theories of institutional 

change within institutional economics, the paper uses process tracing to examine the role of 

ideology and historical institutional dynamics of the resource context in the institutionalization 

and failure of co-management arrangements for governing coastal fisheries. The study finds 

that ideological conflicts and historical legacies of legal pluralism hindered the practice and 

outcomes of coastal fisheries co-management in Ghana. The article argues for particular 

attention to the historical institutional dimensions and underlying worldviews of the resource 

context in institutional interventions for sustainability in coastal resource systems. 
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1. Introduction 

The institutional basis for sustainable common-pool resource governance has long been a 

subject of intense scholarly discourse. While there are no institutional panaceas for achieving 

sustainable resource governance (Ostrom 2007), institutional perspectives on sustainable 

common-pool resource governance have evolved from a focus on state-led (centralization) 

and market-based (privatization) governance mechanisms (Gordon 1954; Hardin 1968) to 

common-property regimes and hybrid institutional arrangements such as co-management 

regimes (Ostrom 1990; Nielsen et al. 2004). Since the early 1990s, many institutional 

economists have espoused the sustainability potential of participatory and community-based 

resource management regimes (e.g. Wade 1987; Ostrom 1990; Baland & Platteau 1996). Co-

management regimes – hybrid institutional arrangements in which power, decision-making 

rights, and responsibilities over resource management are shared, usually between state-level 

actors and resource users (Nielsen et al. 2004) – have since become mainstream and the 

preferred institutional regimes for coastal marine resource governance (Cohen et al, 2021). 

Co-management is often argued to have the potential to achieve sustainable resource 

governance for both normative and efficiency reasons: user participation in governance 

enhances legitimacy and compliance, reduces ex-post transaction costs, and improves 

resource management outcomes (Nielsen et al. 2004). However, in the wave of institutional 

changes towards co-management regimes in marine and coastal resource systems in many 

countries, sustainable resource governance outcomes have not been monolithic. The corpus 

of existing co-management literature examined the social, economic, and ecological outcomes 

of such institutional regimes in coastal fisheries, revealing varying degrees of success (see 

Gelcich et al. 2010; Cinner & McClanahan 2015; d’Armengol et al. 2018). However, the 

implementation process, effectiveness, and sustainability of co-management regimes have 

faced challenges in many countries (Hara & Nielsen 2003; Levine 2016; Nunan 2020). Extant 

literature attributes challenges to factors such as lack of participation, unclear definition of 

roles among stakeholders, weak social capital, power struggles, institutional incapacity, and 

unsustainable funding mechanisms (Njaya et al. 2012; Nunan et al. 2015; Levine 2016).  

Yet, there is still a gap in our understanding of why co-management regimes succeed in some 

countries but fail in other contexts. Promising avenues for probing contextual conditions relate 

to the political-economic, socio-cultural, and ideational dynamics of resource governance 

context (Clement & Amezaga 2013), which have until now been under-researched (however, 

see Russell & Dobson 2011; Nunan et al. 2015; Etiegni et al. 2017; Nunan 2020). Drawing 

from critical institutionalism (Cleaver 2012; Cleaver & De Koning 2015), extant studies suggest 
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that the nature of interactions between formal and informal institutions and how co-

management is designed to fit socially embedded institutions can hinder the effectiveness and 

resilience of co-management regimes (Nunan et al. 2015). However, it is unclear if and to 

what extent the processes and mechanisms that produce the development and implementation 

of co-management arrangements may influence institutional interactions that facilitate or 

hinder the effectiveness and sustainability of co-management regimes. While some studies 

have examined the process of transitions to co-management regimes in marine and coastal 

resource governance (Gelcich et al. 2010; Cinner et al. 2012; Ho et al. 2016), most co-

management literature has focused on explaining the socioeconomic and ecological outcomes 

of co-management without probing the causal mechanisms that link the drivers of institutional 

change to the effectiveness and sustainability of the resultant institutional arrangements. This 

study contributes to this perspective by examining the role of ideology and contextual 

institutional histories in the challenges of developing and sustaining co-management 

arrangements for coastal fisheries in Ghana.  

Ghana is an ideal context to examine because of its long history of traditional fisheries 

governance and unsuccessful experiences in establishing a formal coastal fisheries co-

management regime. In the late 1990s, a process of institutional change was initiated in 

coastal fisheries, leading to the development of co-management structures across the coast. 

However, this institutional arrangement was ineffective and could not be sustained, and most 

of the governance structures collapsed a few years after the project ended (Finegold et al. 

2010). The main goal of this study is to understand if and to what extent the failure of the 

coastal resource co-management regime is linked to the contextual dynamics of the 

institutional change process. The study thus examines the following questions: why and how 

was co-management institutionalized in coastal fisheries? What role did ideology and 

contextual institutional histories play in the practice and outcomes of the co-management 

regime? This paper explores these questions through a process-tracing approach, drawing 

from the perspectives of legal pluralism and ideational theories of institutional change. By 

adopting process tracing – an in-depth qualitative case study methodology that seeks to 

explain historical outcomes by unpacking causal mechanisms linking the drivers of institutional 

and policy changes and the outcomes of those changes (Beach 2018) – this study brings 

analytical attention to the study of processes that connect the underlying drivers of institutional 

development to the outcomes of co-management arrangements. 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. The next section outlines the theoretical 

perspectives and potential causal mechanisms of the transition to co-management regimes. 

This provides a framework for empirically tracing the emergence of co-management in Ghana. 
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Section 3 elaborates on the research methods. Section 4 presents the analysis, starting with 

the contextual scope conditions and then tracing the causal process of the transition to the 

co-management regime. A reflection on the role of ideology and legal pluralism in the failure 

of the co-management regime is also offered, leading to conclusions in section 5. 

2. Theorizing causal mechanisms of institutional transformation to co-

management regimes 

The literature on resource governance evolutions to co-management regimes emphasizes the 

role of socioeconomic, ecological, and political drivers of change. Some common causal 

mechanisms of transition to co-management regimes in marine coastal systems include 

resource use conflicts, resource depletion/crisis, major socio-political changes, changes in 

market dynamics, and ideational change/ideological diffusion (Gelcich et al. 2010; Cinner et 

al. 2012; Orach & Schlüter 2021). In many coastal resource systems, especially in developing 

countries, the transition to co-management regimes has often been triggered by international 

donor pressure and ideological diffusion mechanisms through international development 

organizations such as the World Bank, international non-governmental organizations, and 

foreign government agencies (Hara & Nielsen 2003; Cinner et al. 2012; Ho et al. 2016; Orach 

& Schlüter 2021). This paper unpacks the ideational change/diffusion causal mechanism (see 

Figure 1) because the institutional transformation to co-management was externally induced. 

To achieve this, the article draws on the ideational theory of institutional change to develop 

the relevant parts of the causal mechanism. The ideational theory of institutional change is 

complemented with the analytical perspectives of legal pluralism to examine the role of 

contextual scope conditions that influence the instantiation of the causal mechanism for the 

governance transformation. This is important for examining the role of the broader institutional 

environment in hindering the transition to co-management regimes in Ghanaian coastal 

fisheries. Despite the usefulness of legal pluralism for institutional analysis in resource 

governance, its link with theories of institutional change has not yet been explicitly illuminated 

in empirical studies of institutional change in coastal resource governance. This study leverages 

the complementary value of these theoretical perspectives to understand the process and 

outcomes of common-pool resource governance transformation. 

2.1. Ideational theories of institutional change 

Numerous theories of institutional change exist in institutional economics, as comprehensively 

reviewed in the literature (see Kingston & Caballero 2009; Banikoi et al. 2023). Conventional 

economics explanation of institutional change often emphasises the efficiency function of 
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institutions whereby, through competition, institutional alternatives that minimize transaction 

costs and optimize outcomes will emerge to govern economic exchange. However, Denzau & 

North (1994) argue that in contexts of high uncertainty and complexity, it is impossible to 

rationally calculate the ex-ante costs and benefits of institutional alternatives; thus, actors rely 

on mental models and ideologies for institutional choice. Ideologies here refer to “the shared 

framework of mental models that groups of individuals possess that provide both an 

interpretation of the environment and a prescription as to how that environment should be 

structured” (Denzau & North 1994: 4). Ideologies have cognitive (help in interpreting 

environment), normative (define what is right), programmatic (condition one to act in a certain 

way) and solidary (instigate one to act in solidarity with others) dimensions (Higgs 2008). 

Ideologies are the underlying logical structure of institutions in a society; a change in ideologies 

may thus trigger a co-evolutionary change in institutions (Sauerland 2015). 

Ideational theories thus view institutional change as resulting from people interpreting their 

world in various ways through ideational elements, and how ideational change and ideational 

resources can influence actors’ normative and cognitive beliefs about institutions (Denzau & 

North 1994; Campbell 2004; North 2005). Campbell (2004) identified four typologies of 

cognitive and normative ideas that influence institutional change: paradigms (background 

assumptions or mental models that constrain the cognitive range of useful programs), 

programs (prescriptions that enable actors to chart a particular path of institutional change); 

frames (discourses, narratives, and symbol actors use to legitimize programs or institutions); 

and public sentiments (public assumptions that constrain the normative range of legitimate 

programs available to actors). Ideational elements can change through actors learning from 

their internal environment and culture (North 2005), but they can also be shaped by exogenous 

discourses and ideas (Higgs 2008). Ideological change can be theory-driven, where influential 

academic scholarship changes worldviews and paradigms, or event-driven, whereby events 

such as crises can provide opportunities for ideological change through the supply of ideas 

(Higgs 2008). Change in ideologies may also result from logical incoherencies, which ideational 

entrepreneurs can leverage to develop new and less sophisticated but more logically coherent 

and consistent competing ideologies to cause a shift in ideologies and, hence, trigger 

institutional change (Sauerland 2015: 570). 



 
 

109 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part II 
Ideational diffusion 

Part I 
Ideational brokerage  

Cause (X): 

Ideational change 

 
Ideological change occurs 

at the international level, 

generating new ideas & 

paradigms of 

participatory governance 

& institutional change 

 

Participatory resource 

governance regime 

designed and 

implemented in coastal 

fisheries including the 

establishment co-

management structures 

Outcome (Y): 

Co-management 

regime 

Hypothesized Causal mechanism of the development of co-management regime 

Ideational brokers 

transmit flow of new 

ideas & paradigms from 

one ideational realm to 

another through various 

mechnisms of ideational 

brokering  

 

 

Part III 
Institutional change  

Ideational brokering 

shifts decision-making 

orientation of national 

decision makers who 

adopt new ideas & 

paradigms of 

governance & 

implement them in ways 

that trigger institutional 

change 

National decision-

makers institutionalize 

new paradigms of 

governance through 

various mechanisms of 

institutional change 

including changes in 

national fisheries laws 

and local institutional 

arrangements 

Theoretical level 

 Figure 1. Conceptualized ideational change mechanism in the transformation to a coastal resource co-management regime  

Scope conditions: 
Major sociopolitical changes; decline in fish landings; legal pluralism 

Part II 
Ideational diffusion 

Part I 
Ideational brokerage  

Cause (X): 

Ideational change 

Evidence of the 

emergence of new 

ideologies & paradigm of 

participatory 

development & 

governance. Sequences, 

traces & account from 

literature and 

international discussions 

Co-management 

structures, governance 

rules & enforcement 

mechanisms established 

in fishing communities. 

Sequences, traces & 

account evidence of co-

management regime 

Outcome (Y): 

Co-management 

regime 

Operationalization of the causal mechanism  

Evidence that ideational 

brokers (e.g. donor 

organizations) adopted & 

promoted participatory 

governance paradigm. 

Sequences, traces & 

account evidence of 

ideational brokering 

Part III 
Institutional change  

Evidence that national 

level actors adopted and 

propagated ideologies & 

paradigms of 

participatory resource 

governance. Sequences, 

traces & account 

evidence of ideational 

diffusion  

Evidence that new 

fisheries policies, laws & 

co-management rules & 

governance procedures 

were enacted. 

Sequences, traces & 

account evidence of 

institutional change 

Empirical level 



 
 

110 
 

Ideas do not often emerge and proliferate spontaneously; the role of ideational brokers is 

crucial for ideational change in one ideational realm to influence institutional change in another 

realm (Campbell 2004). In a transnational diffusion of new ideas, ideational brokers could be 

individual actors, epistemic communities, or international organizations who broker the flow of 

these ideas to actively influence ideational and institutional change at the national level 

through various diffusion mechanisms. Such mechanisms include competition (adopting ideas 

to match competitors), mimicry (imitation to enhance performance), learning (normative 

adoption to enhance legitimacy), and coercion (imposition of ideas by powerful actors in 

exchange for loans and valuable resources) (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Campbell 2010). The 

coercion mechanism can also be subtle in the sense that ideational elements may be adopted 

to gain the support of the originator (DiMaggio & Powell 1983). The diffused ideas can be 

institutionalized through the mechanism of translation (blending of institutional principles with 

existing institutional arrangements) or bricolage (the innovative process of assembling and 

recombining existing institutional repertoire to create new institutional arrangements) 

(Campbell 2004). This brings to the fore the challenge of potential ideological conflicts in the 

institutionalization of ideational change in the context of legal pluralism, such as coastal 

fisheries, as ideologies are the underlying logical structure of social institutions (Sauerland 

2015). Although this ideational perspective has not been used extensively in studying coastal 

resource governance outcomes, it provides a useful complementary theoretical lens for 

studying the process of institutional change and governance outcomes in the context of legal 

pluralism. 

2.2. Legal pluralism and institutional change 

Coastal resource governance is a realm in which legal pluralism is ubiquitous, and its analytical 

perspectives have been adopted to study governance outcomes (Jentoft et al. 2009; Bavinck 

& Gupta 2014). Legal pluralism denotes the situation where “within the same social order, or 

social or geographical space, more than one body of law, pertaining to more or less the same 

set of activities, may coexist. Rules and principles generated and used by the state organization 

appear as one variation besides law generated and maintained by other organizations and 

authorities with different sources of legitimations such as religion or tradition” (Benda-

Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann 2006: 14). In resource governance, legal pluralism as an 

analytical concept denotes a situation where multiple legal systems – rules, norms, practices, 

regulations, and their associated enforcement and decision-making authorities – with different 

sources of legitimation structure human-environment interactions. The mode of institutional 

interaction or relationship between legal systems in resource governance is termed a 
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“governance pattern”. Such governance patterns are conceptualized to include four ideal 

types: indifference, competition, accommodation, and mutual support (Bavinck & Gupta 2014). 

Indifference refers to a situation where the two legal systems operate in parallel without 

operational overlap (e.g., if rules emanating from the national legal system are not 

implemented in coastal fisheries while the customary legal system continues to operate).  

Competition occurs where there is a strong and contrary relationship between the legal 

systems, and they compete for power to govern the same jurisdiction or situation (e.g., 

national regulations and customary rules compete to govern coastal fisheries). In 

accommodation, the legal systems interact non-conflictual, and there is a recognition of each 

other’s legitimacy and a measure of reciprocal adaptation but little formal institutional or 

jurisdictional integration. In the mutual support type, there is a formal recognition of the 

legitimacy of both legal systems, and arrangements are made to enhance the mutual 

interaction and joint governance of resources under a hybrid institutional arrangement such 

as a co-management regime (Bavinck & Gupta 2014). These four ideal types of governance 

patterns are determined by the quality and intensity of relationship between the legal systems 

(see Table 1). The quality of relationship refers to whether the decision-making and 

enforcement authorities in the respective legal systems perceive the other system as valid and 

useful, whereas intensity indicates the degree to which the systems are interconnected 

(Bavinck & Gupta 2014). The constellations of legal pluralism or governance patterns are not 

static and can evolve in multiple ways at various periods of governance, leading to the 

emergence of new institutional arrangements (Benda-Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann 2006). 

The transition to well-functioning co-management regimes in resource governance indicates 

the evolution of constellations of legal pluralism or governance patterns (e.g., institutional 

competition or accommodation) to institutional mutual support. This theoretical perspective is 

complemented with the ideational theory of institutional change in this study to examine the 

contextual scope conditions relating to the institutional environment for coastal fisheries in 

Ghana that could hinder the instantiation of the hypothesized causal mechanism. 

