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nThis book presents an institutional analysis of grassland management undergoing rapid 
transformation, due to dramatic grassland degradation and intense institutional changes 
in local herding communities of China over the last three decades. 

The study identifies nature-related transaction that are particularly relevant to social-
ecological systems in which the actors face a set of potential decisions that may cause 
joint benefits or costs, leading to both physical and social interdependence. The analysis 
focuses on how institutions affect transactions by influencing their properties and by 
affecting characteristics of actors, which then creates feedback loops through institutional 
innovation, consequently affecting transactions in the future.

The results reveal that, over the last three decades, both nomadic and agro-pastoral 
communities have been facing challenges due to increasing uncertainty from both physical 
and social perspectives. The current institutional environment may lead to further 
decreasing populations, reduced livestock rearing, and increased inequality within these 
communities, all of which are expected to influence grassland management in the long 
term. The results also suggest that the current institutional environment does not take 
into account that pastoralists have adapted, and continue to adapt, to the complex and 
dynamic system of grassland use. Synthesizing the findings from the case studies, the 
dissertation analyzes the inter-relationship between transactions, actors and institutions 
in the context of a complex and dynamic social-ecological system, seeking to contribute 
towards the current scientific understanding of Chinese grassland management, which is 
one of the most urgent and important issues in China today.
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Aim and Scope of the Series

„Nothing endures but change“. Heraclitus the Ephesian (ca. 535–475 BC) 

Institutions, defined as “the rules of the game”, are a key factor to the sustaina-
ble development of societies. They structure not only the multitude of human-
human interactions of modern societies, but also most of the human-nature in-
teractions. Poverty, famine, civil war, degradation of natural resources and even 
the collapse of ecosystems and societies often have institutional causes, likewise 
social and economic prosperity, sustainable use of resources and the resilience 
of socio-ecological systems. Agriculture, forestry and fisheries are those human 
activities where the interdependencies between human-human and human-nature 
interactions are perhaps most pronounced, and diverse institutions have been 
developed in history to govern them. 

Social and ecological conditions are, however, ever changing, which continu-
ously challenge the existing institutional structure at a given point in time. Those 
changes may be long-term, like population growth or climate change, medium-
term, such as new technologies or changing price relations, or short-term, like 
floods or bankruptcies, but all of them pose the question whether the rules of the 
game need to be adapted. Failures to adapt timely and effectively may come at a 
high social cost. Institutional change, however, face a principal dilemma: on the 
one hand, institutions need to be stable to structure expectations and effectively 
influence human behaviors; on the other hand, they need to be adaptive to re-
spond to the ever changing circumstance mentioned above. Understanding sta-
bility and change as well as developing adaptive institutions and effective, effi-
cient and fair mechanisms of change are, therefore, of central importance for 
societies and an ongoing research challenge for social scientists.  

If we want to improve the effectiveness, efficiency and adaptability of institu-
tions, it stands to reason that we have to develop a good understanding of the 
causes, effects, processes and mechanism of stability and change. This is the aim 
of the series “Institutional Change in Agriculture and Natural Resources,” which 
attempts to answer the questions "How do processes and mechanism of institu-
tional change actually work? What and who are the main determinants and ac-
tors driving, governing and influencing these processes? What are the economic, 
political, social and ecological consequences? How can adaptive institutions be 
designed and developed, and what governance structures are required to make 
them effective?” These are the questions at the heart of the series. The works 
published in this series seek to provide answers to these questions in different 
economic, social, political and historical contexts.

Volker Beckmann and Konrad Hagedorn 
Ernst-Moritz-Arndt-Universität Greifswald und Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
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Summary

This dissertation presents an institutional analysis of pastoral resource 
management undergoing rapid transformation, due to dramatic grassland 
degradation and intense institutional changes in local herding communities of 
northern China over the last three decades. The dissertation aims to (1) describe 
the institutional changes that have taken place in Chinese grassland use over the 
last three decades; (2) understand the dynamic physical and social contexts in 
which pasture-related transactions take place; (3) analyze the ways in which 
institutional change affects these transactions by taking into account local 
contextual situations; and (4) explain the dynamic relationship between 
institutions, transactions and social-physical contextual situations within a broad 
context of rapid transformation.

The study is based on theories of institutional economics and the institutional 
analysis of common pool resources. The study identifies nature-related 
transaction that are particularly relevant to social-ecological systems in which 
the actors face a set of potential decisions that may cause joint benefits or costs, 
leading to both physical and social interdependence. The analysis is focused on 
how institutions affect transactions by influencing their properties and by 
affecting characteristics of actors, which then creates feedback loops through 
institutional innovation, consequently affecting transactions in the future. 

