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Introduction to Local Sustainability 

and Functional Collective Action

Sustainability is one of those intractable challenges that is simultane-
ously everyone’s responsibility and no one’s responsibility. This en-
ables all levels of government, private organizations, communities, 

and individuals to pass the buck when making the necessary but often dif-
ficult changes that would help move sustainability forward. Like climate 
change, it poses a quintessential collective action problem. Given this con-
text, it is somewhat surprising that local governments have risen to the po-
sition of sustainability leaders in the United States and much of the rest of 
the world. Given the important role they play, this book addresses funda-
mental questions about how cities organize to design and implement sus-
tainability. Rather than focus exclusively on what they are doing, it explores 
the processes and organizational arrangements that city governments are 
employing to pursue sustainability within their communities.

Even within jurisdictions that have adopted sustainability as an explicit 
goal, the dynamic created by it being “everyone’s responsibility and no one’s 
responsibility” hinders its implementation. Cities, like most multipurpose 
governments, are traditionally organized around their distinct functional 
responsibilities—for example, planning, public works, community develop-
ment, parks and recreation, and transportation, to name a few. In this con-
text, we explore the question of which entity is (or should be) responsible for 
sustainability? And, if multiple units share responsibility, how are the sub-
sequent fuzzy boundaries managed to prevent free-riding and mission 
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shirking by the various partner agencies? This book advances a theory of 
functional collective action (FCA) and applies it to local sustainability as 
part of our effort to explain how cities can—and in some cases do— organize 
to successfully administer complex and functionally transboundary sus-
tainability objectives in a manner that is comprehensive and durable.

To provide a window into the coordination challenges that inherently 
accompany, and frequently inhibit, cities’ sustainability ambitions, as well 
as to better introduce the idea of FCA, we pull an initial example from the 
experience of Kansas City, Missouri.

Sustainability Coordination in the Heartland
The Missouri River, about nine hundred feet wide at this point in its journey 
east, divides Kansas City, Missouri, in two. The area south of the river de-
veloped first; its infrastructure is older and its population less affluent. Like 
in many old cities in the Midwest and Northeast United States, in the older 
part of Kansas City, stormwater and raw waste share the same sewage sys-
tem. After hard rain, stormwater runoff overwhelms the pipes and basins 
meant to manage it, causing it to mix with the city’s raw sewage and enter 
the river and other surface waters untreated—a problem called combined 
sewer overflow. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) found 
Kansas City in violation of the federal Clean Water Act and, following the 
usual course of action, the two governments negotiated a consent decree, 
which laid out a specific plan for how the city would resolve the problem.

The typical solution to combined sewer overflow involves installing new 
pipes and other “gray infrastructure” to separate the stormwater and sewage 
systems, enabling both to handle more water. It is a major financial and 
engineering undertaking but solves the problem. Kansas City may have pur-
sued this conventional gray approach when confronted by the EPA in the 
early 2000s; instead, changes that were taking place in the city government 
at that time led to a greener approach. In 2005, the then mayor, to the sur-
prise of many, signed the U.S. Conference of Mayors’ Climate Protection 
Agreement, committing the city to work to reduce local greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions. Also, around this time, the city created a new position of 
chief environmental officer and relocated its Office of Environmental Qual-
ity from a subunit in a line department to the City Manager’s Office, where 
it had more visibility and authority. These changes, plus the presence of a 
citizen group that actively pushed for sustainable solutions and later formed 
the Wet Weather Advisory Board, helped shape a different response. Rather 
than relying solely on traditional gray infrastructure, the city committed to 
using “green infrastructure” as a major component of its consent decree 
with the EPA to control stormwater flows. It was one of the first such 
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 agreements to do this and was, at the time, the largest municipal green in-
frastructure project planned in the country (Whitley 2010). The consent 
decree was approved in 2010 and gave the city twenty-five years—five years 
more than the length of time typically agreed on—to fully eliminate the 
overflow problem at an estimated cost of between $3 billion and $4 billion 
(Whitley 2010).

With its turn toward green infrastructure, Kansas City embarked on an 
initiative that not only has the potential to provide broad sustainability ben-
efits but also ushers in a host of new complexities and requires input from a 
larger and more varied set of actors. Green infrastructure uses vegetation 
and other natural processes to slow, store, and clean rainwater runoff in 
urban environments. It often includes elements such as rain gardens, green 
roofs, bioretention ponds, and permeable pavement. Despite it often being 
lauded as a “best practice” and yielding multiple co-benefits that contribute 
to overall community sustainability (e.g., improved air and water quality, 
reduced energy needs, more green space, improved aesthetics, and climate 
resiliency), a U.S. city had never before committed to pursuing green infra-
structure on such a large scale (Whitley 2010). This commitment required 
city staff to make a considerable effort to figure out the specifics of the new 
approach, overcome general resistance to change, and manage the compli-
cations and fuzzy boundaries that arose when multiple city departments 
needed to work together.