Table 1. Typology of relationships between legal systems in a governance pattern 

 

Quality  

Intensity  

Weak relations Strong relations 

Negative (contrary) Type 1: Indifference  Type 2: Competition  

Positive (affirmative) Type 3: Accommodation Type 4: Mutual support 

Source: Adapted from Bavinck & Gupta (2014) 
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3. Materials and methods  

3.1. Process tracing 

To better understand institutions and institutional change, some institutional economists argue 

that economists need to go beyond quantitative evidence and statistical estimations to engage 

more with qualitative evidence using qualitative methods because many vital aspects of 

institutions and institutional change can be better explained with qualitative evidence (Schlüter 

2010; Skarbek 2020). In this study, the process tracing (PT) approach, which has gained 

traction in qualitative social science, is adopted to examine the institutional development 

process for coastal fisheries co-management. PT is “an ideal method for understanding 

questions that have to do with institutional change and for understanding what factors sustain 

institutional outcomes” (Skarbek 2020: 416). This is because explaining institutional change 

often requires a tick description evidence (Schlüter 2010; Skarbek 2020). PT is a within-case 

method that focuses on unpacking causal mechanisms between variables, an independent 

variable X (trigger) and a dependent variable Y (outcome), to generate a causal inference 

(Beach 2018). In this approach, “the analytical focus is on understanding processes whereby 

causes contribute, to produce outcomes, opening up what is going on in the causal arrow in-

between” (Beach 2018: 1).  

PT can be divided into three variants: theory-testing, theory-building and case-centric 

(explaining-outcome) PT (Beach 2018). While the theory-testing and theory-building variants 

seek to test established theories and generate generalizable theoretical explanations based on 

empirical evidence, respectively, explaining-outcome PT traces causal mechanisms to produce 

a comprehensive explanation of a historical outcome through an abductive process of 

juxtaposing theories and empirical material (Beach 2018: 17). This study adopted the 

explaining-outcome PT, a pragmatic approach to process tracing guided by theory. Three steps 

were involved in this PT: (1) conceptualization and hypothesizing the operationalization of 

causal mechanism from the theoretical literature on drivers of transition to co-management 

regimes (see figure 1); (2) verification of the causal manifestation or existence of the 

conceptualized causal mechanism in the collection of evidence; (3) Operationalization through 

the analysis of the empirical evidence to trace the instantiation of the manifested mechanism 

to make causal inference. This involves searching for mechanistic evidence or traces of 

activities that actors leave behind in each part of the causal process. Mechanistic evidence can 

be in the form of patterns (predictions of statistical patterns), sequences (temporal and spatial 

chronology of events), traces (pieces of evidence whose mere presence provides proof), or 

accounts (content of empirical material such as interview narrations, minutes of meetings etc.) 
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(Beach 2018: 10). The mechanistic evidence used in this study included sequences, traces, 

and accounts from interviews, narrations, byelaws, scholarly literature, project reports, and 

other gray literature.  

3.2. Study area context 

The study was conducted on the coast of Ghana, a regional fishing nation with a significant 

reliance on coastal fisheries. The fisheries sector accounts for 3.5% of the national GDP, 

employs approximately 2 million people, and provides 60% of the animal protein needs of 

Ghanaians (Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development 2020). There are over 200 

coastal artisanal fishing communities in Ghana, contributing the majority of annual marine fish 

landings (Finegold et al. 2010). This artisanal fisheries sector is governed by customary 

institutions enacted by the chief fisherman (Apofohene) and national fisheries laws and 

regulations. In the late 1990s, co-management structures were established in 133 coastal 

fishing communities to ensure sustainable management of coastal fisheries (World Bank 2003). 

The study was conducted in two of the four coastal regions of Ghana: the Central and Volta 

regions. These two regions were chosen because they had the strongest commitment to the 

co-management project (Bennett 2002). The regions also differ regarding coastal fishing 

history and methods, socio-cultural practices, and political characteristics. The specific 

communities were selected based on their history of co-management and importance in the 

coastal artisanal fisheries sector. In the central region, three fishing communities in three 

different districts were selected: Cape Coast, Elmina, and Mumford. In the Volta region, the 

communities studied include Dzelukope, Abutiakope, Woe, Tegbi, Anloga, and Adina.  

3.3. Data collection and analysis 

The study used qualitative research methods – semi-structured interviews and focus group 

discussions (FGDs) to collect data. In total, 63 participants were involved in the study through 

face-to-face interviews and FGDs during a three-month period of fieldwork (January-March 

2022). The participant groups (see Table 2) included traditional leaders in fisheries 

governance: the chief fishermen known as Apofohene (n= 9) and chief fishmongers/women 

leaders known as Konkohemaa (n=6), experienced fishermen/canoe owners (n=6), co-

management committee members (n=30), representatives of fishers associations (n=2), 

current and retired fisheries officers at zonal, regional, and national offices of the Fisheries 

Commission (n=8), and representatives from civil society organizations working in the coastal 

fisheries sector (n=2). The participants included both men (n=49) and women (n=14). The 

unequal representation of women in the research is due to the focus of the research and the 
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structure of coastal fisheries governance in Ghana. While the traditional leaders of women 

(Konkohemaa) represent the voice of women in traditional fisheries governance, men have 

majority representation in the co-management committees, with only one woman in each 

committee. Two of the women are senior fisheries officers at the Fisheries Commission. Thus, 

the unequal representation of women did not affect the results obtained because each 

participant group had a representation of women. 

The participant groups were purposively selected because of the peculiarity of the information 

sought, which could only be provided by experienced fishermen and actors who knew what 

transpired in the co-management processes between 1997 and 2008. A snowballing approach 

was adopted to identify individual participants. Of the nine communities, six FGDs comprising 

30 participants were held in-person with co-management committees in six fishing 

communities: Dzelukope, Woe, Adina, Elmina, Mumford, and Cape Coast. The FGDs could not 

be held with co-management committees in other communities due to difficulties in organizing 

committee members who were not readily available during the fieldwork period. However, in-

depth interviews were conducted with chief fishermen and their governing councils in all nine 

fishing communities. In addition, in-depth interviews were conducted with traditional women 

leaders in six communities. In the other communities, new Konkohemaa were yet to be 

installed. All interviews were conducted in the local languages (Fante and Ewe) spoken in the 

regions with the help of interpreters, and using English only when the respondent could 

understand and speak English. The topics covered in the interviews and FGDs centred on why 

the governance change in coastal fisheries occurred, how the development of co-management 

arrangements occurred, and why co-management was unsuccessful. This included probing 

issues of legal pluralism, potential ideological conflicts, and the historical context of coastal 

fisheries governance.  

Most of the interviews were recorded except when participants objected during the interviews. 

The interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. The recorded interviews were not 

transcribed verbatim. Detailed and observational notes were taken during and after the 

interviews to grasp the salient points of the conversations. The interview notes were 

complemented with audio recordings of the interviews, which were replayed to ensure that 

nothing important was missed in the data analysis. The data coding process was abductive, 

guided by the analytical framework, and was performed using MAXQDA software. Due to 

limitations regarding how accurately participants could recall events that occurred over two 

decades, the interview data was complemented with secondary data (grey and scholarly 

literature) on the historical institutional and ideological features of coastal fisheries governance 

in Ghana. The analysis of the evolution of fisheries governance patterns relied heavily on 
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historical accounts in scholarly literature and grey literature. Secondary data were collected 

through broader searches on Google search engine, Google Scholar, and Scopus for literature 

on coastal fisheries governance in Ghana. The aim was not to conduct a systematic review but 

to generate sufficient information to triangulate and complement the empirical accounts. 

Table 2. Interview participants 

Participant 
group 

Number of 
participants 

Code  Description 

Traditional 

Authorities (TAs) 

15 TA1-15 Traditional leaders (chief fishermen & chief 

fishmongers) in coastal communities 
undertaking governance activities. Chief 

fishermen are traditional leaders of canoe 
fishermen. Chief fishmongers are traditional 

women leaders in coastal fisheries 

Community-Based 
Fisheries 

Management 
Committees 

(CBFMCs) 

30 CBFMC1-6 The community-based organisations established 
to carry out co-management responsibilities in 

coastal fisheries 

Experienced 
Fishermen & 

Canoe owners 

(EFCOs) 

6 EFCO1-6 Experience fishermen and fishing gear owners 
who have been fishing long enough to speak to 

issues pertaining to the co-management  

State Agencies 

(SAs) 

8 SA1-8 Active & retired fisheries officers at the national, 

regional and zonal offices of the Fisheries 
Commission and the Ministry 

Civil society 

organisations 
(NGOs) 

2 NGO1-2 Civil society organisations involved coastal 

fisheries governance 

Fishermen 

Associations (FAs) 

2 FA1-2 These include representatives of Ghana National 

Canoe Fishermen Council & National Canoe & 
Gear Owners Association 

Source: Author  

4. Findings and Discussion 

The examination of empirical data using process tracing reveals that new international/donor 

ideologies (ideational change) triggered the institutional development of the coastal fisheries 

co-management regime in Ghana. To trace the instantiation of this causal mechanism, it is 

essential to outline the scope conditions. Scope or contextual conditions in PT refer to the 

relevant socio-institutional, temporal, spatial, or analytical aspects of the setting within which 

the instantiation of the hypothesized causal mechanism occurs (van Meegdenburg 2023). 

Here, I examine the temporal socio-institutional context of coastal fisheries governance 

important for spurring, changing, or limiting the instantiation of the ideational change 

mechanism. I begin by tracing the historical evolution of institutions for the governance of 

coastal resources from the precolonial (see Figure 2). 
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4.1. Scope conditions: ideologies, legal pluralism, socio-political changes, and 

the evolution of coastal resource governance in Ghana 

Pre-colonial coastal fisheries governance  

Before colonialism, a thriving fishing economy existed in the Fante communities along the 

coast of Ghana (Walker 1998). The Fantes were the first to venture into marine fisheries, 

developed skills, technologies, and traditional rules for using these resources, and 

subsequently introduced marine fishing to other coastal communities (Walker 1998; Odotei 

1999). The Fante fishermen went to sea fishing with canoes, while the women developed skills 

in the preservation, storage, and marketing of the fish to distribute the profits throughout the 

year due to the seasonal nature of fishing (Walker 1998: 86). During this period, coastal 

communities governed marine coastal resources through customary institutions such as 

customs, norms, and taboos (Odotei 1999). Traditional fisheries governance institutions 

comprise norms and conventions on how to access fishing grounds, fishing holidays, rules 

governing the type of fishing gear and fishing practices among fishermen at the beach and in 

the sea, norms and conventions governing the distribution of fish, and conflicts resolution 

mechanisms among fishermen and fishmongers (Vercruijsse 1984; Odotei 1999). 

The traditional fisheries institutions derived their sources of legitimation from the customs and 

culture of coastal communities and, as such, were nested in the broader traditional governance 

structure of the community (Odotei 1999). The traditional fisheries governance in each 

community was led and shaped by the chief fisherman (apofohene) and his council of elders, 

who together represented the authority of the Chief (traditional ruler) of the community at the 

beach (Interviews, TA1-9). While the chief fishermen regulated fish production, the rules for 

fish distribution and trade were enacted by a female leader, the chief fishmonger 

(konkohemaa) (Interviews, TA10-15). Fishermen and fishmongers who broke customary rules 

and norms regarding fishing and fish distribution were punished through various institutional 

mechanisms, including providing customary items such as sheep and bottles of schnapps to 

appease the sea gods (Interviews, TA1-9). The ideologies of fishermen and their leaders during 

this period were shaped by spiritual and superstitious beliefs and subsistence objectives 

(Vercruijsse 1984; Walker 1998). Legal pluralism was absent during this period in coastal 

resource governance.  

Colonialism and the emergence of legal pluralism in coastal fisheries governance 

The involvement of the British colonial authorities in coastal fisheries in the 1890s led to the 

evolution of fisheries governance to legal pluralism, where coastal fisheries came under 
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multiple normative orderings for the first time. Although the colonial government did not 

establish a Fisheries Department until 1946, colonial officers became involved in the fishing 

industry in the 1890s through the introduction of new technologies in the form of more efficient 

fishing nets, which precipitated a host of conflicts over marine space and resources (Vercruijsse 

1984; Walker 1998). There were tussles between traditional and colonial authorities regarding 

the regulation of fishing gear in coastal fisheries. Although the colonial administration 

promoted the use of more productive fishing nets, traditional authorities resisted it. Arguments 

put forward by traditional authorities against the use of the new nets reflected “apprehensions 

about overfishing, sustainability of fisheries resources, and the maintenance of fairness, 

equality, and peace between fishermen” (Walker 1998: 105). They argued that the use of the 

new nets not only led to the depletion of fishing waters, but that, such a practice was “a 

peculiarly greedy and selfish fishing method quite unusual in our fishing industry, and it is 

calculated to produce malicious feelings and mischievous intentions in the minds of other 

fishermen” (quoted in Vercruijsse 1984: 115). Their arguments were thus rooted in the 

perception that the introduction of more productive fishing gear would mark a “transition from 

an economy in symbiosis with the marine environment…to an economy exploitative of the 

same environment” (De Surgy, 1969:113 cited in Vercruijsse 1984: 113).  

However, the view of the colonial authorities was always that “a net which had been so 

successful to European fishermen must be equally useful to their Ghanaian colleagues” 

(Vercruijsse 1984: 119). Thus, according to the Colonial Secretary of Agriculture, “the best 

fishing net is the net that catches the most fish” (quoted in Walker 1998: 120). In this era, 

“local governance over fisheries was undermined by legislation of the British administrators 

who were beginning to see Ghana’s fisheries as a potentially lucrative industry for the colony” 

(Walker 1998: 103). The colonial courts consistently ruled that the traditional authorities no 

longer had the right to determine appropriate fishing methods, restrict fishing, or ban fishing 

gear (Finegold et al. 2010: 29). From a legal pluralism perspective, this period was marked by 

the conflictual governance pattern or institutional interaction known as competition. This was 

due to the ideological differences underlying the resource use values and norms of actors in 

the two legal systems (Interviews, TA1-3). It was a period of ideological conflict “between 

those in pursuit of profits, and those concerned with preserving the fisheries resource base 

[and a struggle] between local leaders (Chiefs and chief fishermen) and colonial leaders over 

who had the authority to legislate fisheries policy” (Walker 1998: 116).  
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Figure 2. Legal pluralism and the evolution of institutional interaction in different eras of 
fisheries governance in Ghana  

Source: Author 

Evolution of institutional interaction in early post-colonial fisheries governance  

Fisheries governance in the early independence era was a continuation of centralized 

management underlined by “the euphoric years of aggressive nationalism and intense struggle 

for economic opportunity in the wake of independence” (Kwadjosse 2009: 20). Institutional 

development during this period reflected the ideologies of coastal fisheries as a means of 

maximizing short-term profits and revenues for economic growth, leading to policies favoring 

the industrialization of the fisheries sector (Vercruijsse 1984; Walker 1998). Inspired by the 

modernization ideology, the technological modernization of coastal fisheries occurred radically 

through technical innovation, such as the introduction of new fishing nets and outboard motors 

in canoe fishing (Vercruijsse 1984; Overå 2011). This occurred without any resistance from 

the traditional authorities, as witnessed in the colonial era (Vercruijsse 1984). In line with the 

prevailing worldwide shared-mental models about marine fisheries in that period, national 

regulations and ideologies underlying fisheries development in the 1960s were based on the 

belief that marine fisheries were inexhaustible and that Ghana had enormous fishing potential 

(Kwadjosse 2009: 19). 

From the 1970s to 1992, there were structural changes in governance as Ghana came under 

a long period of military rule. This coincided with Ghana’s ratification of the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1983, which cemented the state’s de jure property rights 

to control access and manage coastal fisheries. While the de jure management right to the 

sea was vested in the state and thus regulated by the government, access rights to coastal 

fisheries were de facto defined by the traditional fisheries governance structures that existed 

historically. During this period, the government showed more interest in cooperating with 

traditional governance structures in coastal fisheries governance. This culminated in the 
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formation of the Ghana National Canoe Fishermen Council (a national body of chief fishermen) 

in February 1982 and its formal recognition by the government (Interviews, TA4-5). From a 

legal pluralism perspective, the governance pattern evolved from competition to 

accommodation due to convergence in ideologies regarding coastal fisheries during this period. 

The state and fishing communities both viewed fisheries from the lens of resource extraction 

and profit maximization (Interview, FA1). While sustainability considerations gradually gained 

ground in the early 1990s because of the influence of international processes, the extractivist 

ideologies about coastal fisheries and their economic development rationality did not change 

significantly; thus, national fisheries rules and regulations thus did not limit resource extraction 

(Kwadjosse 2009).  

