Sanctions, social norms, political legitimacy and their impact on forest rule compliance
Summary:
This paper examines the effect of deterrence and sanctions, social norms and legitimacy, on the
compliance behavior of forest farmers with laws that regulate tree felling, farming and use of fire in
Ghana. The paper applies a recently developed analytical framework for forest law compliance. The
results are based on an interview survey with 226 heads of farming households. The paper suggests
that forest users respond differently to different forest laws in different contexts. There is a
substantial difference in terms of the level of compliance, where the tree-felling is largely violated,
while the rules regulating farming practices and use of fire are comparatively well complied with.
Compliance with the tree-felling rule appears to be driven by instrumental factors (detection and
fear of sanction); while compliance with the fire and farming rules are linked to normative and
intrinsic motivations, notably social norms, peer behaviour and the perceived fairness of rules.
Extended abstract
Legal and regulatory compliance plays a central role in good governance, democratic stability and
sustainable development. Zaelke et al. (2005:30) propose a straightforward relationship between
these concepts, as follows: “sustainable development depends upon good governance, good
governance depends upon the rule of law, and the rule of law depends upon effective compliance”.
Formal laws, informal rules and social conventions – which include social norms, principles and
values – are important mechanisms and sources of social capital that guide human behaviour in
situations where individual and collective interests diverge. These situations are particularly
prominent in the context of common-pool resources such as forests, where individual payoffs are
inextricably linked to the actions of a group (Gibson et al., 2000; Ostrom, 1990; Rayner 2010).
Recognizing the importance of the rule of law in promoting good governance and sustainability, a
core question for scholars of social-ecological systems is how to encourage compliance at multiple
levels (i.e. individual, community, nation, global) and in different contexts. With the emergence of
international forest initiatives, such as the EU Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade
(FLEGT) Action Plan (EC, 2003), issues concerning compliance in the forestry have become
increasingly salient (Blaser, 2010; Ramcilovic-Suominen and Hansen, 2012). However compliance
theory, particularly with regards to forestry remains underdeveloped and requires greater attention
from social scientists, such that scholars and policymakers are better equipped to predict likely
outcomes from alternative policy choices (Bernstein, 2005; Cashore, 2002; Hansen, 2011).
High levels of non-compliance and other illegal forest activities (IFA) are known to occur in many
developing tropical countries (Tacconi, 2007). In recognition of this problem, the European
Commission coordinated discussions that culminated in the EU FLEGT Action Plan (EC FLEGT
briefing notes, 2004-2007). The Action Plan aims to combat illegal logging by strengthening the
enforcement of forestry laws in timber-producing countries, and addressing the import of illegal
timber into the EU border zone. Moreover, through legal reforms the EU FLEGT Action Plan also
aims to strengthen forest governance and build capacity in partner countries with the long-term goal
of generating positive social impacts and poverty reduction in forest communities (EC, 2003, 2005).
In September 2008 Ghana, where illegal logging accounts for between 60% and 70% of harvested
timber (Hansen and Treue, 2008), conclude negotiations of a voluntary partnership agreement
(VPA) with the EU (EC-Ghana, 2009).
The performance of this agreement will ultimately depend upon its ability to shift behaviour
towards regulatory compliance. A theoretical understanding of the factors that influence compliance
behaviour is therefore a crucial component in the design and implementation of effective and
equitable forest policy instruments (Ramcilovic-Suominen and Epstein, 2012; Ramcilovic-

Suominen and Hansen, 2012). This paper explores how multiple motivations affect compliance with
forest rules in Ghana; including: (i) deterrence (i.e. the likelihood of detection and sanctions), (ii)
social norms (i.e. peer behaviour/pressure), (iii) the perceived fairness of forestry rules, and (iv)
political legitimacy (i.e. satisfaction with the work, conduct and behaviour of forest authorities). It
assesses the effects of these motivations on the likelihood of compliance by forest farmers in Ghana
with three specific forest rules. These rules include: (i) prohibitions on the felling of trees without
permit (tree-felling rule), (ii) prohibitions on farming in forest reserves (farming rule) and (iii)
restrictions on the use of fire to manage and clear land (bushfire rule).
The paper proceeds as follow. First we begin by providing some background and context
concerning forest governance and the specific forest rules in Ghana. Second, we discuss the
theoretical perspectives on rule compliance and the analytical framework used in this study. Third
we report the data collection and analytical methods that were used to complete this analysis.
Finally, we present the main results and discuss them with regards to theories of regulatory
compliance and the design of forest policies.
Results (part of it)
Deterrence and compliance: the role of monitoring and sanctioning
Monitoring and sanctioning strategies are often cited in the commons literature as an important
influence on the performance of environmental governance systems (Gibson et al. 2005; Chhatre
and Agrawal 2008; Ostrom and Nagendra 2006; Coleman 2008) Moreover, the use of punishment
to maintain social order possesses an equally strong theoretical basis in behavioural economics and
the compliance literature (Becker 1968; Henrich et al. 2006). Nonetheless, the results of our three
statistical models suggest that the effect of deterrence on the farmer’ compliance decision is
minimal. First of all, the combination of perceived probability of detection and a belief that one will
be sanctioned if detected has no effect on the likelihood of compliance with either the bushfire or
farming rule. Although, deterrence does have an impact on the likelihood of compliance with a treefelling rule, the likelihood of compliance for an individual that believes that detection is very likely
and expects to be sanctioned is only 37.5%1. This compares to approximately 22% when no
sanctions are expected.
Social norms and compliance: the influence of social conformity
The influence of social norms on the compliance decision is often highlighted in the literature on
the commons, which draws particular attention to the role of trust and reciprocity (Ostrom et al.
1994; Ostrom 1998). Perceptions concerning peer behaviour were used to measure social norms
under the assumption that perceived level of compliance corresponds to a latent social expectation
(or norm) for that individual to comply. The results suggest that social norms have a positive effect
on the likelihood of compliance with two out of three forest rules (farming and bushfire rules). This
effect is plotted in figure 1 below, which reveals a general increase in the predicted probability of
individual compliance as the perceived level of peer compliance increases from low to high values.
It must be noted, however, that at even low levels of peer behaviour that the predicted probability of
compliance with farming and bushfire rules is very high, and that increased levels of trust only
changes the likelihood of compliance from very high to almost certain.

1

Note that this is calculated by holding deterrence at its maximum value, and all other independent variables at their
mean.

Figure 1: Predicted probability of compliance with forest rule. Note x-axis has been standardized to vary
from zero to one for each measure of peer compliance; all other values are held at their mean. Note that
values for the tree felling are not significant.

1.1.1 Perceived fairness of rules
The logistic regression results suggest that perceived fairness increases the likelihood of compliance
with the farming and bushfire rules, but not the tree-felling rule. The effects of perceived fairness on
the likelihood of compliance with these rules are plotted in figure 2. The effect is particularly
noteworthy in the context of the bushfire rule with an increase of over thirty percent in the overall
likelihood of compliance.

Figure 2: Predicted probability of compliance as a function of the perceived fairness of a rule. All other
values are held at their mean.
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