As frequently happens when initiatives with broad sustainability bene-
fits are pursued, the city’s transition to green infrastructure increased the 
scope of its stormwater management efforts well beyond the traditional set 
of actors. The city manager, the city’s law department, and the city’s water 
services led consent decree negotiation with the EPA. Water services—a 
rate-based line department in the city government that jointly houses 
drinking water, wastewater, and stormwater divisions and functions as the 
city’s water utility—has primary responsibility for the consent decree’s im-
plementation. The above units would have been involved regardless of the 
consent decree’s nature. However, the inclusion of green infrastructure as a 
major component of the compliance plan necessitated the input and coop-
eration of several additional city departments on various aspects of its de-
sign, implementation, and maintenance (Laughlin 2013). For example, 
Parks and Recreation was tapped to identify native plants with deep root 
structures appropriate for rain gardens and may be asked to assist with their 
long-term maintenance. Neighborhood and Housing Services, which is re-
sponsible for residential waste collection, was asked to adjust its operations 
to help ensure that neither trash nor organic material collects and inhibits 
water flow into the green infrastructure systems. Public Works, which man-
ages parking and streets, became relevant because certain collection basins 
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Figure 1.1 Kansas City organizational chart, including the city units relevant to 
its green infrastructure efforts (circled)

require sidewalk extensions and a reconfiguration of the right-of-way, af-
fecting existing parking and traffic flows. As Figure 1.1 shows, cooperation 
from a minimum of seven city departments, as well as several of their sub-
units, is necessary for the long-term success of its green infrastructure ini-
tiative.

Kansas City’s emphasis on green infrastructure in its 2010 consent de-
cree with the EPA enabled the city to pursue multiple sustainability benefits 
while also working toward regulatory compliance with the Clean Water 
Act. Given the breadth of sustainability as a public objective, the use of 
green infrastructure in stormwater management is relatively narrow and 
concrete action. Still, to pursue it as an alternative to the traditional ap-
proach of using gray infrastructure, action and cooperation were needed 
from numerous additional city units, not to mention private contractors 
and community groups. This example illustrates a broader point that is a 
key theme of this book—namely, that sustainability transcends the typical 
administrative units organized around distinct functional responsibilities 
and cannot be successfully pursued without overcoming the obstacles that 
separate the units and keep them from working cooperatively. We examine 
the relevant dynamics and questions raised by this example in more detail 
later in the book, most directly in Chapter 5, which includes an in-depth 
review of Kansas City’s sustainability efforts, as well as in Chapters 4, 6, and 
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7, which explore other U.S. cities that use different organizational arrange-
ments to support their sustainability initiatives.

The Emergence of Sustainability as a Local Objective
Sustainability bridges human needs with ecological well-being and gener-
ally attempts to strike a balance between environmental, economic, and 
social objectives. It is not a traditional responsibility of local government. 
For most of their histories, local governments’ responsibilities have focused 
on the provision of tangible services to benefit the residents of their jurisdic-
tions. They have also been highly engaged in the promotion of economic 
growth (Peterson 1981). Sustainability, particularly its associated environ-
mental and social objectives, is traditionally viewed as outside the wheel-
house of local governments. It has long been thought that cities have neither 
the incentive nor the ability to effectively achieve these aims.

First, there is a mismatch of scale between local governments and many 
sustainability challenges. Cities have a relatively small territorial reach and 
geographically are not large enough to effectively address environmental, 
social, and economic health problems, which do not adhere to jurisdictional 
boundaries. For example, air quality, water quality and quantity, transpor-
tation, and public health challenges all typically cross city boundaries and 
require regional solutions. Some sustainability issues, such as climate 
change, require solutions that are global in scale. These challenges, like the 
majority of issues related to sustainability, share the fundamental charac-
teristic of being public-goods problems, whereby the benefits from their 
resolution are public in nature (i.e., they are nonexcludable and shared by 
all, but the costs of their resolution are private and must be borne by discrete 
actors) (Olson 1965; Ostrom 1990). This theoretically disincentivizes the 
pursuit of policy action by making it more advantageous for cities to let oth-
ers act while free-riding on the benefits. Although public goods pose this 
type of collective action challenge at all levels of government, they are par-
ticularly troublesome for local governments because their jurisdictional 
reach is smaller, meaning spillovers and incentives to free-ride are typically 
larger (Feiock 2009).

Second, although it lacks convincing empirical support, the conven-
tional wisdom in the United States holds that economic growth and envi-
ronmental protection inherently pull in opposite directions. Redistributive 
social policies, including many of those associated with sustainability, are 
often also portrayed as being anti-growth (Ostry, Berg, and Tsangarides 
2014; Peterson 1981). A large body of literature establishes the primacy of 
economic development as a local government objective (Molotch 1976; Pe-
terson 1981). Therefore, because they are thought to deter economic growth, 
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traditional perspectives suggest that cities are unlikely to pursue environ-
mental and redistributive policies beyond what is necessary to achieve com-
pliance with basic standards mandated by higher levels of government.