Democratization, decentralization, and institutional evolution to co-management  

Before the transition to a co-management regime, coastal fisheries had a dual governance 

structure. There was a traditional governance structure for fisheries comprising the chief 

fisherman and his council of elders (experienced and well-respected fishermen and canoe/net 

owners) (Interviews, TA1-9). The traditional authorities de facto controlled access to fisheries 

at the community level, resolved conflicts among artisanal fishermen, and set rules and 

customs for fishing holidays and fishermen’s interactions at the beach and in the sea. Rules 

regarding the distribution and pricing of fish at the beach were enacted by a chief fishmonger 

who also works with her council of elders to resolve related issues (Interviews, TA10-15). 

However, the formal enactment of rules and laws for the overall governance of the fisheries 

sector falls under the purview of the central government, which implements fisheries 

regulations through the Fisheries Commission (then the Department of Fisheries). Thus, issues 

concerning legal fishing methods and types of fishing gear allowed for fishing were formally 

regulated and enforced by the state. However, there were informal collaborations between 

traditional authorities and the state in coastal fisheries governance (Interviews, TA1-4). 

The period between the early 1980s and 1990s was characterized by transformations in the 

economic and governance structure of Ghana. Due to persistent economic deterioration, 

Ghana undertook a structural adjustment program with financing from the IMF and the World 

Bank, including economic liberalization, democratization, and decentralization conditionality 

(Devarajan et al. 2001). This had enormous implications for marine fisheries governance 

(Bennett 2002). The influence of international development organizations, especially the World 

Bank and the IMF, on domestic institutional and economic changes was enormous. Thus, the 

early 1990s witnessed the decentralization of central government functions in various sectors 

to district assemblies, but fisheries management responsibilities were not devolved to local 
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government bodies in the coastal districts. At the same time, resource depletion was apparent, 

and the sustainability discourse trickled down to the national level of fisheries governance 

(Kwadjosse 2009). However, the main approach to fisheries governance was a continuation of 

the centralized management regime, i.e., controlling access through licensing, establishment 

of fishing zones, and restrictions on fishing gear to be used within and without these zones 

and in the industry as a whole (Kwadjosse 2009: 22). 

4.2 The causal process for institutional evolution to the co-management regime  

Between 1997 and 2002, many institutional changes occurred in coastal fisheries governance, 

including the formulation of a new national fisheries law (Fisheries Act 625, 2002) and the 

establishment of co-management structures known as community-based fisheries 

management committees (CBFMCs). This section traces the instantiation of the theorized 

ideational change/diffusion causal mechanism (see Figure 1) in the development of the coastal 

fisheries co-management regime. 

Cause (X): Ideational change 

The transition to the coastal fisheries co-management regime was caused by a change in the 

cognitive and normative ideas of development and resource governance at the international 

level. In the 1980s, there was an evolution in academic paradigms and programs of 

development and resource governance, which until the 1980s emphasized the centralization 

of resource management, following Garrett Hardin’s ‘tragedy of the commons theory’ (Hardin 

1968), which became the dominant framework within which social scientists portray 

sustainable resource use challenges  (McCay & Acheson 1987: 1). The intellectual paradigm 

of resource governance led by new institutionalists from the 1980s espoused the value of local 

institutions and the sustainability potential of participatory or community-based resource 

management regimes (McCay & Acheson 1987; Wade 1987; Ostrom 1990; Baland & Platteau 

1996). These theoretical developments were influential in changing international ideologies 

and discourses of development and resource governance (Cleaver 1999; Overå 2011), 

mirroring what Higgs (2008) conceptualized as theory-driven ideological change.  

Thus, there was a paradigm shift in the international paradigms and programs on development 

assistance, emphasizing participatory approaches for achieving the sustainability imperatives 

of global development. While the responsibility for environmental and resource management 

was entrusted to the state and emphasized in principles 7, 17, and 21 of the Stockholm 

Declaration on the Human Environment (1972), the ideologies of resource governance 

changed significantly in the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992). 
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Principles 10, 20, and 22 of the Rio Declaration strongly emphasize public and local community 

participation in environmental and resource management as a key pillar of sound and inclusive 

environmental governance for achieving sustainable development. Thus, co-management 

regimes emerged as a resource governance paradigm from this “ideological shift in 

development agendas that considered popular participation essential for the poor to gain 

access to and control over resources” (Cinner et al. 2012: 651).   

Part I: Ideational brokerage 

Ideas do not just emerge and become influential in decision-making and institutional building 

without being spread or carried by agents; they are transported from one ideational realm to 

another by ideational brokers (Campbell, 2004). These could be individual actors, epistemic 

communities, or international organizations that broker the flow of these ideas to actively 

influence ideational diffusion at the national level to drive institutional change (Campbell 2010). 

The ideational change in academia and at the international level also diffused into the 

paradigms and programs promoted by bilateral donor agencies and international development 

organizations (Cleaver 1999). The paradigm of participatory development led to changes in 

the World Bank’s “institutional culture and procedures […] to adopt participation as a regular 

feature of its work with borrowing countries” (World Bank 1994: 1). The World Bank noted 

that the growing focus on promoting paradigms and programs of participatory governance 

was necessary because “[i]nternationally, emphasis is being placed on the challenge of 

sustainable development and participation is increasingly recognized as a necessary part of 

sustainable development strategies” (World Bank 1994: 3).  

The growing interest of the World Bank in institutional development in the 1990s could also 

be seen in key presentations by new institutional economists at the World Bank annual 

conference on development economics in 1994 and 1995 (See Williamson 1995; Ostrom 1996). 

In the small-scale fisheries sector, particularly in developing countries, the focus of 

development assistance shifted from infrastructural development and technological 

modernization to institutional modernization and participatory resource governance in the 

1990s (Cleaver 1999; Overå 2011; Hamilton et al. 2021). The World Bank thus performed the 

function of an ideational broker in transmitting new paradigms of participation in the 

development and governance of the coastal fisheries sector in Ghana (Interviews, NGO1 & 

SA8). The brokering of the new ideologies was achieved by capturing participatory 

development and governance in its 1994 country assistance strategy for Ghana (World Bank 

1995: 5). This was aided by the framing of participation and institutional modernization as a 
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program to enhance the contribution of the fisheries sector to the country’s economic 

development (Interview, NGO1).  

Part II: Ideational diffusion  

For ideas transported through ideational brokering to influence institutional change, they must 

be adopted by actors in the targeted ideational realm. Ideational diffusion can occur through 

several mechanisms: competition, coercion, learning, and emulation (Campbell 2004). The 

adoption of new ideas of participation in development and governance by the government of 

Ghana began with the development of a 5-year institutional development project for coastal 

fisheries in 1995, dubbed the fisheries sub-sector capacity-building project. This project aimed 

to ‘modernize’ institutions (Overå 2011) and strengthen fisheries governance to ensure the 

long-term sustainability of fisheries resources and enhance their contribution to the Ghanaian 

economy (World Bank 1995). The institutional development project was intended to be funded 

by the World Bank; thus, it could not diverge from the paradigms and programs promoted in 

the CAS. Accordingly, the project was evaluated to be “fully consistent with the Bank Group’s 

Country Assistance Strategy (CAS), [as] specifically mentioned in the CAS that was discussed 

by the Board on April 14 1994” (World Bank 1995: 5).  

In this process, the coercion mechanism of ideational diffusion was instantiated, in which the 

government of Ghana adopted the new paradigms of participatory governance promoted by 

the World Bank to access funding opportunities. This process of ideational diffusion has also 

been observed in many other places, where “international donor agencies pressured African 

countries to introduce co-management or at least establish more democratic processes in the 

formulation of fisheries management objectives and the decentralization of fisheries 

governance” (Hara & Nielsen 2003: 82). In the case of Ghana, the diffusion of international 

ideologies to the national level of fisheries governance was facilitated by the influence the 

World Bank had on domestic policy owing to its support for the country’s economic and 

governance transformation at the time (Interview, SA8). While resource depletion and 

concerns for the sustainability of the fisheries sector were important, “the most profound 

changes in fisheries governance in this period were brought about by non-fisheries concerns 

such as a need to respond to donor imperatives for structural adjustment and ‘good 

governance’” (Finegold et al. 2010: 3). It is well-recognized that the influence of international 

donors and policy advisers has had the most significant impact on how coastal fisheries are 

perceived and managed in Ghana (Bennett 2002: 242). 
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Part III: institutional change 

The influence of diffused ideas on institutional change can only be visible in institutionalization 

processes at the domestic or local level (Campbell 2010). Institutionalization of the new 

paradigms of participatory resource governance occurred through the enactment of the new 

national fisheries law (the Fisheries Act, 2002) and the establishment of co-management 

structures to enhance private sector participation and sustainable governance of the fisheries 

sector (World Bank 2003). This occurred through a top-down process whereby the 

government, through the Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MOFA), invited traditional 

authorities of fishing communities and fisheries officers to workshops to sensitize and train 

them on the development of the fisheries co-management regime (Interviews, NGO1 & SA7-

8). This culminated in MOFA hiring a consultant to prepare a social mobilization manual for 

establishing the co-management regime (Interview, NGO1). The consultant prepared the 

manual by drawing on examples of co-management regimes in other countries and a model 

community-based fisheries management system in one of the fishing communities in Ghana 

(Interviews, TA4, NGO1, & SA8). Consultants then worked with the regional fisheries directors 

and fisheries officers to facilitate the establishment of co-management committees in coastal 

fishing communities with bylaws comprising statutory regulations and customary rules of the 

traditional fisheries governance of coastal fishing communities (Interviews, NGO1, SA8 & FA1).  

This shows that although international ideas can be influential through coercive diffusion 

mechanisms, their institutionalization can often vary due to contextual conditions. Unlike other 

countries, where the influence of donor ideologies resulted in revolutionary institutional 

changes in the fisheries sector (Cinner et al. 2012), the institutional change in Ghana mainly 

resulted in the rearrangement of the pre-existing institutional repertoire of fisheries 

governance to form a co-management regime. This is a common feature of the 

institutionalization of international ideologies (Campbell 2004, 2010). The institutional 

development had features of institutional bricolage (Cleaver 2012), even though bricolage in 

its true sense never occurred because of the lack of support from the traditional authorities in 

coastal fisheries. 

Outcome (X): Coastal fisheries co-management regime  

By the end of the institutional development project in 2002, 133 CBFMCs were established 

with their constitutions and by-laws in coastal fishing communities to “enforce rules and 

regulations designed to protect their fisheries resources” (World Bank 2003: 6). The co-

management structures were created anew with a different composition of members, even 

though the chief fisherman or his representative should chair the committees to leverage the 



 
 

124 
 

respect they command to implement fisheries regulations (Interviews, NGO1 & SA8). 

Therefore, the co-management committees operated as parallel fisheries governance 

structures along with the pre-existing traditional fisheries governance structures. While the co-

management structures were successfully established within a short period, their effectiveness 

and sustainability were short-lived, as most collapsed a few years later (Finegold et al. 2010). 

Drawing on the classification of property rights institutions in common-pool resources by 

Schlager & Ostrom (1992), I outline changes in the distribution of institutional power owing to 

the transition to a co-management regime. Before the establishment of co-management 

structures (CBFMCs), all de jure property rights were defined by the state, but traditional 

authorities (chief fishermen & their councils) exercised de facto control over access and conflict 

resolution in artisanal fisheries at the community level (Interviews, TA1-9). The development 

of the co-management regime thus led to formal readjustments of the prevailing institutional 

arrangements and enforcement mechanisms (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Distribution of power in institutional domains of the co-management regime 

Institutional 

domain 

Description Pre- 

co-management 

Co-management 

period 

Access & 
withdrawal 

 

The authority to define the right 
to enter the resource system 

(fishery) and obtain the 
resource units (fish) 

De jure regulation by 
the state 

De facto  control by 
traditional leaders of 

fishing communities 

De jure regulation by 
the state & CBFMCs 

 De facto control by 
traditional leaders 

Management 
 

The authority to regulate 
internal use patterns, i.e. the 

power to determine how, when, 

and where harvesting from the 
resource may occur and how 

the structure of the resource 
may be changed. E.g. issuing & 

enforcing rules specifying types 

of fishing methods & gear, 
fishing area zoning, close 

seasons, conflict resolution, 
etc. 

De jure regulation of 
internal use patterns 

by the state 

De facto issuance of 
fishing holidays & rules 

of conflict resolution by 
traditional leaders  

 

De jure regulation of 
internal use patterns & 

conflict resolution by 

the state & CBFMCs 
De facto conflict 

resolution by 
traditional leaders 

Exclusion The authority to define the 

qualifications individuals must 
meet to access the resource 

e.g. belonging to a fishing 
community 

De jure exclusion is 

defined by the state 
De facto  exclusion 

defined by traditional 
leaders 

De jure definition of 

exclusion by the state 
& CBFMCs  

Alienation Authority to transfer access, 

withdrawal, management, and 
exclusion rights to the resource  

Only the state had 

alienation  rights 

Only the state had 

alienation  rights 

Source: Author, based on field interviews 
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4.3 Legal pluralism, ideology, and the implementation of co-management 

regimes 

Developing co-management regimes is a complex process in coastal fisheries in many 

developing countries, where legal pluralism is ubiquitous, partly because ideational conflicts 

may hinder institutional building and the sustainability of co-management regimes (Jentoft et 

al. 2009; Bavinck & Gupta 2014). While the co-management process can provide avenues for 

bridging the statutory and customary legal orders (Jentoft et al. 2009), it requires creative 

processes of bricolage in which diverse ideologies are at play  (Campbell 2004; Cleaver 2012). 

Ideologies are the filters through which the appropriateness and legitimacy of newly instituted 

institutional arrangements in such contexts are determined, and if and to what extent actors 

will want to participate in collaborative governance arrangements (Cleaver 2012). The process 

tracing of the development of the co-management regime above indicates that the transition 

to coastal fisheries co-management regime in Ghana was externally driven and underpinned 

by donor ideologies of good governance. This was triggered by an ideological and paradigmatic 

shift in resource governance at the international level, which was institutionalized at the 

national and local levels through a top-down process. Consistent with many studies on the 

transition to co-management in the Global South (Cinner et al. 2012; Ho et al. 2016; Orach & 

Schlüter 2021; Fabinyi & Barclay 2022), the promotion of institutional modernization ideology 

and participatory development programs by donors influenced the adoption of the co-

management regime in Ghana (Overå 2011). While the diffusion of the new governance 

paradigm was facilitated by some scope conditions, such as the socio-political changes 

occurring in the broader national governance structure at the time, the implementation of the 

institutional change was hindered by other contextual scope conditions, particularly the 

complexities of strong legal pluralism in coastal fisheries in Ghana.  

While the tussles with the colonial authorities led to changes in the power and regulatory remit 

of the customary legal system in some aspects of fisheries governance, such as regulating the 

fishing methods and gear, the customary institutions successfully regulated access and 

resolved conflicts among fishermen at the community level (Bennett 2002; Finegold et al. 

2010). The traditional institutional structure of coastal fisheries governance is underpinned by 

ideologies that underlie the broader traditional governance system of coastal communities and 

their ways of organizing. The worldviews of the traditional authorities are rooted in their 

traditional beliefs about how the broader traditional society is organized based on chieftaincy, 

kinship, and historical customary institutional repertoire. Most of the traditional authorities in 

coastal fisheries inherited their positions or were selected based on historical customary 
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arrangements and experience in coastal fisheries (Interviews, TA1-9). They then form their 

own traditional councils to help perform traditional fisheries governance functions. 

However, the co-management development process created new governance structures 

comprising a diversity of actors different from the governing councils of traditional authorities. 

Thus, some of the traditional authorities argue that organizing collaborative fisheries 

governance around a broad diversity of actors – some of whom had no affinity to or knowledge 

of coastal fisheries – in the name of participation through democratic representation runs 

counter to their norms of decision-making and how traditional governance has historically been 

organized (Interviews, TA1-3). Some chief fishermen of the study communities pointed out 

this conflict in worldviews: 

We had our own ways of organizing things before the co-management committees 

were established. They have collapsed, and we are still here. […] If existing structures 

are not supported and new ones are created just like that, this will not work (Interview, 

TA9). 

This is a typical challenge that has been recognized in the donor-driven implementation of 

participatory resource governance regimes, which tend to pay little attention to ideologies and 

power constellations in the resource context (Russell & Dobson 2011; Cleaver 2012; Ho et al. 

2016). Donor-driven participatory institutional development interventions are often project-

focused and functionalist, mostly adopting an organizational approach to institutions with a 

strong emphasis on committees and representative participation through elections (Cleaver 

1999). Thus, such organizational approaches tend to not fit with the local institutional 

repertoire, and existing power/societal structures may be attenuated by the introduction of 

new institutional structures, especially if there are strong and divergent ideological convictions 

(Cleaver 2012).  