The results reveal that, over the last three decades, both agro-pastoral and 
nomadic pastoral communities have been facing challenges due to increasing 
uncertainty from both physical and social (institutional) perspectives. The 
current Chinese grassland use policies, which heavily regulate grassland use 
rights, appear to be a poor fit to the needs of pastoral management, as pastoral 
systems have place-specific ecological characteristics, and pastoral communities 
have local traditions and cultures tailored to the use of local pasture resources 
which have been neglected under the existing one-size-fits-all institutional 
solution. The current institutional environment may lead to further decreasing 
populations, reduced livestock rearing, and increased inequality within these 
communities, all of which are expected to influence pastoral resource 
management in the long term. The results also suggest that the current 
institutional environment does not take into account that pastoralists have 
adapted, and continue to adapt, to the complex and dynamic system of grassland 
use by involving themselves in various types of transactions. Synthesizing the 
findings from the case studies, the dissertation analyzes the dynamic inter-
relationship between transactions, actors and institutions in the context of a 
complex and dynamic social-ecological system, seeking to contribute towards 
the current scientific understanding of sustainable natural resource management.





 

Zusammenfassung

Die vorliegende Dissertation beinhaltet eine institutionelle Analyse pastoralen 
Ressourcenmanagements in Hirtengesesellschaften Nordchinas. Aufgrund einer 
besonders starken Degradation des genutzten Weidelandes in den letzten drei 
Jahrzehnten erleben diese Lebensgemeinschaften einen außerordentlichen 
institutionellen Wandel. Die Dissertation hat zum Ziel (1) den institutionellen 
Wandel in der Nutzung des chinesischen Grünlands der letzten drei Jahrzehnte 
zu beschreiben; (2) die Dynamik physischer und gesellschaftlicher Kontexte, in 
denen weidelandspezifische Transaktionen stattfinden, zu verstehen; (3) unter 
Berücksichtigung kontextspezifischer Besonderheiten die Wirkung 
institutionellen Wandels auf solche Transaktionen zu analysieren und (4) vor 
dem Hintergrund rasch ablaufender Transformationen die dynamischen 
Beziehungen zwischen Institutionen, Transaktionen und sozial-physischen 
Kontexten zu erklären.

Die Untersuchung stützt sich auf Theorien der Institutionenökonomie und der 
institutionellen Analyse von Allmende-Gütern. Anhand von Fallstudien aus 
pastoral-landwirtschaftlichen und nomadischen Gesellschaften in Nordchina 
identifiziert die Autorin verschiedene Arten von Transaktionen, denen eine 
besondere Relevanz für die Ökonomie sozial-ökologischer Systeme innewohnt. 
Die Akteure sind mit einer Vielzahl potentieller Entscheidungen konfrontiert, 
die zu gegenseitigen materiellen und sozialen Wechselwirkungen führen. 
Hierbei liegt der Fokus auf den Auswirkungen von Institutionen auf 
Eigenschaften von Transaktionen und Charakteristika der handelnden Akteure.
Solche Wirkmechanismen führen zu Rückkopplungsschleifen durch 
institutionelle Innovationen und beeinflussen somit zukünftige Transaktionen. 

Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass in den letzten drei Jahrzehnten sowohl pastoral-
landwirtschaftliche als auch nomadische Gemeinschaften einer steigenden 
Unsicherheit ihrer materiellen und gesellschaftlichen Perspektive ausgesetzt 
sind. Die aktuellen staatlichen chinesischen Regularien zur Nutzung von 
Weideland erweisen sich als ungeeignet, den Bedürfnissen der Bauern und 
Hirten zu entsprechen. Gesetze mit dem Ansatz, einheitliche Lösungen für alle 
zu schaffen, negieren lokale geographische Spezifitäten und die Traditionen und 
Gebräuche der Hirten, die speziell auf die Nutzung der Weidenressourcen 
zugeschnitten sind. Die aktuellen institutionellen Vorgaben werden zu einer 
weiter schrumpfenden Landbevölkerung, einem geringeren Viehbestand und 
zunehmender Ungleichheit innerhalb der Gesellschaft führen. Solche 
Veränderungen werden auf lange Sicht das pastorale Ressourcenmanagement 
beeinflussen. Indem pastorale Gesellschaften selbstständiger Bestandteil der 
Organisations formen einer Vielzahl von Transaktionen sind, haben sie sich an 
die Komplexität und die Dynamik von Weidesystemen über Jahrhunderte 



xii Zusammenfassung 

angepasst, und passen sich immer noch ständig an. Die Ergebnisse erlauben den 
Rückschluss, dass die momentanen gesetzlichen Regelungen diese Tatsache 
außer Acht lassen. Wenn man die Ergebnisse aus den Fallstudien 
zusammenfassend betrachtet, analysiert die vorliegende Dissertation die 
dynamischen Wechselwirkungen zwischen Transaktionen, Akteuren und 
Institutionen innerhalb komplexer und dynamischer sozial-ökologischer 
Systeme. Damit leistet sie einen klärenden Beitrag zum aktuellen 
wissenschaftlichen Verständnis nachhaltigen Managements natürlicher 
Ressourcen.
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