As a result of changing urban economies and demographics, however, 
this view may no longer match reality. Cities’ interests in economic develop-
ment, cost savings, and improving quality of life are increasingly aligned 
with sustainability goals (Osgood, Opp, and DeMasters 2017; Portney 2013). 
For example, cost savings often motivate energy efficiency initiatives, and 
cities’ larger sustainability efforts are often spurred by the desire to secure a 
“green reputation,” which can appeal to mobile residents seeking to live in 
a place that offers a high quality of life (Feiock and Coutts 2013; Krause 
2013; Portney 2013). Quality-of-life amenities, which include aesthetically 
pleasing natural and built environments and opportunities for outdoor rec-
reation, are widely deemed to be important to the attraction of the highly 
skilled and educated workforce associated with the “creative class” (Florida 
2002, 8; see also Hawkins, Kwon, and Bae 2016). Moreover, election results 
in the United States consistently demonstrate that people living in cities are 
more politically liberal than their rural counterparts; and research shows 
that left-leaning ideologies are more supportive of sustainability, environ-
mental, and climate protection (Heath and Gifford 2006). In this context, 
by pursuing sustainability goals, urban political actors are simply being po-
litically responsive to their constituents.

The participation of local governments in the pursuit of sustainability 
is widely recognized as important and considered by some as essential 
(Clark 2003; Bulkeley and Betsill 2003). Approximately 54 percent of the 
global population lives in urban areas, which are responsible for an esti-
mated 70 percent of anthropogenic GHG emissions (Seto et al. 2014). 
Agenda 21, the international blueprint for environmentally sustainable 
growth signed by 178 nations in 1992, illustrates the critical role of cities. 
Of the 2,509 actions it identifies for achieving greater sustainability, ap-
proximately two-thirds require the active involvement of local government 
(Keen, Mahanty, and Sauvage 2006). Cities and urban areas are key con-
tributors to problems of unsustainability; they experience concentrated suf-
fering from them, and they often have the legal authority and the opera-
tional expertise to address them (Krause 2011a). These perspectives counter 
some of the previously described logic and suggest that local governments 
have both control over important policy levers to mitigate unsustainability 
and the incentive to use it.

In the early 2000s, cities in the United States and around the world 
began to emerge as leaders and innovators in sustainability policy. By 2005, 
large numbers of cities had made voluntary, public commitments to reduce 
their GHG emissions and improve their overall sustainability. Figure 1.2 
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shows the number of U.S. cities that were members of influential sustain-
ability networks between 2000 and 2017. Although cities can clearly engage 
in sustainability efforts without any larger affiliation, membership in the 
group ICLEI–Local Governments for Sustainability and being a signatory 
of the U.S. Conference of Mayors’ Climate Protection Agreement have 
served as common proxies indicating cities’ involvement in sustainability 
and climate protection (Brody et al. 2008; Krause, Yi, and Feiock 2015; Zah-
ran et al. 2008). Initially very influential, these two networks have lost some 
of their clout in recent years due in part to targeted political opposition (in 
the case of ICLEI) and in part to the emergence of numerous alternative 
organizations, including the Urban Sustainability Directors Network, C40 
Cities, and STAR Communities.

Nonetheless, observing these organizations’ membership statistics gives 
insight into the larger pattern of U.S. cities adopting, and dropping, sustain-
ability and climate protection as explicit objectives. As shown in Figure 1.2, 
the number of U.S. cities actively involved with these issues accelerated rap-
idly beginning in 2005—the year that the Kyoto Protocol took effect. This 
was part of a coordinated response on the part of cities protesting the United 
States’ withdrawal from the treaty. Local climate action peaked in 2010, 
which was one year after municipalities received a large influx of federal 
money in the form of Energy Efficiency and Conservation Block Grants 
(EECBGs). EECBG money was part of the 2009 American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act passed to stimulate the economy out of recession, and was 

Figure 1.2 Number of municipal members in select climate and sustainability 
networks, 2000–2017
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intended to quickly be spent on local energy and climate improvements. The 
years since have seen a leveling off and a modest decline in the number of 
cities with explicit efforts. This has been attributed to political backlash, pro-
grammatic cutbacks because of local financial hardships, and the absence of 
federal funds equivalent to the EECBG (Krause, Yi, and Feiock 2016). Still, 
cities remain among the most consistent and explicit supporters of climate 
protection and sustainability in the United States, and may be experiencing 
a new sense of urgency under the Trump Administration. For example, 
when, in 2017, President Donald Trump withdrew the United States from the 
Paris Agreement on climate change, cities took up the mantle as key actors 
in “the resistance.” Within one month of the president’s announcement, 
leaders of over 365 local governments, representing 67 million Americans, 
had made a pledge, committing to continue reducing their GHG emissions 
in a manner consistent with the Paris Agreement (Climate Mayors 2019).