Also connected to the ideological convictions of the traditional authorities is the potential 

redistribution of incentives inherent in the customary fisheries governance structure by 

creating new institutional arrangements for co-management. The pre-existing customary 

institutional structure created certain incentives for traditional leaders who preferred the 

persistence of the traditional fisheries governance structure (FGDs, CBFMC1-3). The co-

management arrangements were thus perceived as externally imposed government extensions 

to usurp the power and authority of the traditional authorities (chief fishermen) who exercise 

authority and control over coastal fisheries use and relations at the community level. This 

resulted in disinterest and lack of support for co-management structures, which was stressed 
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as a core reason for the failure of co-management by committee members during focus group 

discussions: 

The apofohene here did not support the CBFMC; he was unhappy with it. He thought 

we were taking his power and the things he gets from the fishermen and all that. And 

you know he is the chief of the beach, he has power and respect of the fishermen. So, 

it was difficult for us to continue the committee’s work, and some of us decided to stop 

because we did not want problems (FGD, CBFMC2).  

The role of legal pluralism and conflicting ideologies in the failure of co-management was more 

prominent in one of the two study regions (the Central region). Issues of disagreements and 

conflicts between chief fishermen and co-management committee members were not 

mentioned during the interviews in the Volta region. This can be attributed to the level of social 

embeddedness of traditional fisheries governance structures, which is much stronger in the 

Central region. The Fantes have had a long history of traditional fisheries governance regimes 

modelled after the overall traditional governance structure of their society (Odotei 1999). The 

concept of the chief fisherman in customary fisheries governance is relatively recent in the 

Volta region – it was modelled after the Fante traditional fisheries governance structure 

(Interviews, TA4-5). Thus, disagreements over and the fear of co-management arrangements 

unsettling the power resources and incentive structure of the traditional fisheries governance 

structure were minimal in the Volta region. This study confirms the observations in the broader 

literature that the failure to realize the hope that generated co-management is attributed to 

donor-driven ideologies and economic logics that run counter to the ideologies and logics of 

local actors and livelihood dimensions of resource users in the resource governance context 

(Overå 2011). 

Contrary to findings in other contexts, where the failure of co-management regimes was 

attributed to a lack of prior community organizing structures and little history of community 

self-organization around marine resource management (Levine 2016), such organizational 

structures existed in this context. However, ideological conflicts (worldviews on what 

participatory governance is and how it should be organized) hindered the success of co-

management. While the development of co-management was said to be intended to 

strengthen traditional governance structures, it was instead designed to co-opt traditional 

leaders (Bennett 2002). The traditional governance structure, however, is not just the chief 

fisherman; it involves his traditional council and the ideologies and decision-making norms 

underpinning the customary normative order of coastal communities (Interview, FA1). 

Contrasting ideologies, vested interests, and disagreements between traditional authorities 
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and co-management committees have also been found to undermine the effectiveness and 

sustainability of co-management regimes in inland fisheries in other parts of Africa (Njaya et 

al. 2012; Nunan et al. 2015; Etiegni et al. 2017). While inland fisheries might be distinctively 

different from marine fisheries in how far the transaction costs of governance can vary, it 

shows that establishing co-management regimes for the governance of common-pool 

resources is not a straightforward endeavour in contexts where legal pluralism is strong. This 

is not only because of the differential ideologies that underpin customary and statutory legal 

orders but also because of the vested interests created by pre-existing institutions in customary 

resource governance systems. 

Constraints of the broader institutional and governance context have also been recognized as 

a central theme of ‘second-generation’ challenges of co-management in many other places 

(Ratner et al. 2012). Local power dynamics can lead to important stakeholders, such as local 

politicians or traditional leaders withdrawing their support for co-management. Evidence has 

shown that a lack of support from such important and powerful local-level actors often presents 

a serious threat to the sustainability of co-management regimes (Russell & Dobson 2011; 

Ratner et al. 2012). The findings from this study are consistent with these observations and 

thus draw attention to the crucial role of local institutional and power structures in transitions 

to collaborative governance regimes in coastal social-ecological systems. All institutional 

regimes in resource governance – customary institutions/common property regimes, co-

management regimes, resource nationalism (hierarchies), market-based governance, and 

neoliberalism (ITQs) – are representations of worldviews based on valuations of people and 

the environment (Fabinyi & Barclay 2022). Therefore, ideological convergence is necessary for 

co-management regimes to succeed in legal pluralistic contexts because the development of 

co-management in such contexts often involves navigating the institutional principles of 

statutory and customary legal systems, which tend to have different ideological foundations 

(Jentoft et al. 2009). 

5 Conclusions 

This article examined the process and outcomes of governance evolution in the coastal 

fisheries of Ghana. The process tracing shows that the development of the co-management 

arrangement was driven by donor ideologies that were diffused through funding mechanisms. 

The ideational change that instigated the governance change clashed with the ideological 

foundations of the traditional governance structure, which are not based on the modernist 

ideals of equal representation and participatory governance. While co-management was touted 

as a project to strengthen traditional fisheries governance, it instead created competitive 
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community-based fisheries organizations with attempts to co-opt the chief fishermen. The 

attempt to co-opt these traditional authorities did not succeed, especially in coastal 

communities where the social embeddedness of customary governance in coastal fisheries is 

stronger. The traditional authorities have a lot of power and command a great deal of respect 

among fishermen in coastal fisheries because they are extensions of the broader customary 

governance structure of Ghanaian society. Their worldviews on what co-management is, 

should be, and how it should be organized diverged with the modernization ideals that 

underpinned the co-management project.  

The boundary between the exposition of worldviews and vested interests in the resistance of 

the traditional authorities to the design of the co-management regime is somewhat nebulous. 

What is clear, however, is that traditional authorities are inalienable in Ghana's coastal fisheries 

because of the broader institutional structure of the country. Legal pluralism is enshrined in 

the constitution, and a dual governance system – customary and statutory – co-exists, with 

chiefs as the custodians of traditional norms and rules. The chief fishermen in coastal fisheries 

are an extension of the remit of the traditional authorities to govern the beach, considered to 

be within the customary tenurial remit of traditional authorities in the coastal communities. 

The institutional design of the coastal fisheries co-management regime failed to align decision-

making power and enforcement with the prevailing ideologies of powerful actors within the 

customary legal system, whose support was vital for the effectiveness and sustainability of the 

institutional arrangement. These findings are consistent with other studies on institutional 

change in small-scale fisheries, where the lack of support from powerful local stakeholders 

hindered the effectiveness and sustainability of co-management regimes (Russell & Dobson 

2011; Ratner et al. 2012).  

In conclusion, this study has shown that examining why and how institutional arrangements 

were created, and what ideologies shaped the emergence of such institutions, provides 

important avenues for understanding the practice and outcomes of collaborative common-pool 

resource governance regimes. The study shows how legal pluralism can complicate 

institutional development and practice of co-management in common-pool resource 

governance. Because institutional change redefines who people are and what they aspire to 

be (Bromley 2016) and redistributes incentives in resource use and governance (Vatn 2005), 

new institutional arrangements should fit within the prevailing cognitive and normative 

constraints of the institutional context to be effective and sustainable (Campbell 2004). This 

brings attention to the role of both agency and structure, as institutional change is a process 

of constrained innovation. For successful governance change, the development process of co-

management regimes should consider the interactions between statutory and socially 
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embedded institutions in designing inter-legalities in a given resource governance context. 

Perspectives from legal pluralism and critical institutionalism provide promising analytical tools 

for understanding and resolving such contextual challenges of institutional development for 

coastal resource governance.  
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Abstract 

Since the early 1990s, development interventions have also supported the development of 

such institutional arrangements in coastal fisheries in developing countries. However, the 

transition to such governance arrangements have faced challenges in many countries including 

Ghana. It is still unclear why co-management has not lived up to the hype in many contexts, 

leading to questions on the potential for co-management regimes to achieve sustainable 

resource governance. In this study, we examine the challenges of institutional transformation 

towards co-management in coastal resource systems in Ghana. We explore the potential for 

developing and sustaining co-management arrangements in coastal fisheries considering 

socio-political and institutional complexities of coastal fisheries in Ghana. We analyse the 

challenges and opportunities for co-management in coastal fisheries, applying the enabling 

conditions for successful co-management to the contextual features of coastal fisheries 

governance in Ghana. The findings indicate that contextual political-economy dynamics 

hindered effectiveness and sustainability of co-management arrangements in coastal fisheries 

and that the potential for successful co-management of coastal fisheries depends on how 

institutional design accounts for these broader socio-political dynamics both at national and 

local levels. This paper contributes important insights on the challenges of successfully 

establishing and sustaining collaborative governance regimes for sustainability in coastal 

systems. 

Keywords: Collaborative governance regimes, political settlements, institutional change, 

governance transitions, coastal fisheries 
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1. Introduction 

The emergence of the blue economy paradigm has generated enthusiasm regarding  the 

socioeconomic development potential of marine and coastal resources (Voyer et al. 2018). The 

institutionalization of the blue economy is occurring at a fast pace and coastal resources are 

increasingly becoming a major focus to address a broad range of potential blue growth 

industries (Bax et al. 2022; Voyer et al. 2022). However, concerns have been raised about the 

unintended and perhaps undesirable impacts of the blue economy implementation processes 

on coastal communities, including small-scale fisheries who not only face marginalization but 

also, threats to their livelihoods and socioeconomic organization (Bennett et al. 2015; Cohen 

et al. 2019; Ayilu et al. 2023). The challenges posed by blue growth-oriented institutional 

reforms underpinned by a presupposed economic and scientific rationality on coastal resource 

co-management has also been highlighted (Ganseforth 2023). This has reignited interest in 

institutional and governance transformations for the sustainable use and management of 

marine and coastal resources.  Scholars have argued  that achieving a sustainable and 

equitable blue economy requires institutional approaches that foster participatory and 

collaborative management of ocean spaces and resources with coastal communities (Bennett 

et al. 2019).  As a result, co-management has been advocated as integral to building a 

sustainable coastal blue economy (Bax et al. 2022). This call for institutional change offers 

grounds for examining the challenges and opportunities for the successful implementation of 

institutional and governance approaches, such as co-management regimes, which have been 

promoted in development policy and pursued by governments for sustainable coastal resource 

governance.  

Since the early 1990s, development interventions in common-pool resource governance have 

also supported the design and implementation of such institutional arrangements in coastal 

fisheries in developing countries to enhance the participation of resource users in resource 

management (Cinner et al. 2012; Ho et al. 2016; Orach & Schlüter 2021). Co-management 

has been touted by marine social scientists as a promising institutional approach for the 

sustainable, efficient and equitable resource governance (Pomeroy, 1995; Berkes et al., 1989; 

Nielsen et al., 2004; Pinkerton, 1989; Jentoft et al., 1998). However, the sustainable 

governance outcomes of co-management regimes have been mixed (Gutiérrez et al. 2011b; 

d’Armengol et al. 2018). Extant literature has shown that the failure of co-management 

regimes are related to lack of prior community organizing structures (Levine & Richmond 2014; 

Levine 2016), non-compliance and ineffective rule enforcement partly due to corruption 

(Obiero et al. 2015; Nunan et al. 2018), the degree of power devolved (Obiero et al. 2015), 

fishers opposing  co-management regimes (Rivera et al. 2021), historical conflicts that hinder 
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collective action (Murunga et al. 2021), as well as,  ideological and value conflicts in situations 

of legal pluralism (Parlee & Wiber 2014; Bennett-Jones et al. 2022; Banikoi 2024). Others have 

placed special emphasis on the significance of leadership and social capital to the success of 

co-management regimes in fisheries (Gutiérrez et al. 2011b; Kosamu 2015). Yet, the evidence 

has shown that institutional arrangements which succeed in one setting also fail in other 

settings even when these enabling conditions exist (Acheson 2006).  

The transition to co-management regimes has faced challenges in many countries including 

Ghana. The challenge for the institutional analysis of co-management is to generate sufficient 

knowledge of what sustains or leads to the collapse of co-management regimes in resource 

governance. It is still unclear why co-management has not lived up to the hype in many 

contexts, leading to questions on the potential for co-management regimes to achieve 

sustainable resource governance. A key variable that has been identified as critical for 

understanding why institutional arrangements perform variably is the context within which 

institutional solutions are implemented. However, the role of the context in institutional 

outcomes has received less attention in the institutional analysis of resource governance 

regimes (Clement & Amezaga 2013; Cumming et al. 2020). Particularly, the role of contextual 

political-economic context in the outcomes of governance transformation towards co-

management regimes has been less researched (Clement 2010; d’Armengol et al. 2018; Nunan 

2020). Yet, to understand the emergence and relative effectiveness of institutional 

arrangements, it is critical to assess the socioeconomic and political context within which such 

institutional arrangements are located (Agrawal 2002; Dietz et al. 2003; Ostrom 2007; Khan 

2017). Context plays an important role in shaping the challenges and opportunities for co-

management in a particular setting. The socio-political context can affect the success of an 

institutional arrangement in threefold:  i) institutional design, ii) the implementation of the 

institutional solution, and iii) the rule enforcement processes and outcomes of an institutional 

arrangement (Clement & Amezaga 2013; Khan 2015, 2017).  

In this paper, we examine the challenges and potential for developing and sustaining coastal 

resource co-management arrangements in the context of the prevailing socio-political 

dynamics of resource governance. Using the case of Ghana, we explicate the role of the socio-

political context in the failure of a coastal fisheries co-management regime and its implications 

for developing effective and sustainable co-management institutional arrangements for coastal 

fisheries. Ghana has unsuccessful experiences with transitioning from centralised management 

to a co-management regime. Through a World Bank supported institutional development 

project in 1997, co-management organisational structures were established in 133 coastal 

fishing communities to ensure the sustainable management of coastal fisheries. However, the 
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co-management regime could not be sustained, as the governance structures collapsed only 

a few years after the project ended (Finegold et al. 2010; Abane et al. 2013). This failure to 

transition to successful co-management occurred despite the pre-existence of local leadership 

and community organizing structures in coastal fishing communities, which are considered key 

enabling conditions for a successful co-management regime (Pomeroy et al. 2001; Gutiérrez 

et al. 2011a). The study examines this challenge, contributing to the institutional change 

literature by discussing the implications of political economy dynamics on governance 

transformations that aim to achieve sustainability in the coastal blue economy. There is 

currently a renewed interest in developing a co-management arrangement for coastal fisheries 

in Ghana – a new co-management policy has been enacted to this effect (Ministry of Fisheries 

and Aquaculture Development 2020). The findings also contribute empirical knowledge that is 

relevant for current and future institutional development processes for coastal resource 

governance in Ghana and similar contexts. 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The next section outlines the theoretical 

approach. Section 3 presents an overview of the broader political-economy context of Ghana 

and its relation to the coastal resource governance. Section 4 outlines the research methods 

and section 5 presents and discusses the research findings. Section 6 then concludes the 

paper. 

2. Theoretical framework 

Co-management scholars have produced important insights that seek to explain enabling 

conditions for successful co-management regimes in fisheries. The research has synthesised a 

broad range of key conditions for successful fisheries co-management3 (Pomeroy & Williams 

1994; Pomeroy et al. 2001). These include: 1) appropriate scale and clearly defined 

boundaries; 2) clearly defined membership; 3) group homogeneity; 4) partnerships and 

partners sense of ownership of co-management process; 5) monitoring and enforcement of 

resource management rules; 6) property rights over resource clarified; 7) leadership at 

community level exists; 8) legally recognised and legitimate community organisation; 9) 

individual incentive structure (benefits of participation exceed costs); 10) long-term support 

of the local government unit; 11) empowerment, capacity building & social preparation; 12) 

Adequate financial resources/budget; 13) conflict management mechanism exists; 14) 

enabling legislation and policies; and 15) clear objectives from a well-defined set of issues. 

While these enabling conditions are not exhaustive, they provide an important framework for 

                                                           
3 See Pomeroy and Williams (1994); Pomeroy et al. (2001) for detailed analysis of the key conditions 

for successful fisheries co-management regimes 
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examining the challenges and potential for successful implementation of co-management in a 

given setting. However, the extent to which these enabling conditions can facilitate effective 

and sustainable co-management regimes depends on the socio-political context within which 

such institutional arrangements are implemented (Clement & Amezaga 2013; Epstein et al. 

2020; Nunan 2020). To examine the potential for successful co-management, it is important 

to understand how contextual factors may affect these key enabling conditions. The design of 

an institutional regime, its effectiveness and degree of enforcement may be constrained by 

contextual political-economic dynamics, defined by the existing and emerging political 

settlement (Khan 2015).  

2.1. Conceptualising context in institutional analysis: the political settlements 

approach 

The role of contextual factors in hindering or facilitating institutional change has been 

recognised in the common-pool resource governance literature. Context has been 

conceptualised in varied ways depending on the disciplinary orientation. The institutional 

economics approach to the study of common-pool resource governance earlier viewed 

contextual factors as internal to the social-ecological system, such as the social-cultural, 

institutional and biophysical conditions that constrain actor interactions in action situations 

(Ostrom 2005; McGinnis 2011; McGinnis & Ostrom 2014). These contextual variables are what 

Clement & Amezaga (2013) refer to as “fitting contextual factors” which determine whether 

new institutions fit the social-ecological system. The conceptualisation of context has been 

enlarged to include external factors such as the broader political-economic context (Clement 

2010). Adding power dimensions to conceptualisation of context, the political-economic 

context and discourses are referred to as “mobilising contextual factors” which shape power 

dynamics and power distribution (Clement & Amezaga 2013: 147). While the role of the macro 

political-economic context has been recognised as crucial for understanding institutional 

change and institutional performance in resource governance, how this political-economic 

context should be understood remains abstract in the resource governance literature. 

Recent theoretical development within the new institutional economics has produced a discrete 

theoretical approach for understanding the broader political-economic context in institutional 

analysis, known as the political settlements approach (Khan 2010; Khan 2017). The political 

settlements approach, a political economy variant of political settlements analysis, brings 

politics and distribution of power in society into institutional analysis (Kelsall et al. 2022). At 

the heart of the political settlements approach is how the distribution of power across 

organisations – groups of individuals who work together in structured ways and are subject to 
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rules of interaction – in a society shapes institutional and development outcomes (Khan 2017: 

639). These organisations include elite and non-elite socio-political groups that hold power in 

a society (Behuria et al. 2017). The power of these different groups to contest, obstruct and 

oppose rules that are against their interests affects the effectiveness and enforceability of the 

institutions (Khan 2010: 18). Thus, the effectiveness and sustainability of any institutional 

regime depends on the responses of the organisations that are affected by that regime (i.e. 

whether they will punish or isolate rule breakers to ensure compliance) (Khan 2019) or what 

is politically feasible in the political equilibrium (Robinson 2010). That is, the distribution of 

power across organizations in the society is the most important determinant of the 

effectiveness and sustainability of institutional arrangements (Khan 2017).  

The political settlements theory emphasizes the importance of analysing the relative holding-

power4 and capabilities of relevant organisations, as organizations will support, resist or distort 

particular institutions and policies depending on their interests (Khan 2017). Two dimensions 

of the distribution of holding-power across political organizations are distinguished: horizontal 

power (the relative power of the higher factions compared to the lower factions of the same 

ruling coalition) and vertical power (the relative power of excluded factions compared to the 

ruling coalition) (Khan 2017). The relative holding power of political organisations to resist or 

enforce institutional changes depends on the type of political settlement5. Khan provides four 

ideal types of clientelist political settlements common to socio-political systems in developing 

economies: potential developmental coalition, (vulnerable) authoritarian coalition, (weak) 

dominant party, and competitive clientelism (Khan 2010). In a dominant party political 

settlement, ruling coalitions are able to repress or co-opt alternative sources of power, while 

ruling coalitions face a credible challenge from excluded rival power sources (elite factions) 

and considerable pressures from the lower-level actors of the ruling coalition to maintain their 

support and loyalty in competitive clientelism (Hickey et al. 2020). Dominant party political 

settlements allow ruling coalitions to adopt a long-term time horizon to policies and institutional 

development because the threat of alternative sources of power outside and inside the ruling 

coalition is minimal (Khan 2010). Due to the perennial threat of losing power to rival coalitions 

in competitive clientelism, ruling coalitions tend to focus on short-term time horizons unless 

the political and bureaucratic institutions of resource allocation are sufficiently robust  (Khan 

                                                           
4 Holding power represents “how long a particular organization can hold out in actual or potential 

conflicts against other organizations or the state” Khan (2010: 20). 
5 A political settlement is a description of the ‘social order’ of socio-political system, defined as “an 

interdependent combination of a structure of power and institutions at a level of a society that is 

mutually ‘compatible’ and also ‘sustainable’ in terms of economic and political viability” Khan (2010: 

20). 
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2010; Hickey et al. 2020). In competitive clientelistic political settlements, intra-elite conflicts 

are also pivotal because the struggles between elite factions and lower-level followers will 

shape the kind of institutions that emerge and how such institutional arrangements will 

perform (Kelsall et al. 2022). 

The political settlements approach provides a robust theoretical approach for understanding 

the macro political-economic context, looking at the structure of the socio-political system of 

a country. The theoretical approach has been widely used to examine institutional change and 

institutional outcomes in various sectors of development in the global south, including natural 

resource governance, especially in the extractive resource sector (Poteete 2009; Kjær 2015; 

Mohan et al. 2017; Hickey et al. 2020; Ayanoore & Hickey 2022; Benites & Ubillús 2022; 

Botlhale 2022; Atta-Quayson 2023). However, the application of this theoretical approach to 

the institutional analysis of the outcomes of collaborative resource governance regimes in 

fisheries is still scant (however, see Khan 2015; Poteete 2019; Nunan 2020; Sarr et al. 2022). 

The political settlement approach has been criticized for lacking a clear definition and predictive 

power, as well as, for being inherently elite-bias with less comparative attention to non-elite 

(Kelsall et al. 2022). Nevertheless, it provides analytical tools for evaluating the sustainability 

of institutions and policies in a governance domain and thus has strong interpretive power 

(Khan 2018). The extant studies on resource governance have shown that the political 

settlements approach provides a useful analytical lens for illuminating the role of the socio-

political context in the outcomes of institutional regimes. They show how political interference 

in rule enforcement, the choice of institutional regimes, and lack of political will to implement 

policies for effective resource governance are linked to the political incentives that are 

produced by the contextual political settlement. In this paper, we draw on Khan’s political 

settlements framework to examine the role of the socio-political context in the challenges of 

sustaining coastal fisheries co-management arrangements in Ghana. This includes analysing 

the socio-political context in relation to the enabling conditions for successful co-management  

2.2. The political settlement of Ghana and resource governance 

Ghana’s political settlement has been described as that of a competitive clientelism in which 

two major political parties – the New Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National Democratic 

Congress (NDC) – compete fiercely for power in general elections (Whitfield 2011; Oduro et 

al. 2014; Abdulai & Hickey 2016; Appiah & Abdulai 2017; Mohan et al. 2017). Since the return 

to multi-party politics in 1992, these two political parties have won four elections apiece out 

of the eight general elections conducted so far. While both parties have certain regions as their 

strongholds, there are four swing regions in the country and the margin of votes between the 
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winning faction and the losing faction is always slim (Appiah & Abdulai 2017). Since 1992, 

political power has swung between the two dominant political parties in three of the four 

coastal districts (see table 1). These three coastal regions – Central, Greater Accra, and 

Western regions – have been swing regions. Votes from those regions are critical to any of the 

two dominant parties to form the ruling coalition. The intense competition between the two 

dominant political parties means that a ruling coalition is always facing a powerful excluded 

rival coalition seeking opportunities to take over power. Similarly, the ruling coalitions also face 

threats from higher-level and lower-level factions within its ranks due to internal elite 

factionalism that characterizes the organization of both the political parties (Whitfield 2011; 

Hirvi & Whitfield 2015). Therefore, this competitive clientelism system in Ghana necessitates 

that the higher levels of the ruling coalition continuously engage and negotiate with lower level 

factions, who tend to hold significant bargaining power. 

The lower-level factions in Ghana’s competitive clientelism are the local party executives, who 

constitute delegates for choosing the party parliamentary and presidential candidates, and the 

constituency-level party members who are critical to delivering votes during elections 

(Whitfield 2011: 11). This means that the lower-level factions (the so-called party ‘foot-

soldiers’) who mobilize the votes must be rewarded for their efforts when the elite faction 

forms the ruling coalition (Oduro et al. 2014; Kelsall et al. 2022). These rewards come in the 

form of government jobs, contracts and other institutional mechanisms of resource distribution 

to maintain their support and loyalty to the ruling coalition (Whitfield 2011; Kelsall et al. 2022). 

In this competitive clientelism, however, there are floating voters who are not party loyalists 

and tend to swing with each election. The elite factions have to respond to such voter groups 

too. Therefore, the ruling elites are dissuaded from pursuing policies that initially affect a 

significant portion of the population, given that doing so would result in a loss of votes in the 

next election (Whitfield 2011: 12). Due to this perennial threat of losing power to the excluded 

strong coalitions who cannot be contained through mechanisms of repression or co-optation 

of rival sources of power, the ruling coalitions, in most cases, make policy and institutional 

choices shaped by political survival strategies (Whitfield 2011; Oduro et al. 2014). Such 

strategies encompass providing privileges to both upper and lower sections of the ruling 

coalition, alongside distributing minimal quantities of visible goods and services to the 

general public with the intention of swaying voters in their favour during election periods. 

(Whitfield 2011: 6). In some cases, it involves replacing public and civil servants with politically 

aligned persons in state-controlled enterprises during election turnovers, as well as, the 

discontinuity of plans, policies, programs and institutional development (Hirvi & Whitfield 2015; 

Abdulai 2021).  
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Scholars have lamented how Ghana’s current political settlement appears to be undermining 

its capacity to overcome the next level of institutional and development challenges as structural 

transformation has not been achieved (Whitfield 2011; Hickey et al. 2020). Because of the 

competitive clientelism, institutional change processes are often discontinued when there is a 

change of government unless they have donor funding conditionality that makes it difficult for 

reforms to be aborted (Appiah & Abdulai 2017). This phenomenon undermines institutional 

changes that require a long-term horizon to materialise, thus leading to undesirable outcomes 

of institutional development. The role of the political settlement dynamics in natural resource 

governance outcomes in Ghana has been extensively researched in the extractives sector 

(Mohan et al. 2017; Ayanoore & Hickey 2022). The research has shown that institutional 

development and governance outcomes in the oil and gas sector have been strongly influenced 

by the political settlement dynamics. Similar observations have been recorded in the study of 

institutional outcomes in the salt mining in the coast of Ghana (Atta-Quayson 2023).  

In this paper, we examine how this competitive clientelism shaped the institutional outcomes 

of fisheries co-management and what this means for institutional change and governance 

transformations in coastal resource systems in Ghana. The alternation of political power in the 

coastal regions suggests that the role of political settlement dynamics in the coastal blue 

economy governance is significant. This is more so, considering that a substantial number of 

voters’ livelihoods in the coastal regions are dependent on coastal fisheries and the fact that 

some fishers and fishing groups in the local communities are known supporters and activists 

of these political parties. For instance, over the years, individuals holding positions of authority 

within fisheries management bodies at various levels frequently become entangled in politically 

motivated changes to favour loyalists of the ruling coalition. 

Table 1. Power alternations between dominant political organizations in the four coastal 

regions of Ghana in electoral cycles since 1992 

Winning 
coalition 

Western Region Central Region Greater Accra 

region 

Volta Region 

1992 NDC NDC NDC NDC 

1996 NDC NDC NDC NDC 

2000 NPP NPP NPP NDC 

2004 NPP NPP NPP NDC 

2008 NDC NDC NDC NDC 

2012 NDC NDC NDC NDC 

2016 NPP NPP NPP NDC 

2020 NPP NPP NDC NDC 

Source: Electoral commission of Ghana 
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3. Material and Methods 

3.1. Study area 

The study was conducted in the coast of Ghana, a regional fishing nation with a huge reliance 

on coastal fisheries. The fisheries sector accounts for 3.5% of the national GDP, employs 

approximately 2 million people, and provides 60% of the animal protein needs of Ghanaians 

(Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development 2020). The artisanal/small-scale fisheries 

sub-sector forms the engine of the fisheries sector. This coastal fisheries sector is dominated 

by artisanal fishermen in over 200 coastal fishing communities along the 550km coastline, 

contributing about 70% of annual marine fish landings in Ghana (Finegold et al. 2010; Okyere 

et al. 2023). Coastal fisheries are thus important for economic development, coastal livelihoods 

and development of coastal communities in Ghana. The de jure responsibility for the 

sustainable use and development of the fisheries sector rests with the government of Ghana. 

The government of Ghana carries out its responsibilities through the Ministry of Fisheries and 

Aquaculture Development (MoFAD) and the Fisheries Commission (FC). The governance 

approach adopted by governments since the colonial era has been a centralised management 

regime. The artisanal fisheries sector has a dual governance structure. Parallel to statutory 

governance structures, coastal fisheries are also governed by customary institutions enacted 

by the chief fisherman (apofohene) and chief fishmonger (konkohemaa) who are traditional 

leaders in coastal fisheries.  

In the mid-1990s, the government of Ghana sought funding opportunities and collaborated 

with donor organisations to undertake institutional changes that would strengthen both 

industrial and artisanal fisheries governance. This led to the implementation of the Fisheries 

Sub-sector Capacity Building Project (FSCBP) in 1997 which was funded by the World Bank 

(World Bank 1995). This project resulted in the development of a new national fisheries law, 

the Fisheries Act 2002 (Act 625) and the strengthening of the fisheries department to 

undertake monitoring and surveillance to enhance compliance with fisheries regulations. As 

part of project, and in line with the global paradigmatic shift towards participation in 

development practice and resource governance in the 1990s, the government of Ghana 

identified co-management as the governance regime to achieve sustainability in coastal 

fisheries and to enhance the contribution of coastal fisheries to the economic development of 

Ghana (World Bank 2003). Thus, co-management structures – community-based fisheries 

management committees (CBFMCs) – were established in 133 coastal fishing communities 

across the four coastal regions of Ghana between 1997 and 2002 (World Bank 2003). These 

local CBFMCs were entrusted with fisheries management responsibilities, including the 

development of their own local rules and the enforcement of the rules and regulations of 
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fisheries management. Many of the CBFMCs had their byelaws approved and gazetted by the 

local district assemblies (DAs). However, the co-management regime was not successful, as 

most of the CBFMCs collapsed only a few years after the project ended (Finegold et al. 2010). 

The study was conducted in coastal communities in two of the four coastal regions of Ghana 

– Central and Volta regions (see figure 1 for study locations). These are regions where artisanal 

fishing constitutes a major economic activity, and they also had the strongest commitment to 

and actively participated in the co-management project (Bennett 2002). The regions also differ 

regarding coastal fishing history and methods, socio-cultural practices, and political 

characteristics. Politically, the central has been a swing-region during general elections while 

the Volta region is a stronghold of the NDC. Socio-culturally, the Volta region is principally 

made up of the Ewe ethnic group with a patrilineal social system, while the Central region is 

majority Fante region with a matrilineal society. Thus, the role of women in traditional fisheries 

governance may differ. Considering the sociocultural and historical differences in fishing 

between the Volta and Central regions, this selection was also deemed important to explore 

contextual nuances in the outcomes and challenges of sustaining co-management. The specific 

communities in the regions were selected based on their history of co-management and 

importance in the coastal artisanal fisheries sector. In the central region, three fishing 

communities in three different districts were selected: Cape Coast, Elmina, and Mumford. In 

the Volta region, the communities studied include Dzelukope, Abutiakope, Woe, Tegbi, Anloga, 

and Adina.  

3.2. Data collection and analysis 

The study used qualitative research methods – semi-structured interviews and focus group 

discussions (FGDs) to collect data. In total, 63 participants were involved in the study through 

face-to-face interviews and the FGDs in a 3-month period of fieldwork (January-March, 2022). 