Globally, the first portion of this general pattern also seems to hold: a 
post-Kyoto acceleration of local efforts peaking around 2010. In the years 
since, some countries—New Zealand, for example—have similarly experi-
enced a decline in the number of committed communities (Birchall 2014). 
However, in other countries, commitments have remained stable or in-
creased, albeit generally at a slower pace.

The idea that local governments would voluntarily adopt any sort of 
climate or sustainability initiative initially surprised political and urban 
scholars—many of whom are trained in theories of public goods and collec-
tive action and/or view cities as “growth machines” (Molotch 1976, 310). 
This seemingly irrational behavior on the part of cities initiated a new line 
of research to examine why some were eschewing free-rider tendencies and 
acting counter to established theories (Krause 2010; Portney 2013; Sharp, 
Daley, and Lynch 2011). Although general feelings of altruism and global 
responsibility—fueled by concerns about the lack of national-level climate 
policy—have played a significant role motivating cities, studies have shown 
that there are numerous local co-benefits associated with sustainability and 
climate actions, which minimize the perceived irrationality of their pursuit 
(Kousky and Schneider 2003; Krause 2013; Puppim de Oliveira et al. 2013; 
Spencer et al. 2017).

We identify three categories of co-benefits that often accompany mu-
nicipal climate and environmental sustainability initiatives: those that yield 
fiscal benefits, public health improvements, and local economic advantage. 
First, efficiency efforts, particularly those focused on energy and water, are 
frequent components of cities’ sustainability portfolios. Although their pri-
mary sustainability benefits are, respectively, reducing GHGs and other 
emissions and forestalling water shortages, they also often result in cost 
savings for the city government and/or members of the community at large. 
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This is an important motivating factor as illustrated by a survey of “climate-
active” local governments in the United States in which almost one-third 
identified cost savings for the city government as the “single most impor-
tant” reason behind their decision to pursue climate protection (Krause 
2013, 130). A related financial motivation is the increased ability that cities 
with established sustainability initiatives often have in obtaining grant 
money for specific projects from the federal government or philanthropic 
organizations. Second, public health improvements result from, among 
other things, better local air and water quality and the healthier lifestyles 
enabled by walkable communities and easy access to parks and green space 
(Wolch, Byrne, and Newell 2014; Mendez 2015). Third, having a green repu-
tation and offering residents a high quality of life can provide cities with an 
economic advantage. This is particularly important when cities compete 
with each other to attract “creative class industries” (i.e., those in the tech-
nology, health, information, and arts sectors), whose highly skilled, edu-
cated, and mobile workforces tend to place a high value on environmental 
quality (Florida 2002, 8; Hawkins, Kwon, and Bae 2016). Proponents of local 
sustainability often emphasize the occurrence of co-benefits to illustrate the 
breadth of positive impact and the “buy one, get one free” dynamic that 
investments in sustainability can generate (see, for example, Hunter 2009 
and Floater et al. 2016).

In this context, cities simultaneously face incentives to free-ride on sus-
tainability along with incentives to actively work toward achieving it and its 
co-benefits. These competing pressures have spurred numerous studies ex-
amining why some cities pursue sustainability and others do not (Portney 
2013). A political market framework, which presents policy decisions as the 
outcome of the exchange between government supply and stakeholder de-
mands, is helpful to organize the findings of the extant literature (Feiock, 
Tavares, and Lubell 2008). On the supply side, high governmental capacity, 
in terms of both fiscal and human resources, is consistently found to be a 
key factor enabling cities to pursue climate and sustainability initiatives 
(Wang et al. 2012; Ryan 2015; Hawkins, Kwon, and Bae 2016; Terman and 
Feiock 2015). Human resources are particularly important; communities 
that have at least one staff person dedicated to sustainability issues have 
notably broader and more ambitious efforts in place (Homsy and Warner 
2015; Krause 2012). Empirical studies also find that institutional character-
istics, specifically cities’ form of government, influence the type and extent 
of sustainability actions that they pursue. For example, council-manager 
cities are more likely to pursue energy sustainability actions that increase 
the efficiency of city government operations, whereas mayor-council cities 
are more likely to pursue community-focused initiatives (Bae and Feiock 
2013). Form of government also has a mediating effect on citizen support, 
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notably increasing its influence in mayoral cities (Sharp, Daley, and Lynch 
2011).

On the demand side, support from citizen and community interest 
groups is a primary factor that explains local involvement (Wang et al. 2012; 
Portney and Berry 2016; Levesque, Bell, and Calhoun 2016). Community 
characteristics known to correlate with environmental support, such as a 
liberal political leaning and high education levels, are commonly employed 
proxies and consistently show positive impact on city efforts. When control-
ling for these general indicators of support, studies show that cities’ com-
mitments to sustainability are strongly linked to the advocacy of organized 
interests—such as environmental, neighborhood, or business groups—in 
the policy-making process (Portney and Berry 2016; Levesque, Bell, and 
Calhoun 2016). Kent Portney (2013) observes that would-be opposition to 
city initiatives has been reduced in recent years as a result of a general de-
cline in the importance of the manufacturing sector in local economies.