The participants included traditional leaders in fisheries governance – the chief fishermen 

known as apofohene (n= 9) and chief fishmongers known as konkohemaa (n=6), experienced 

fishermen/canoe owners (n=6), co-management committee members (n=30), representatives 

of fishers associations (n=2), current and retired fisheries officers at zonal, regional and 

national offices of the Fisheries Commission (n=8), and representatives from civil society 

organizations working in the coastal fisheries sector (n=2). The participant groups were 

purposively selected due the peculiarity of the information. A snowballing approach was 

adopted to identify specific individual participants from nine fishing communities (see table 2).  
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Figure 1. Study area map 

Table 2. Study area characteristics 

Study 

District 

Total 

Fishermen 

Population 

Selected 

Fishing 

community 

 Fishermen 

population in 

Selected 

Community 

Fishing/ 

gear type  

Number 

of 

Canoes 

Cape Coast 

Metropolitan 

2227 Cape Coast 1960 Purse seine, beach 

seine, ali & set nets 

277 

KEEA 

Municipal 

7815 Elmina 2239 Purse seine, line, ali, 

drift & other set nets 

255 

Gomoa West 

District 

4676 Mumford 592 Hook & line, beach 

sein & other set nets 

128 

Anloga 

District 

2199 Anloga 213 Beach seine nets 28 

Woe 183 Beach seine & other 

set nets 

28 

Tegbi 741 Beach seine & other 

set nets 

73 

Keta 

Municipal 

3442 Abutiakope 689 Beach seine & set 

nets 

141 

Dzelukope 572 Beach seine & set 

nets 

67 

Ketu South 

Municipal 

6176 Adina 1745 Beach seine, purse 

seine & lobster nets 

94 

Source: (Dovlo, et al, 2016; MoFAD, 2022) 
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Of the nine communities, six FGDs comprising 30 participants were held in-person with co-

management committees in six fishing communities: Dzelukope, Woe, Adina, Elmina, 

Mumford, and Cape Coast. The FGDs could not be held with co-management committees in 

three communities due to difficulties in organising committee members who were not readily 

available during the fieldwork period. However, in-depth interviews were conducted with chief 

fishermen and their governing councils in all nine fishing communities. In addition, in-depth 

interviews were conducted with traditional women leaders in six communities. The participants 

included both men (n=49) and women (n=14). The unequal representation of women in the 

research is due to the focus of the research and the structure of coastal fisheries governance 

in Ghana. While the traditional leaders of women (Konkohemaa) represent the voice of women 

in traditional fisheries governance, men have majority representation in the co-management 

committees, with only one woman in each committee.  

All interviews were conducted in the local languages (Fante and Ewe) spoken in the regions 

with the help of interpreters, and using English only when the respondent could understand 

and speak English. The topics covered in the interviews and FGDs centred on the challenges 

of coastal fisheries governance, how co-management came about, why co-management was 

unsuccessful, issues of compliance and enforcement and the participants’ thoughts on the 

potential for co-management in coastal fisheries. Most of the interviews were recorded except 

only when participants objected to recording during the interviews. The interviews lasted 

between 45 to 90 minutes long. The recorded interviews were not transcribed verbatim. The 

first author took detailed and observational notes during and after the interviews to grasp the 

salient points of the conversations. The interview notes were complemented with the audio 

recordings of the interviews which were replayed to ensure nothing important was missed in 

the data analysis. The thematic analysis method (Braun & Clark, 2006) was used to guide the 

coding and the qualitative data analysis. The interview notes were coded with the aid of 

MAXQDA Plus 2022. The themes generated were then summarized in write-ups and discussed.  

4. Research findings  

This section presents an analysis of the role of contextual political economy dynamics in the 

failure of coastal fisheries co-management regime and what implications it has for institutional 

change and governance transformations in coastal resource systems. We first provide a 

description of the co-management institutions and the enforcement mechanisms that resulted 

from the institutional development project, followed by the role of political incentives and 

distributional conflicts in the failure of the co-management institutional arrangement (see 

figure 2 for a visualised causal mechanism of the role of the socio-political context). We then 
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analyse the implications of the socio-political context for implementing effective and 

sustainable coastal fisheries co-management arrangements in Ghana. 

4.1. Institutional design, enforcement mechanisms and challenges of 

sustaining co-management 

As part of Ghana’s structural adjustment reforms, the Government of Ghana and World Bank 

developed a Medium-Term Agricultural Development Strategy (MTADS) in 1990 to accelerate 

agricultural growth. The strategy required “institutional strengthening and policy reforms” for 

the development and sustainable governance of key natural resources, including marine and 

inland fisheries (World Bank 1995: 10). As a result, in 1995, the World Bank funded a fisheries 

sub-sector capacity-building project (FSCBP) with the aim of strengthening fisheries 

governance institutions that resulted in the implementation of a co-management regime for 

coastal fisheries. The project was part of the broader structural adjustment support the World 

Bank provided to the Government of Ghana to achieve economic growth. A fisheries sub-sector 

development strategy was thus prepared with inputs from donors and a team from the Food 

and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO), which served as a baseline 

document for the institutional development project. According to the World Bank report, the 

rationale for designing the project was to resolve a variety of problems in the fisheries sub-

sector, including the “decline in the stock of fish, the proliferation of demersal trawling effort 

in the near-shore waters[….], absence of an active management regime, weak institutional 

and legal frameworks for the effectively managing the fisheries resources, and a growing 

financial crisis in the industry[….] due to the declining resource and rising cost” (World Bank 

1995: 14). The involvement of the World Bank in promoting and funding co-management 

processes at the time was not peculiar to Ghana, as it provided funding for co-management 

institutional development projects in both coastal and inland fisheries in many African countries 

in the 1990s (Béné et al. 2009; Cinner et al. 2012; Nunan et al. 2015; Nunan 2020).  

The institutional development process resulted in the enactment of a new national fisheries 

law – the Fisheries Act (act 625), 2002 – and the establishment of the co-management regime 

for coastal fisheries. The development of the co-management arrangement began in 1997 

through a top-down approach where the central government through the Ministry of 

Agriculture and the then Fisheries Department initiated processes to form community-based 

fisheries management committees (CBFMCs) in all coastal fishing communities to enforce 

national fisheries regulations and local by-laws as appropriate. Each CBFMC was made up of 

five-member groups: the chief fisherman (apofohene) or his representative, the traditional 

leader of fishmongers (konkohemaa) or her representative, representatives of all ethnic groups 



 
 

149 
 

involved in fishing, representative of Ghana National Canoe Fishermen Council, and two 

representatives of the Unit Committees of the District Assembly (local government authority). 

The CBFMCs were created as a linking mechanism between the traditional fisheries governance 

system and modern state governing system to foster trust and cooperation with the traditional 

authorities to promote community-based rational management (World Bank 1995: 14). The 

government saw active cooperation with the fishing communities as a way to modernize the 

traditional system (Bennett 2002: 249).  

Thus, the co-management institutions that were designed through a process where customary 

rules of coastal fisheries governance were recombined and blended with statutory rules and 

regulations of fisheries governance. Many of the CBFMCs were able to get their fisheries 

byelaws approved by the district assemblies, granting them the legal authority, while others 

were unable to do so. While the co-management institutions were made up statutory rules 

and customary rules, the enforcement mechanisms varied depending on the dimension of 

resource use and governance (see table 3 for sample co-management rules6 enforcement 

mechanisms). These rules covered three broad areas of fisheries governance: resource 

extraction and conservation, fisher interactions/conduct and safety at the sea, and rules of 

conduct and sanitation at the beach. Where rules concerned the management of social 

interaction among fishers or the pricing and transactions between fishermen and fish traders, 

customary rule enforcement mechanisms and sanctions were implemented. However, where 

breach of rules concerned issues of resource extraction and conservation, statutory sanctions 

and enforcement mechanisms were applied.  

Considering that the co-management institutions were designed to be enforced through third-

party enforcement mechanisms, strong and motivated enforcement structures were required 

to monitor and enforce the rules to ensure the effectiveness and sustainability of the co-

management arrangement. However, third-party enforcement mechanisms are prone to 

political interference and corruption that tend to undermine effective rule enforcement and 

sustainable resource management outcomes of co-management regimes (Nunan et al. 2018; 

Nunan 2020). This section examines how the political settlement in Ghana's fisheries sector 

manifested in the form of political incentives and distributional conflicts that undermined the 

effectiveness and sustainability of the co-management regime. 

                                                           
6 These are samples of the rules from the Keta CBFMC but the rules were general for all the CBFMCs in the coast. 

A consultant was hired to design a manual for the co-management, which was used by all the CBFMCs to design 
the rules. Thus, all the CBFMCs have similar rules with only few nuances in specific days for fishing holidays and 
the type of customary items depending on customs of the people. 
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Table 3. Sample co-management rules and enforcement mechanisms 

Rules  Enforcement Mechanisms 

Resource extraction & conservation 

The Use of chemicals, poison, dynamite, gelignite or 

other explosive substance and obnoxious matter is 
prohibited 

Offenders shall be liable to a fine or a term of 

imprisonment not exceeding 3 months or both 

The use of beach seine and nets with mesh size less 
than 25mm or 1 inch is forbidden  

Offenders will be prosecuted  

Close seasons will be imposed from time to time Offenders will be arrested and prosecuted 

The hauling of fish juveniles apart from ABORBI is 

prohibited 

Offenders will be arrested and prosecuted 

Protection of sea turtle and endangered species shall 

be observed 

Anyone caught in possession or harming sea 

turtle shall be prosecuted 

Each CBFMC shall declare a day in the week to be a 
fishing holiday. There shall be no fishing on such 

days 

Offenders shall be liable to a fine or a term of 
imprisonment not exceeding 3 months or both 

All canoes and boats within the area of jurisdiction 
shall be registered 

Offenders shall pay a fine or be prosecuted 

Fishermen interactions/conduct & safety at sea 

Fighting of any sort either at sea or beach is 
prohibited 

Offenders will be fined a sum of money 

Conflict among vessels/canoes is prohibited Violent conflicts two canoes will attract a fine 

before arbitration by the CBFMC 

A fishing group shall not cast its net behind another 

group 

The second group shall give one-third of the 

catch to the first group or will be fined 

It is an offense for any group of fishermen to cast 
their net over a net already cast by another group of 

fishermen  

Offenders shall be fined a sum of money  

Cursing and invoking the wrath of the gods on 
another person is an offence 

Offence punishable by a fine in addition to 
schnapps, akpeteshie (local gin), sheep/goat 

Fishermen shall not damage the fishing inputs or any 

article of another group 

Offenders shall pay a fine and also replace 

such items destroyed 

No fisherman, except those operating drift gill net or 

hook and line is permitted to carry cutlass, missiles, 
club or any dangerous articles to the sea or fishing 

grounds 

Offenders shall pay a fine or be prosecuted  

It is an offence for only one fisherman to go to sea. 
He must have a companion 

Any such offender shall be pay a fine or be 
prosecuted  

No fisherman shall get drunk when going to sea Offenders will be fined a sum of money 

It is an offence to ignore or refuse to help another 
fisherman who is facing a problem at sea due to 

mechanical faults or entangling of nets resulting in 

immobility 

Offenders shall pay a fine or be prosecuted 

Rules of conduct and sanitation at the beach 

Any migrant fisherman shall comply with the norms 

and accepted practices of the CBFMC 

Offenders shall not be allowed to operate at 

the beach 

Any person who by their action create insanitary 
conditions at the beach commits an offence 

Offenders shall be fined and will be compelled 
to remove the unwanted material 

Any fisherman who leaves his unserviceable canoe 
at the beach commits an offence 

Offenders shall be fined and given time to 
remove the debris 

Source: Based on Keta District CBFMC By-laws, 2006 
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Political incentives and interference  

There are many facets to the influence of political incentives in the unsuccessful 

implementation of the co-management regime from institutional design to rule enforcement. 

These factors are interlinked but all lead back to the political settlement dynamics of the 

country. One key issue that was mentioned as the reason for the unsuccessful co-management 

arrangement is the difficulties faced in rule enforcement due to political interference (FGD-1 

to FGD-6). Influential political elites at the national and local levels, including Members of 

Parliament, District Chief Executives, assembly members and powerful persons within the 

ruling coalition mostly interfered with the enforcement of the regulations by ensuring the 

release of fishers who broke stipulated resource management rules. They did so to ensure that 

they were in the good books of fishers to enable them win votes during elections. Such political 

interference in rule enforcement created a moral hazard problem in which the fishers 

continually violated co-management rules, knowing they could rely on politicians to shield 

them from punishment. In natural resource governance, political interference is a common 

feature, particularly in developing countries, where politically influential actors enjoy 

gatekeeping powers which allow them to influence selective enforcement of rules to serve 

vested interests (Kashwan 2017: 8). Within the African fisheries, political interference has 

contributed to the failure of many governance regimes (Hauck 2008; Gezelius & Hauck 2011; 

Sarr et al. 2022). Specifically, in fisheries co-management, political interference has also been 

found to undermine the rule enforcement and the success of such collaborative governance 

regimes (Nunan et al. 2018; Nunan 2020).  

In the context of Ghana, this was accentuated by the competitive clientelistic political 

settlement of the country where two major political parties alway fiercely compete for the 

votes of coastal communities. These findings are consistent with the broader research on the 

political dynamics of fisheries governance in Africa. For example, Poteete (2019) shows that 

when the competition between rival coalitions is high in times of elections, elite coalitions are 

more responsive to the demands of artisanal fishermen in Senegal. Similar instances are 

documented in the literature, where political meddling stifled the implementation of fisheries 

regulations and co-management rules (Khan 2015; Kjær 2015; Nunan et al. 2015; Nunan 

2020). Political interference has been shown to reinforce non-compliance, increasing the 

operational level transaction costs of co-management, and thus resulting in unsuccessful 

implementation of fisheries management regimes. 

In addition, internal disagreements between co-management committee members due to their 

political differences affected the effectiveness and sustainability of the co-management regime 
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in Ghana. Due to the competitive clientelism, many of the committee members who were 

affiliated to or were sympathizers of the ruling government at any point in time were against 

the strict enforcement of rules for the fear that it would agitate the local fishers against the 

government. These internal disagreements within committees on rules resulted in enforcement 

and collective decision-making difficult. During FGDs with CBFMCs, one of the participants 

noted: 

Here, part of the reason why we could not continue the work is because of politics. You 

know this NDC or NPP thing. If NDC is in power and you are trying to enforce the law, 

those who are NDC will be reluctant to support it because they think you are making 

the government unpopular. It is the same thing if the NPP is in power. So most of the 

time we could not come to an agreement to carry out our duties and in the end it [the 

CBFMC] collapsed (FGD-2, January 2022). 

Distributional conflicts 

The politics of resource distribution emerged as a key issue in the failure to sustain co-

management in Ghana. The issue of who controls the distribution of government-subsidized 

fishing inputs such as fishing gear, outboard motors and pre-mixed fuel used to power canoes 

was a prominent contributor to the collapse of  the coastal fisheries co-management regime. 

The pre-mixed fuel is a major source of revenue for stakeholders in coastal fisheries; therefore, 

there is huge political interest in who controls its distribution to the local fishers. The pre-

mixed fuel was introduced in the early 1990s as government-subsidized petroleum product for 

the canoe fishers to power their outboard motors, which are also subsidized. The aim was to 

increase fish production and to alleviate the operational cost of the canoe fishers. A national 

ministerial committee was set up to oversee the administration and distribution of the pre-

mixed fuel (Abane et al. 2013). The chief fishermen through cooperatives formed by the fishers 

were given the authority to control the distribution of the subsidized pre-mixed fuel and fishing 

nets to the fisherfolk at the community level (KII-3, January, 2022). However, every change 

of government in Ghana often led to a change in the structure of the pre-mixed administration 

(Abane et al. 2013). For example, after a change of government in 2001, new pre-mixed 

administration structures were established in the form of national, regional and local pre-mixed 

fuel committees. This means the local pre-mixed fuel committee was responsible for the sale 

of the premixed fuel directly to the fishers in fishing communities.  

While the chief fishermen and canoe owners were part of the local pre-mixed fuel committees, 

political appointees of the ruling coalition were also added to the membership. The profit from 

the sale of the pre-mixed was to be distributed by a sharing formula (i.e. 53% goes into 
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community development fund to be used for development projects in fishing communities, 

while the rest is shared among the members of the committee). Again, in 2009, there was a 

change in government in Ghana and the new ruling coalition also changed the pre-mixed 

structure, creating Landing Beach Committees (LBCs), to administer distribution of the premix 

fuel directly to fishers at the various landing beaches. Through these processes by successive 

governments political appointees took control of the distribution of the pre-mixed fuel and 

other subsidized fishing inputs in the local communities. As a result, the influence of the chief 

fisherman in these committees depends on the relationship he has with the ruling coalition. 

For example, a change in the ruling coalition can increase or decrease the power of the chief 

fisherman in the LBC depending on how he positions himself within the broader political 

landscape. 