In addition to this political market supply-demand dynamic occurring 
within cities, several external factors, including state-level policies and en-
vironmental pressures and vulnerabilities, can influence local decisions to 
pursue climate and sustainability policies. On the whole, however, the im-
pact of these external pressures is generally modest and less consistent than 
internal ones (Krause 2011a; Lee and Koski 2015).

With questions of why cities show differential commitment to sustain-
ability at least somewhat illuminated, scholars have recommended that the 
literature shift its focus to issues of implementation and management to 
better understand the conditions for efficient and effective administration 
of local initiatives (Wang et al. 2012). Heeding this advice, this book focuses 
on approaches to overcoming the fuzzy-boundary, coordination, and col-
lective action challenges that are inherent to the implementation of sustain-
ability initiatives. Given its environmental, social, and economic dimen-
sions, sustainability does not fit neatly into the administrative silos that 
typically characterize city governments. Using this observation as a starting 
point, we take an institutional approach to examining how administrative 
structure enables, and inhibits, cities to overcome functional divides and 
achieve successful outcomes. Although the subject matter of this book is 
local sustainability, we posit that many of its findings are transferable to any 
complex problem that requires the cooperation of multiple independent or 
semi-independent units within an organization to effectively address.

Organizational Form in Local Sustainability
Two decades ago Susan Hanson and Robert Lake observed that “the greatest 
barrier to sustainability lies in the absence of institutional designs for 
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defining and implementing sustainable practices in local contexts” (2000, 
2). Little progress has been made since then. The organizational structures 
and administrative mechanisms available to resolve FCA problems and sup-
port effective sustainability implementation remain largely unexamined. As 
a result, we know little about the way sustainability functions are (or should 
be) organized in cities (Portney 2013). It is thus difficult to assess, a priori, 
whether local governments have established the administrative and institu-
tional arrangements necessary to facilitate the success of their sustainability 
efforts. The implications of this extend to issues of policy design, implemen-
tation, and eventual outcomes that lie at the heart of local policy and public 
administration research.

The handful of existing studies that consider the role of organizational 
factors in local sustainability have a narrow focus. Lucie Laurian and Jan 
Crawford (2016) find that relatively flat city hierarchies inhibit sustainability 
implementation and point to the value of mid-level managers as intermedi-
aries between elected officials and implementing staff. Eric Zeemering 
(2017) suggests that sustainability should become a key part of cities’ stra-
tegic planning processes integrated into, rather than bolted onto, local gov-
ernment systems. Our previous work (Krause, Feiock, and Hawkins 2016; 
Feiock, Krause, and Hawkins 2017) lays a foundation for the FCA approach 
advanced here by directing attention to the importance of which agency in 
local government provides the headquarters for sustainability efforts.

The Role of Institutions in Local Governance
In the late 1980s, the social sciences began to rediscover institutions. Led by 
Douglass North’s (1990) elucidation of how political institutions that secure 
property rights and reduce transaction costs generate innovation and eco-
nomic growth, institutional studies have informed our understanding of 
many governance outcomes including budgeting, political participation, 
policy choice, and collective action institutions (Ostrom 2005). For exam-
ple, in the political market approach described in the preceding pages, local 
government institutions facilitate or impede the influence of specific de-
mands and community interests on policy choices (Lubell, Feiock, and 
Ramírez de la Cruz 2009; Carr 2015). Institutions encompass formal and 
informal governing rules. By delineating what is required, prohibited, or 
permitted, institutions shape behavior individually and collectively (Os-
trom 2005).

At the highest level, constitutional rules are embodied in municipal 
charters and form the basis of local governance by delineating the power, 
authority, and roles of participants in decision making. The form of mu-
nicipal government, for example, is established in the local charter and 
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specifies the nature of executive leadership; it establishes the legal basis for 
who makes decisions related to local government operations—a mayor or 
city manager (Clingermayer and Feiock 2001). An extensive body of litera-
ture investigates how executive powers centralized in the hands of a mayor 
who is elected by a popular vote of the city’s residents may constrain or in-
centivize decisions on policy. As a result of electoral incentives, cities in 
which a mayor serves as the chief executive are thought to be more respon-
sive to organized and well-resourced constituencies. Council-manager sys-
tems, conversely, minimize the political interference of elected officials in 
the daily operation of local government and lead to different policy out-
comes (Carr 2015). Different forms of government have been shown to sys-
tematically favor the implementation of different types of sustainability 
activities (Bae and Feiock 2013). The urban environmental policy literature 
also examines legislative structures and rules, demonstrating that district-
based representation systems lead to stronger environmental sustainability 
actions (Lubell, Feiock, and Ramírez de la Cruz 2009; Krause, Feiock, and 
Hawkins 2016).