From a political settlement perspective, the distribution of benefits from the institutional 

structure was inconsistent with the distribution of local organizational power at the community 

level of fisheries governance. The chief fishermen who worked together with the co-

management committees to sustain the operations of the co-management arrangement wield 

significant holding-power, and because the distribution of incentives for resource management 

was not aligned with these, it caused distributional concerns. This served as a disincentive for 

the chief fishermen and co-management committees, who registered their displeasure by 

abandoning co-management activities. In the political settlement literature, it has been 

established that institutions that threaten rents or fail to distribute substantial rents to powerful 

organisations will face intense opposition, reversal, modification, or distortion in various forms 

(Khan, 2017). This was succinctly put by a retired fisheries director during the field interviews: 

Resource constraints and conflicts were the major reasons why the co-management 

did not work out in many places. Those who have to engage in fisheries management 

were not resourced. The pre-mix committee which generates the money has been 

made political and has been separated from the co-management committees. This also 

created conflicts between the co-management committees and the premix committees 

over the benefits from the premix (KII-31, March 2022). 

This was also confirmed by the co-management committees and the chief fishermen during 

the one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions. One key informant narrated:  

When Rawlings [former president of Ghana] brought this premix thing he gave us [chief 

fishermen] the power to control it. Because of this, we could even use the premix to 

punish any fisherman who broke the rules. But the party people [lower factions of 
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political parties] took over the premix. If you are doing the work and somebody else is 

rather benefiting, will you continue to do it? (KII-13, February 2022).  

The issue of the politicization of premix and other fishing inputs has been extensively 

documented as a major challenge for the sustainable governance of coastal fisheries in Ghana 

(Abane et al. 2013; Akpalu et al. 2018; Stark et al. 2019; Abobi 2023; Okyere et al. 2023).  

Similarly, findings have also been highlighted in other jurisdictions where distributional 

concerns of traditional leaders undermined the success of fisheries co-management (Béné et 

al. 2009; Njaya et al. 2012; Nunan et al. 2015). 

Financial challenges 

The lack of funding is identified as a major difficulty faced by many fisheries co-management 

regimes across the developing world (Carbonetti et al. 2014; Njaya et al. 2018; Nunan 2020; 

Sarr et al. 2022; Livingstone & Anthony 2023). While funding mechanisms are often a part of 

the co-management design, many factors can lead to the inability of co-management 

structures to generate the needed revenue to run their activities. A major cause has been the 

lack of political will, which leads to non-allocation of funding for co-management, or political 

interference and corruption in rule enforcement mechanisms (Carbonetti et al. 2014; Nunan 

et al. 2018). In the case of Ghana, no financial resources from the central or local government 

were allocated for co-management beyond the World Bank’s funding for the institutional 

development project. These financial challenges were accentuated when the donor funding 

for the project ended (KII-31, March 2022). The co-management committees were tasked to 

generate their own revenue through fines and levies that would be paid by the fishermen and 

fishmongers at the beach. However, these sources of funding could not be harnessed due to 

resistance and political interference in the process, limiting the co-management committees’ 

ability to generate money from fines. For instance, fishers who resisted the imposition of the 

levies often called local and national politicians to interfere on their behalf to ensure they did 

not pay the levies (FGD-4, FGD-5 & FGD-6).  

Additionally, under new national governments in 2001 and 2009, politicized local organisations 

were established in fishing communities to administer the distribution of fishing inputs. This 

development hindered the capacity of co-management committees to generate internal 

revenue from the distribution of the fishing inputs to support co-management activities, 

including rule enforcement and meetings (FGD-1 to FGD-6). 

The revenue we used to generate from the sale of the premix was helpful for the 

operational activities of the co-management committee, because from there we will get 
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something to sort out the committee members to incentivize them to do the work. Now 

the party people have taken over the premix and this source of revenue does not exist 

anymore (FGD-4, March, 2022).  

The creation of parallel politicized-organizations has also been found to undermine the local 

self-governing systems in other jurisdictions (Scholtens 2015). The creation of such 

organizational structures is often a result of patronage processes stemming from the broader 

socio-political context of resource governance. In Ghana, the pre-mixed committees 

(politicized fisheries organisations) were created to informally reward lower-level political 

factions with resources to maintain their loyalty to elite factions (KII-31, March 2022). This 

situation not only undermined the ability of the co-management committees to generate 

revenue from the premix fuel, but also made it difficult for them to enforce the fisheries 

regulations since the chief fishermen could not no longer use the distribution of premix fuel to 

punish fishers who failed to comply with co-management rules (FGD-3, FGD-4 & FGD-6). 

Lack of institutional support 

The co-management regime in Ghana lacked institutional support because they were not 

integrated into the national fisheries law and the local government law (Tsamenyi 2013). A 

participant from the civil society highlighted this as a major reason:  

One of the main reasons why the CBFMCs failed is that they did not get support from 

the district assemblies. Most of them [CBFMCs] could not get their byelaws gazetted 

because the district assemblies were not interested in approving them. How can you 

enforce a law that does not have legal backing? That was the issue (KII-28, March 

2022).  

This was corroborated by members of the CBFMCs in one of the communities who lamented 

how long it took for the local District Assembly to approve and gazette the byelaws (FGD-4, 

FGD-5 & FGD-6). A chief fisherman who was the chairman of one of the CBFMCs noted:  

Politics is the problem. Even to get the by-laws approved and gazetted, we had to make 

several follow-ups at the assembly before it was done in 2008. We formulated the 

bylaws in 2000. It took almost 8 years to get the bylaws approved after some changes, 

and even after that, when you arrest a fisherman they will call them and then they are 

set free” (KII-13, February 2022).  

Some studies in Ghana found that political concerns and lack of political will stalled the timely 

approval and gazetting of co-management byelaws (Kraan 2009). The lack of political will was 

also acknowledged by the World Bank as a major issue that hampered the sustainability of the 
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fisheries co-management regime (World Bank 2003). In its project completion report, the 

World Bank note that whiles the CBFMCs are empowered sufficiently to monitor the fisheries 

resources and generate revenue through fines to maintain their operations, the sustainability 

of the co-management regime was unlikely due to the lack of political support from the Ministry 

and the local government authorities (World Bank 2003). It noted that a “lack of political will 

to enforce regulations and remedial measures, the weak leadership provided by the 

[Department of Fisheries], and the problems of collaboration, unless resolved, will continue to 

hamper reforms and limit achievement of future operations” (World Bank 2003: 12).  

The lack of political will has been recognized as a major reason for the failure of institutional 

and governance reforms in marine and coastal resource governance, including the 

implementation and sustainability of co-management regimes in several jurisdiction (Béné et 

al. 2009; Carbonetti et al. 2014; Okeke-Ogbuafor & Gray 2021; Livingstone & Anthony 2023). 

Institutional incentives and bargaining mechanisms of a socio-political context can influence 

the extent of political will (Post et al. 2010). In Ghana, the lack of political will is attributed to 

the prevailing political settlement, which makes institutional and governance reforms in the 

fisheries sector politically sensitive (Akpalu et al. 2018; Stark et al. 2019). In order not to incur 

the displeasure of fishers and risk losing votes during elections, the government prefers to be 

absent and, in some cases, political elite interfere with rule enforcement processes when 

fishers are arrested for breaching the rules. Since a co-management regime entails 

enforcement of rules and regulations, which are not in the interest of the fishers, politicians 

are often reluctant to lend their support for these processes. This is exacerbated by the fact 

that the majority of the coastal regions are swing-regions during national elections, which 

makes it difficult to undertake strict and sustained institutional and governance reforms in the 

fisheries sector. 



 
 

157 
 

 

Figure 2. Causal mechanism of the impact of socio-political dynamics on the collapse of coastal 

fisheries co-management regime in Ghana 

4.2. Socio-political context: challenges and opportunities for coastal fisheries 

co-management in Ghana  

What is the potential for a successful co-management regime in coastal fisheries in the context 

of Ghana’s political economy? Table 4 provides an assessment of the challenges and potential 

for co-management in the prevailing socio-political dynamics in relation to the enabling 

conditions for successful co-management provided in literature (Pomeroy & Williams 1994; 

Pomeroy et al. 2001). The analysis is based on field interviews with fishers and fisheries 

stakeholders, supplemented by review of grey and published literature on coastal fisheries in 

Ghana. The analysis shows that while challenges exist, there are opportunities that can be 

leveraged to develop co-management. The successful implementation of co-management 

depends on addressing issues with several socio-political factors inherent to the broader 

political-economic context and resource governance context of coastal fisheries. There is 

evidence of the successful implementation of co-management arrangements in riverine and 

estuarine fisheries, indicating that communities are willing to take up responsibilities for the 

sustainable management of fisheries if they are sufficiently empowered (Okyere et al. 2023). 

While coastal marine fisheries are quite different in terms of stakeholder constellation and the 

degree of economic interests, the long history of traditional fisheries governance shows that 

social capital and community-organizing structures are not lacking for the implementation of 

co-management.  
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Several factors however, need to be considered in the design and implementation of the 

institutional arrangement. The power dynamics inherent in the traditional governance 

structures need to be creatively accounted for if co-management is to have any potential for 

success in Ghana coastal fisheries. The chief fishermen are willing to participate in co-

management but only under the right incentives. If this is not the case, co-management has 

little chance of getting the support of the traditional authorities who have significant holding 

power in coastal fisheries. A CBFMC member narrated during one of the FGDs: 

Co-management can only work if they take the politics out. If the party people continue 

to be in charge of distributing fishing inputs and using the money for their own personal 

benefits, I am afraid it [co-management] will not work. We should have the power over 

fishing inputs” (FGD-4, February 2022).  

Also, traditional fisheries governance has a long history in Ghana and has established its own 

incentive structure that is not necessarily based on the modernist ideals of participatory 

governance. The traditional authorities enjoy legitimacy; thus, wield a strong holding-power 

in coastal fisheries and thus cannot be sidelined through mechanisms of participatory resource 

governance that emphasize equal representation. At the same time, issues of rent distribution 

from fisheries governance need to be appropriately structured to provide the right incentives 

for community level actors to engage in co-management. Community-level actors are no 

longer willing to undertake fisheries management responsibilities on a voluntary basis without 

any form of financial incentives (FGD-3, FGD-5, KII-10, KII-13, KII-16). The issue of who 

controls the distribution of fishing inputs and the establishment of separate organizational 

structures for this purpose by political actors played a central role in the failure to sustain the 

earlier co-management regime. The chief fishermen lamented how their power to control 

fishers fishing behaviour through the distribution of government-subsidized fishing inputs has 

been eroded because the administration of these has now been taken over by lower-level 

political factions. The co-management committees should have some control over the 

distribution of fishing inputs or at least, a well-defined allocation of the revenue from the sale 

of premix fuel for the operational level activities of co-management. This is not only logical 

from the legitimacy and governance standpoint, but such an approach will provide an avenue 

for the co-management structures to generate the needed revenue to finance the operational 

level activities.  

This brings into perspective the role of political will and political interference, which are 

complex issues to resolve in the current context of Ghana’s political settlement. This concern 

was expressed by all the chief fishermen and the co-management committee members in all 
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the communities visited. It shows that resolving the issues of political incentives and 

interference is critical for any future governance arrangements in the fisheries sector. 

However, this is not a straightforward endeavour as the clientelist political settlement makes 

it unlikely that local-level political factions will willingly refrain from taking over the resource 

distribution mandate of the chief fishermen or any co-management structures that will be 

formed at the community level. On the other hand, the political elite are also unlikely to have 

the political will to implement resource governance arrangements devoid of political incentives 

and political interference because of the perennial threat of losing power to rival coalitions if 

their lower-level factions are unsettled or disgruntled. The issue of political will came out 

strongly from the civil society perspective:  

Co-management can work for coastal fisheries but only if the politicians listen to the 

technical people. If the co-management is implemented in the same manner as the 

first one, then there is no hope. We need the political will and the necessary 

commitment from the government to collaborate with the communities (KII-28, March 

2022).   

In addition to this, if the co-management regime is not developed in a way that it inheres a 

high degree of legitimacy, there is little chance that it will be effective and sustained overtime. 

This point has already been made in the co-management literature (Nielsen 2003; Sandström 

et al. 2013; Pinkerton 2018), but legitimacy here is not limited to the rules and the participation 

of actors in the process, but also the degree to which the local level actors in charge of co-

management activities will have the incentive to enforce the rule and regulations. This is much 

so because a precondition for sustainable and efficient institutional regimes for common-pool 

resource governance is that the rules are effective and can be enforced with relatively low 

transaction costs (Dietz et al. 2003; Nielsen 2003).  

5. Discussion  

This section discusses the potential for developing a successful co-management regime in 

Ghana’s coastal fisheries in the context of the prevailing political economy dynamics. The 

political settlement of a country can facilitate or stifle the effectiveness and sustainability of 

institutional arrangements for coastal resource governance (Khan 2015). Two major issues are 

discussed - political will and the politics of resource distribution – which present different 

challenges for the successful implementation of co-management. 

The extent of commitment by political elites and key decision makers to create and support 

the implementation of institutional or policy preferences to a particular governance problem is 
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very critical to the success of any resource governance regime (Post et al. 2010; Carbonetti et 

al. 2014).  The preferences of political elites and the extent to which they are committed to 

those preferences with regard to institutional change determines if institutional and 

governance reforms will be implemented, effective and sustainable (Carbonetti et al. 2014). 

There are three critical components of a co-management regime that can be affected by 

political will: the institutional design, implementation, and rule enforcement (Khan 2015; 

Nunan 2020). When it comes to initiating institutional reforms and the designing of a co-

management regime, the issue of political will is more prominent at the national level. 

However, the level of political will can often be influenced by the preferences of external 

constituencies such as donor agencies and civil society organisations, and is relatively easier 

to resolve, especially when this is backed by funding options. The design of the first co-

management arrangement in Ghana was strongly influenced by the World Bank. Policy 

changes and the design of a new fisheries co-management regime has been completed and 

approved since 2020, awaiting implementation. This process was also led by NGOs through 

the support of donor agencies who influenced the policy preferences of political actors to 

approve the co-management policy (Okyere et al. 2023). These examples indicate that getting 

the commitment of political actors to take the initial steps in governance transformation is 

feasible with support from external constituencies such as donor agencies and civil society 

organisations.  

However, a major hurdle, which is a critical component of a co-management regime, is 

achieving the implementation of the institutional regime. This is where political will is more 

difficult to achieve. At the heart of the concept of political will is the extent to which political 

elite or decision makers are committed to supporting the implementation of institutional or 

policy preferences. Central to the political economy approach to institutional analysis is often 

the assumption of rational behaviour or self-interest as a key driver of individual behaviour of 

actors in socio-political interactions in an institutional setting. Politicians are motivated by 

factors such as the desire to retain power, so will make policy decisions that will draw the 

support of resource users (Carbonetti et al. 2014). The resource users on the other hand are 

rational actors concerned about maximizing gains from the resource system (Hanna & 

Munasinghe 1995). 
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Table 4. Key conditions for successful co-management in relation to the socio-political context of Ghana 

Key conditions for success Opportunities & challenges for co-management in coastal fisheries 

Enabling legislation and policies: There are supportive 

policies and legislation from government defining and 
clarifying local responsibility and authority, jurisdiction, 

property rights, decision making arrangements, local 
enforcement mechanisms, and fisher groups legal right to 

organize 

(+) There is a co-management policy which has been approved since November 2020, even 

though supportive legislation is yet to be enacted 
(-) A change of government may change policy priorities and stall the enactment of 

supportive legislation and the implementation of co-management in coastal fisheries.  
(-) Previous co-management regime suffered from these political dynamics; the impact of 

socio-political context on this key condition is very high. 

Appropriate scale and defined boundaries: physical 
boundaries of the area to be managed clearly defined, 

and scale of co-management arrangements should be 
appropriate to the area’s ecology, people and level of 

management 

(+) Appropriate boundaries can be defined for coastal fishers engaged in beach seine fishing 
(-) While geographic units of coastal fishing communities and landing beaches are easily 

distinguishable, resource system boundaries are difficult to define. Resource units of fishing 
interests are very mobile and fishers tend to migrate along the coast depending on fishing 

methods 

Membership clearly defined: individual fishers or 
households with rights to fish in the defined area and 

participate in the area management should be clearly 

defined 

(+) Membership of coastal fishing communities are clearly distinguishable and can be defined 
(-) Fishing methods are diverse and resource units are very mobile. It is difficult to clearly 

define areas to be managed in most of the coastal communities due to their fishing methods 

Group homogeneity: high degree of group cohesion, in 

terms of kingship ethnicity, religion, or fishing gear 
among fishers who reside permanently near the area to 

be managed. Socio-economic and cultural homogeneity 

of the community 

(+) There is socioeconomic and cultural homogeneity in coastal fishing communities in the 

various coastal regions in terms of traditional practices and customary fisheries governance 
(-) Fishing gear and fishing methods among fishers are quite diverse in coastal fishing 

communities and grouping them based on where they reside can be difficult 

Partnerships and partner sense of ownership of the co-

management process: Active participation of partners in 

the planning and implementation process of co-
management enhances sense of ownership and 

commitment 

(+) Fishers and their traditional leaders are generally willing to participate in decision-making 

processes for co-management 

(+) There is active involvement of NGOs in coastal fisheries governance. This can help drive 
bottom-up approaches and resource users participation  

(-) Previous co-management arrangements lacked effective participation of resource users 
in the planning and implementation of co-management. The risk of instrumental and top-

down approach is high considering the current context of fisheries governance 

Leadership at community level: there is an individual or 
core group who takes leadership responsibility for the 

management process. E.g traditional leaders in a 
community or other local elite 

(+) There is strong level of traditional fisheries governance in fishing communities; thus local 
leadership already exists in coastal fisheries in the form of chief fishermen and chief 

fishmongers 
(-) Local power-holding groups can present a problem for co-management due to the risk of 

elite capture 

(-) Previous co-management regime faced resistance from local power-holding groups 
(traditional leaders) due to ideological reasons and vested interest 
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Empowerment, capacity building & social preparation: 
Co-management often requires a conscious effort to 

develop and strengthen the capability of the partners for 
collective action, cooperation, power sharing, dialogue, 

leadership and sustainable resource management 

(-) Previous co-management regime did not involve conscious effort to build the capacity 
and social preparedness of resource users and leaders on sustainable resource management. 

There is the need for political will to commit resources to  
(+) The presence and involvement of NGOs in coastal fisheries present opportunities for 

capacity building and sensitization of resource users on the role of co-management 

Community organisations: the existence of legally 
recognized and legitimate community organisations 

representing resource users and influencing the direction 
of policies and decision-making. 

(+) Due to group homogeneity of resource users and local leadership, it is not difficult to 
establish community organisations for co-management. Previous co-management established 

community-based organisations (CBFMCs) 
(-) The legitimacy of community organisations was low in the previous co-management 

regime. 

(-) Due to the prevailing political settlement of Ghana, partisan composition of community 
organisations in the previous co-management led to internal conflicts and ineffectiveness due 

to political differences. The risk of this socio-political dynamics is very high 

Adequate financial resources/ budget: Funds need to be 
available to support various operations and facilities 

related to planning implementation, coordination, 
monitoring and enforcement. Co-management must 

should be designed from the start with internal budget 
source 

(-) No specific funding sources were established for operational level activities of co-
management in the previous co-management arrangement. Government resource 

management projects tend to rely heavily on donor funding which is time bound. 
(+) The sale of government-subsidized pre-mixed fuel is a major source of revenue for 

stakeholders in coastal fisheries in Ghana. An allocation of a percentage of this revenue for 
co-management can provide a sustainable source of funding.  

(-) There is risk of political interference by local politicians and the lack of political will to 

depoliticize the distribution of pre-mixed fuel 

Management rules enforced: resource management rules 

are simple and monitoring and enforcement are able to 

be effected and shared by all resource users 

(-) Rule enforcement requires strong and well-resourced enforcement structures to monitor 

and enforce rules. Previous co-management rule enforcement structures were not well-

funded to carry out enforcement. 
(-) There is risk of political interference in rule enforcement due to political incentives of 

national and local politicians. The previous co-management regime suffered these socio-
political dynamics 

Property rights of over the resource: legally supported 

property rights should address legal ownership of 
resources and define mechanisms (economic, 

administrative, and collective) and the structures required 
for allocating user rights and procedures for enforcement 

(+) Access to coastal fisheries by resource users is de facto guaranteed 

(-) Granting legal ownership over resource is difficult to achieve in coastal fisheries due to 
mobility and migration of fishers 

(-) The political will to share power and to grant legal property rights to coastal fisheries may 
be lacking 

Long-term support of the local government unit: there is 

a formal policy or law delegating resource management 
responsibility and authority to local government. The 

cooperation and support of the local government and 

local political elite is important for co-management.  

(+) The new co-management policy has structures to delegate resource management to 

local government units 
(-) due to the political settlement of the country, local governments may lack political will to 

support co-management due to fear of political repercussions from fishers. Previous co-
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management committees faced challenges getting their resource management rules 
approved due to fear of losing votes from fishers 

Conflict management mechanism exists: a mechanism for 

discussing and resolving conflicts and infractions must be 
available or established 

(+) There already exist conflict resolution mechanisms in the traditional fisheries governance. 

Co-management design processes can leverage these traditional conflict resolution 
mechanisms through proper integration 

Clear objectives from a well-defined set of issues: 
Resources users, stakeholders and partner organisations 

need to have a grasp of why they are co-managing the 

resource and what results is envisaged 

(-) The previous co-management regime lacked processes to establish common 
understanding and objectives of co-management. The risk of instrumental approach to co-

management is high 

(+) The presence and involvement of NGOs provide opportunities to enhance shared 
understanding of management objectives among stakeholders 

Individual incentive structure: an incentive structure 

(economic, social and political) that induces various 
individuals to participate in the process. The benefits of 

participating in co-management exceed costs 

(+) Economic activities and livelihoods of resource users in coastal communities highly 

depend on coastal fisheries and their sustainability. The involvement of  NGOs can help 
develop shared understanding of costs and benefits of participating in co-management 

Source: adapted from (Pomeroy & Williams 1994; Pomeroy et al. 2001). (+) in the table represent opportunities and (-) indicate challenges.
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In the context of Ghana’s political settlement, dealing with the effects of political incentives in 

resource governance is a complex challenge. If there are political gains to be made in terms 

of policy choices in governance of coastal fisheries, governments are willing to supply and 

implement such policy changes. However, if such policies or institutional changes have the 

potential to derail their electoral gains in the coastal regions, such policy or institutional 

changes are unlikely to be implemented even if they are enacted. In general, politicians are 

not willing to engage in the implementations of institutional changes that have the potential 

to derail their chances of getting support from the coastal fishers during elections (Carbonetti 

et al. 2014; Poteete 2019). Considering that the implementation of co-management is likely to 

bring restrictions to the fishing activities of coastal fishers, implementing such institutional 

arrangement is not an attractive endeavour for the political elite. The success of implementing 

a co-management regime in coastal fisheries in Ghana therefore depends on the extent to 

which bottom-up approaches are adopted in the process, which require a substantial role of 

NGOs and donor agencies in such governance transformations. 

Extant literature has also shown that where governments initiated and materially and 

technically supported the establishment of co-management regimes, they performed poorly 

compared to co-management structures formed by resource users because it becomes difficult 

to wean them from government dependence (Hara et al, 2015). Further supporting this 

assertion, we argue that government initiated co-management regimes are more prone to 

political interference, lack of financial capacity and self-initiative, as these are often viewed as 

government responsibilities handed over to resource users. From this perspective, it requires 

a rethink of donor-supported institutional development for the co-management of coastal 

fisheries which tend to adopt top-down approaches, putting governments at the centre of 

governance transformation (Cleaver 1999). While the preferences of external constituencies 

(e.g. donors) can influence the degree of political will within a country (Post et al. 2010), the 

dynamics of the socio-political context can hinder the effective implementation of institutional 

and policy changes. As shown in the Ghanaian coastal fisheries, pressure from donor actors 

tends to generate enthusiasm and actions that signal some political will at national level. 

However, due to the competitive clientelistic political settlement, other incentives usually have 

stronger influence on the level of political will in the implementation of institutional and policy 

changes in the coastal resource governance. This relates to another important issue in the 

implementation of co-management – the preferences of non-political elite whose commitment 

is critical to the co-management process. 

Mapping the distribution of preferences is integral to understanding political will (Post et al, 

2010). This aspect of political will draws attention to the potential of preferences of key actors 
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outside the reforming elite factions to detract from political will. While the preferences of 

political elites are particularly important in implementing, sustaining institutional and 

governance reforms, in the context of co-management, it is important to take into account the 

extent to which preferences of local actors who are critical to the effectiveness and 

sustainability of the co-management regime affect the success of institutional changes. This is 

especially critical in the Ghanaian coastal fisheries where traditional authorities wield a lot of 

holding-power. This creates an agency problem in a co-management regime, as the local 

actors in charge of the day-to-day operations of co-management may have their idiosyncratic 

interests that may generate divergent preferences. This emerged as a critical issue in the 

failure of the co-management regime where the traditional leaders had different preferences 

on how the co-management arrangement should be structured (Banikoi 2024). Their 

commitment to the implementation of co-management is critical for the effectiveness and 

sustainability of the institutional arrangement in coastal fisheries governance (Okyere et al. 

2023). It is therefore important to take into consideration the preferences of non-political elite 

(e.g. the traditional leaders) in co-management regimes. This is important because the extent 

to which co-management regimes can achieve sustainable resource management outcomes 

depends, among other things, on the effectiveness of rule enforcement (Agrawal 2001; Nielsen 

2003; Gutiérrez et al. 2011b).  

While weak and ineffective rule enforcement is often a driving factor behind the transition from 

centralised management regimes to co-management due to legitimacy issues (Wilson et al. 

2003), this problem manifests in co-management regimes too (Nunan et al. 2018; Murunga et 

al. 2021). In co-management arrangements, the enforcement of rules is often carried by local 

structures among resource users in collaboration with government agencies. This means that 

the willingness and capacity of the local enforcement structures is necessary for the 

effectiveness and sustainability of the institutional arrangement (Khan 2015). Considering that 

all institutional arrangements have distributional consequences (Libecap 1989; Knight 1992), 

optimal enforcement of rules and regulations depends on the preferences, incentives, and 

capacity of the enforcement authority (Gezelius 2007; Bose et al. 2017). Actors will only 

enforce rules that they deem meet their preferences or provide sufficient incentives and 

legitimacy (Nielsen & Mathiesen 2003). That is, if dynamics of the institutional contexts, such 

as political-economic factors provide little incentives for actors in charge of rule enforcement, 

co-management regimes have little chance of surviving to achieve the desired resource 

management outcomes (Nunan et al. 2018; Nunan 2020). This manifested in the unsuccessful 

implementation of the co-management regime in Ghana where political interference stifled 

rule enforcement. Recent studies in Ghana have demonstrated how political interference and 
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lack of political will have stifled the enforcement of fisheries regulations in both the industrial 

and artisanal fisheries sectors (Akpalu et al. 2018; Stark et al. 2019). Without resolving this 

major challenge, co-management has little chance of achieving sustainable coastal resource 

governance outcomes in Ghana. Rule enforcement challenges relate to another important 

aspect of co-management – sustainable funding. 

External enforcement mechanisms which are often institutionalized in co-management regimes 

entail monitoring, arrest and prosecution, which require effective, durable and well-resourced 

enforcement structures to ensure compliance (Dietz et al. 2003). Such deterrence enforcement 

mechanisms are costly to implement and thus require robust funding mechanisms (Gezelius 

2007). The challenges of many coastal resource co-management arrangements is attributed 

to inadequate funding for the operational activities of co-management structures (Hara et al. 

2015; Njaya et al. 2018; Nunan et al. 2018; Livingstone & Anthony 2023). As in many African 

fisheries (see Hara & Nielsen 2003), the failure to allocate funding to the co-management 

committees contributed to its unsuccessful implementation in Ghana (Abane et al. 2013; 

Okyere et al. 2023). The lack of funding from the government for co-management is often 

attributed to issues of prioritization, which pushes resource governance to the bottom of the 

scale of preference (Livingstone & Anthony 2023). Others have argued that it is not just an 

issue of prioritization but a case of lack of political will, shaped by the broader political-economy 

dynamics in developing countries (Carbonetti et al. 2014; Khan 2015; Nunan 2020). This is a 

major challenge for co-management in the context of the competitive clientelistic political 

settlements like in Ghana, which often leads to rewarding political factions in any governance 

arrangement that involves government funding. This means that alternative funding 

mechanisms that do not rely on government funding or levying fisherfolk have to be explored 

for sustaining co-management. 

A particular critical component of fisheries co-management that makes it an ideal resource 

governance approach is the potential to lower transaction costs of operational level activities 

in fisheries management, such as rule enforcement (Abdullah et al. 1998; Hanna 2003). 

However, in the case of the co-management in Ghana, co-management did not manage to 

reduce the transaction costs of fisheries governance due to the political-economic factors. Due 

to the socio-political context of the country, diverse interests of elite and non-elite factions 

with strong holding-power increased the transaction costs of collective action. Also, effective 

co-management requires committees to meet regularly and to make operational-level 

decisions that improve the sustainable governance of resources (Pomeroy et al. 2001). 

However, the outcome of the co-management regimes has shown that the internal political 

disagreements between the co-management committee members affected the ability of some 
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of the co-management committees to meet regularly and agree on collective decisions on rule 

enforcement (FGD-1 & FGD-2). This issue was prominent in the central region, which is a 

swing region in the general election, and has a huge degree of heterogeneity in partisan 

political views and affiliations. Thus, the potential for implementing an effective and 

sustainable co-management regime in coastal fisheries in Ghana depends on how well it is 

designed and implemented to neutralize factors that increase the transaction costs. This calls 

for the development of local enforcement structures that are devoid of partisan political 

affiliations that can increase collective decision-making costs. Such new institutional 

approaches will come at a political cost considering the current political polarization, which 

makes it difficult to clearly delineate partisan political incentives from genuine resource 

governance concerns.  

To conclude, in a competitive clientelism type of political settlement like in Ghana, there is a 

high chance of discontinuing institutional development projects when the ruling coalition 

changes. This is a common feature of Ghana political economy (Hirvi & Whitfield 2015; Abdulai 

2021), which presents a major challenge to the development of a co-management regime that 

requires term time horizons to materialize. It is not uncommon for politicians to promise 

institutional changes or to reverse institutional changes in coastal fisheries if they believe these 

will benefit them in terms of electoral fortune. For example, the current president and the then 

opposition leader in 2016 promised to depoliticize the distribution of fishing inputs and to 

restore community-based fisheries management (Daily Graphic 2016). As at 2024, the ruling 

coalition the president led and won the general elections is in its second term of governance, 

but has not been able to depoliticize the distribution of fishing inputs, nor restored co-

management as promised in 2016. According to some of the chief fishermen and the co-

management committee members, the politicization of fishing inputs and political interference 

in fisheries governance has gotten worse as at the time of data collection. More recently in 

December 2023, the current opposition leader promised to abolish the closed-fishing season 

that has been introduced in the artisanal fisheries sector since 2016 (Nyarko 2023). These 

promises of institutional changes and the reversal of policies show that implementing co-

management arrangements may continue to face issues of lack of political will. There is no 

straightforward solution to the issue of political will and political interference, as these are 

inherent in the broader political settlement dynamics.  

6. Conclusion 

This paper investigated the multifaceted challenges that contributed to the unsuccessful 

coastal resource co-management in Ghana and what implications this has for governance 
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transformation for a sustainable coastal blue economy. Drawing upon insights from the political 

economy analysis of institutions, we show that a concatenation of distributional issues and 

political incentives stifled the operational-level activities of co-management at the local level, 

leading to the eventual failure of the co-management regime. The influence of political 

incentives manifested in the misalignment of incentives for resource management and political 

interference in rule enforcement, which disincentivized local enforcement structures in 

performing co-management activities. The study shows how economic interest of actors in the 

coastal fisheries intertwined the political incentives of local and national politicians to hinder 

the rule enforcement, created distributional conflicts and stifled the availability of funding, 

impacting the effectiveness and sustainability of the co-management institutions. The political 

economy context of Ghana, coupled with the personal interest of local power-holding groups 

made the operational level transaction costs of co-management enormous. There is a strong 

emphasis in the academic literature on appropriate institutional design and institutional fit for 

sustainable common-pool resource governance (Ostrom 2010; Vatn & Vedeld 2012; Young et 

al. 2018). However, the political settlement approach adopted in this study has shown that 

even when institutional regimes are appropriate and enabling conditions exist for such 

governance regimes, the social order and local configuration of power can influence the degree 

of success and sustainability. Institutional transformations towards a sustainable coastal blue 

economy thus need to adopt a more holistic approach with sufficient attention to the social 

context at local level institutional development. This paper also underscores the need for a 

nuanced understanding of the power structures and political processes that underpin co-

management arrangements, shedding light on how these dynamics can either facilitate or 

impede sustainable resource governance. 
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