Today there is little debate that institutions matter in local governance, 
but not all are given equal attention. The preoccupation of the literature on 
formal political institutions, such as form of government and legislative 
structure, works to the exclusion of informal institutions and formal bu-
reaucratic institutions that organize city administration. This neglect se-
verely limits our understanding of local governance systems.

Like formal rules, informal norms and conventions can constrain or 
facilitate certain behaviors (North 1990). These norms, conventions, operat-
ing practices, and patterns of interactions are sometime constructed in a 
social network and provide order and predictability to complex situations. 
Networks reflect the behavior of individuals and define the roles and posi-
tions of government units involved in decision making. The observable pat-
terns of social/policy networks provide clues to how, for example, units in-
fluence policies that span administrative boundaries. Network patterns can 
also illustrate the degree of expansiveness and the diversity of administra-
tive units involved in policy design and implementation. Studies of regional 
collaborative governance suggest that informal networks serve as a comple-
ment to formal rules in guiding collective action (Feiock 2013; Feiock and 
Sholz 2010). Together they determine basic operating parameters such as 
who will be involved in decision making and how information or resources 
will be shared among participants within the network. The characteristics 
of networks thus provide a window to view the informal rules or guideposts 
that shape interactions among units or agencies within an organization.

Although scholarship on networks has undoubtedly advanced how fea-
tures of local governance and institutions are measured and tested, identify-
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ing and measuring informal institutions remains a challenge. The dos and 
don’ts that are socialized into behavior are often learned on the ground 
through repeated interactions. Authority rules, for example, have informal 
components to the degree that they involve a shared understanding of what 
is mandatory, authorized, or forbidden in the planning process. Over time, 
participants consciously become aware of (and habitually apply) informal 
rules to order their relationships. The working rules that are established are 
what participants reference if asked to explain and justify their actions to 
fellow participants in a collaborative effort (Ostrom 1990, 2007). For ex-
ample, during the implementation of a project, whom to contact and when 
to contact them may be driven by expectations and procedural norms that 
are understood implicitly by participants, rather than by formal adminis-
trative structures.

Although there is insufficient knowledge about how informal institu-
tions operate in cities, they are likely as important in explaining collective 
action as formal institutions are. Support for this perspective is presented 
later in the book, where we review case studies of the sustainability opera-
tions of eight U.S. cities and focus on both the formal and informal mecha-
nisms they employ. In these case studies, the degree of influence that sus-
tainability leaders have on other units emerges as fundamentally important. 
“Influence” here is distinct from “authority,” with the latter being a product 
of formal institutional structures and the former additionally being derived 
from informal rules, norms, and expected interactions. In the specific case 
of Kansas City, collaborative activities were guided in part through a set of 
working rules that governed the relationships among individuals and the 
units they represent. Informal institutional structures helped shape city de-
cisions in its move toward a green infrastructure solution for stormwater 
management. They helped determine, for example, what should be pursued 
(best practices in green infrastructure), the set of participants engaged in 
collaborative activities (which and how many units should be involved in 
the new operations), the positions of the relative units in the green infra-
structure plan (what unit, for example, will chair the task force or manage 
the interdepartmental meetings), and the extent and manner of information 
sharing about the project with the public and collaborating partners. Infor-
mal rules such as these provided structure and predictability and reduced 
uncertainty in the process of designing and implementing the green infra-
structure plan.

Bureaucratic institutions, which contain both formal and informal ele-
ments and structure how agencies within a single government interact with 
each other, are likewise not well understood. Our understanding of the in-
stitutions that shape intragovernmental interactions at the local level are 
primarily based on the traditional principles of hierarchy that have defined 
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the formal administrative structures of cities since the Progressive Era. A 
city organizational chart, much like Kansas City’s organizational structure 
previously presented, is perhaps the most ubiquitous visualization of the 
hierarchical administrative structure of functional and administrative units 
within a city. In this typical structure, policy makers, who are elected by 
citizens, delegate authority to top-level administrators, who then work 
within a hierarchy to organize and manage the daily affairs of city govern-
ment. Administrative units in lower positions within the hierarchy are pre-
sumed to have less authority compared to the units above them, which likely 
have more-direct access to the elected officials who sit atop the administra-
tive structure. In short, formal bureaucratic structures routinize organiza-
tional activities and define authority relations, connections among subunits, 
and decision-making structures (March, Schulz, and Zhou 2000).

Although cities share this general type of hierarchical governing ar-
rangement, there is great variation across cities in the scope of authority 
delegated to different administrative levels and in the procedures imposed 
on administrative decision making. Institutions, many of which are infor-
mal, specify the participation and decision rights of various parties within 
city government, how much authority is delegated to officials across func-
tional units, and the administrative procedures that determine coordina-
tion among units as well as the participation of private interests in the ad-
ministrative decision-making process. Institutional choices that determine 
the character of administrative organization are important because they 
influence who gets what out of the political process—both within city gov-
ernment and with external stakeholders. They also determine the extent of 
decision making that occurs at the administrative level, the ability of vari-
ous functional units to influence these decisions, and the incentives that 
these different actors face in collective action (Horn 1995).

Sustainability as a Functional Collective Action Dilemma
Institutional collective action (ICA) dilemmas result from divided or parti-
tioned authority and arise when decisions made by one governmental actor 
in a specific jurisdiction or functional area affect other jurisdictions, actors, 
or functions (Feiock 2013). ICA dilemmas occur horizontally between inde-
pendent governments at the same level as the consequences of one unit’s 
actions spill over to another’s jurisdiction—such as when one city in a metro 
area makes a policy decision that affects neighboring municipalities. They 
manifest vertically as a governmental unit at one level pursues complemen-
tary or conflicting actions to those pursued at a higher or lower level—such 
as when city and state policies interact. ICA dilemmas also arise  functionally 
between subunits of a unitary authority—such as when the programmatic 
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decisions of two departments in the same city affect each other’s operations 
(Feiock 2013). Although there is an expanding body of literature devoted to 
the study of ICA dilemmas and how they can be overcome, little attention 
has been given to FCA problems among decentralized agencies within a 
single government (Kim et al. 2020).

FCA dilemmas focus on the fragmentation of bureaucratic responsi-
bilities related to the expressed objective of a single government. Fragmen-
tation of responsibility across multiple units often produces collective di-
lemmas because of the connectedness of services, objectives, and resource 
systems (Feiock and Scholz 2010; Feiock 2013; Scott and Thomas 2017). 
Similar to the interdependencies of cities within a region, the actions of 
functionally defined departments and agencies within a city can produce 
positive and negative spillovers. Moreover, “fuzzy boundaries,” where clear 
lines of responsibility for tackling complex policy issues are lacking, remain 
a frequent challenge (Kettl 2002, 59). As a simple illustration, a potentially 
problematic FCA dynamic may occur around a city’s efforts to acquire pub-
lic infrastructure for electric vehicle charging if, for example, technical 
input is needed from its planning, streets, public works, and utility depart-
ments. Because it is a new and functionally transboundary objective, there 
is likely some ambiguity around the nature and extent of each unit’s respon-
sibility, including how much of its employees’ time and budgetary resources 
should be devoted to the project. In the absence of intentional coordination, 
overall action may stall as each unit hesitates to devote more of its own 
limited resources than necessary or undertake work it may view as another’s 
responsibility.

To resolve FCA dilemmas, some mechanism for functional integration 
must be employed. As a complex public policy issue, sustainability encom-
passes a wide range of governmental services and functions, and thus often 
involves the actions of many city government departments or agencies 
(Feiock, Krause, and Hawkins 2017). Sustainability is both complex and 
new to the local agenda. Thus, cities have not coalesced around a single best 
management approach, and the administrative arrangements they use to 
develop and implement sustainability initiatives vary considerably (Krause, 
Feiock, and Hawkins 2016; Hawkins et al. 2015; Feiock, Krause, and Haw-
kins 2017).

Coordination or collective action dilemmas arise in situations where 
policy to address complex issues encompasses multiple service functions, 
and separate bureaucratic agencies are therefore charged with sharing re-
sponsibility for these functions. For instance, as described in the Kansas 
City example, seven different city units are active players in its green 
 infrastructure program. Collective action dilemmas may be more prone 
to  arise  where centralized authority is limited or constrained and the  
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administrative units themselves have the task of developing formal and in-
formal mechanisms to collaborate on sustainability. Moreover, regardless of 
the interdependencies across units, there remain the expectations from ap-
pointed and elected officials, as well as from the consumers of services, that 
individual departmental units will continue to carry out the day-to-day 
operations and functions that they have historically overseen. These and 
other dilemmas pose barriers to FCA.

Intentional institutional design can help structure and manage interac-
tions, thereby increasing the ability to bridge fuzzy boundaries and facilitate 
collective action. This can be achieved, for example, by restructuring hier-
archical authority or consolidating administrative agencies to create new 
entities with authority over comprehensive functional areas. The Kansas 
City experience offers an illustration of the first approach, when its Office of 
Environmental Quality was relocated from being a subunit in a line depart-
ment, where it was buried deep within the hierarchical structure, into the 
City Manager’s Office. This move increased its clout over the numerous de-
partments throughout the city government whose cooperation on sustain-
ability is needed.

In the following chapters, we build on nascent FCA conceptualizations 
by identifying four general types of administrative arrangements that insti-
tutions can use to integrate sustainability across administrative units: con-
solidated agencies, lead agency coordination, task forces and bargaining, 
and decentralized networks. We look in depth at the experience of eight 
cities that employ these different arrangements to identify the specific de-
sign considerations within each and assess their consequences. A key take-
away from this research regards the importance of an influential leader or 
lead unit to maintaining robust local sustainability efforts. Related to this, 
and because by our definition they do not have a clearly designated lead, 
decentralized networks appear less effective as an administrative arrange-
ment for overcoming intracity FCA dilemmas. This finding offers a caution-
ary message about the long-term potential of decentralized collaborative 
governance in FCA settings and provides detailed descriptions of the chal-
lenges to its effectiveness.

Structure of the Book
This is a study of how U.S. cities that have adopted sustainability as a local 
objective organize to overcome coordination and collective action chal-
lenges to achieve its successful implementation. It is the culmination of a 
three-year research process supported by the National Science Foundation’s 
Science of Organizations program. We use a mixed-methods research ap-
proach, and our findings and analysis are based on an extensive original 



Introduction to Local Sustainability and Functional Collective Action / 17

data collection effort. The Smart and Sustainable Cities survey, sent to all 
cities in the United States with populations over twenty thousand, is the 
source of our quantitative data. It allows us to map out the general land-
scape for how local sustainability is being administered, as well as to inves-
tigate, in a generalizable manner, the causes and consequences of these local 
decisions. It also provided the basis for our selection of eight case study 
cities, which we examined in depth via interviews and network analysis. The 
case study portion of the research allows us to add context and nuance to 
the macro-level view provided by the survey.

Chapter 2 presents the big picture of how cities in the United States view 
sustainability, what actions they are taking to advance it, and how they have 
organized internally to implement them. We use results from the 2015–2016 
Smart and Sustainable Cities survey to develop descriptive statistics char-
acterizing the relative levels of attention that U.S. cities are giving to various 
sustainability objectives and how frequently different policy actions are 
being pursued. We compare these findings to results from past studies to 
provide a sense of how the substance and organization of local sustainabil-
ity efforts have evolved over time. This chapter also uses correlation analysis 
to quantify the relationships between priority sustainability issues and the 
implementation of related policies, and cluster analysis to understand the 
broader patterns of city sustainability actions and their association with city 
contextual and organizational characteristics.

In Chapter 3 we develop a general theory of FCA. We build off literature 
on ICA (Feiock 2013), which was developed to understand how independent 
cities in a metropolitan region can coordinate to address transboundary 
problems, and apply its insights to intracity coordination challenges. We 
identify and describe four basic administrative arrangements that institu-
tions can organize to overcome internal functional divides and apply these 
to local sustainability—an objective that requires input from numerous 
agencies within a government to be comprehensively addressed. The admin-
istrative arrangements are developed based on the relative levels of author-
ity and decentralization associated with local sustainability efforts. In 
Chapter 3 we also reach back to our survey results to characterize cities on 
these dimensions. The chapter closes with a discussion of the selection of 
our eight case study cities, which were chosen, in large part, to obtain a 
maximum variation in the administrative arrangements they use to over-
come FCA challenges in their sustainability efforts.

Chapters 4 through 7 are each themed around one of the general ar-
rangements identified to overcome FCA and describe the specific structures 
and experiences of the case study cities using them. Chapter 4 focuses on 
lead agency consolidation and describes the experiences of Fort Collins, 
Colorado. Chapter 5 considers cities’ use of lead agency coordination 



18 / Chapter 1

through the experiences of Orlando, Florida, and Kansas City, Missouri. 
Chapter 6 uses case studies of Ann Arbor, Michigan, Providence, Rhode 
Island, and Oakland, California to discuss relationships and bargaining as 
arrangements to overcome FCA. Finally, through the experience of Gaines-
ville, Florida, and El Paso, Texas, Chapter 7 assesses the use of decentralized 
networks. These four chapters all follow a similar structure and provide 
basic background on the case cities, describe the organizational arrange-
ment within the city government used to administer sustainability, identify 
the mechanisms each uses to integrate sustainability functions across units, 
and assess the implications of these mechanisms and arrangements on the 
focus, implementation, and output of city efforts.

In Chapter 8 we take a step back and consider themes and patterns that 
emerged across the case study cities. We visualize and summarize the intra-
city dynamic that exists around sustainability for a subset of our cases via 
social network analyses. This chapter highlights the informal network 
structures that have emerged in these cities in attempt to match administra-
tive processes and boundaries to the sustainability issues.

Applying the lens of FCA, Chapter 9 combines insights from our na-
tional survey results with the case study and network analyses to answer the 
question of how U.S. cities organize to administer their sustainability efforts 
and the implications of those strategies on their abilities to overcome FCA 
dilemmas. Using a comparative analysis, we identify the relative strengths 
and weaknesses of the various organizational arrangements employed and 
each general mechanism to overcome FCA. We conclude that decentraliza-
tion of effort is not as effective, because initiatives need some institutional-
ized center of gravity to be administered effectively and produce durable 
activities and impacts. We make the case that because modern policy prob-
lems are increasingly complex and require the cooperation of multiple semi-
independent units within a government to be effectively addressed, it is 
imperative that governments identify ways to overcome functional divides. 
Although the focus of this book is local sustainability, we posit that many 
of the approaches and mechanisms highlighted as effective for it are trans-
ferable to other policy issues as well.




