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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background – why a focus on incentives? 
This report deals with incentives as a way to understand and influence behaviour of fishermen with 

the aim to make fishing industries more sustainable. The reason for this is that the objectives agreed 

in the 2002 CFP to achieve sustainable fisheries have not been met overall. Most fish stocks in 

European waters have been fished down. 88 % of Community stocks are being fished beyond MSY. 

Moreover, while a few EU fleets are profitable with no public support, most of Europe’s fishing fleets 

are either running losses or returning low profits. Another important consequence of the vicious 

circle of overfishing, overcapacity and low economic resilience is high political pressure to increase 

short-term fishing opportunities at the expense of the future sustainability of the industry 

(Commission, 2009). 

The Commission considers that the above outcomes are due to five main structural failings: 

– a deep-rooted problem of fleet overcapacity; 

– imprecise policy objectives resulting in insufficient guidance for decisions and 

implementation; 

– a decision-making system that encourages a short-term focus; 

– a framework that does not give sufficient responsibility to the industry; 

– lack of political will to ensure compliance and poor compliance by the industry. 

In order to overcome these structural failings a solution could be to focus on incentives. Incentive-

based approaches can make management more robust by ensuring, in most cases, that those who 

have the greatest impact on fisheries have an increased interest in their long-run conservation and 

directly bear the cost of overexploitation (Grafton et al, 2006).  

The challenge is to create incentives that lead to desired behaviours. This is not easy, and it has 

proven to be the central challenge of fisheries management. Linking incentives to outcomes is 

difficult enough when managing single species, with the relatively simple problems of limited 

exploitation and localized effects. It is even more complicated for entire ecosystems, where 

exploitation is interconnected with system-wide ecological and economic effects (Hanna, 1998).  

1.2 Incentives 
What is an incentive? 

An incentive can be defined as “an inducement or supplemental reward that serves as a 

motivational device for a desired action or behaviour” 

(www.businessdictionary.com/definition/incentive.html).  

In this report we focus on scientific literature dealing with incentives from different angles. We will 

draw from insights gained from different disciplines, such as economy, sociology, and psychology.  

How are incentives influenced? 

Incentives are generally influenced by a number of instrumental and non-instrumental factors (e.g. 

the prevalent prices, taxes, subsidies, fisheries regulations, the available technology, fish stocks 

condition, geography, demands on comfort and safety, knowledge and experience, cooperation, 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/incentive.html
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legitimacy, personal risk aversion, social pressure, trust, institutions and expectations. Incentives can 

come from both public (government regulation, and management measures), private actors 

(market, prices) and NGOs (certification). 

1.3 Research question and research methodology 
The above leads to the following research question, to be answered in this report: 

What type of research has been done so far regarding incentives, from which different angles, and 

which methods can be applied to do research on incentives?  

Ultimately these insights should help us to improve the structural failings of the common fisheries 

policy. In order to answer the research question we will provide an overview of relevant literature 

on incentives in general, and more specifically in fisheries. We will address incentives from different 

points of view.  

The selection of literature is based on a web-search in peer reviewed open access and other 

electronic journals. The search involved a number of queries based on the following terms such as: 

economic incentives, social incentives, behaviour, preferences, norms and values, and fisheries. We 

do not have the intention to present a complete overview, as in the course of the project we will 

complement this report.  

1.4 Outline 
We start this report with an overview of the literature on incentives, both in fisheries and other 

areas. This is followed by a chapter on the relation between incentives and the structural failings of 

the common fisheries policy. In chapter four we will describe the different types of methods that can 

be used while doing research on incentives. We end this report with conclusions and 

recommendations.  

 

2. Theories on incentives 

2.1 Introduction 
 

In this chapter we will present an overview of different theories on incentives. We will start with 

financial incentives, but also show that these types of incentives do not always have the preferred 

outcome. Therefore we will present in the second section an overview of non-monetary motives 

which also influence decisions and behaviour of the economic agents.  

2.2 Financial incentives 
 

Preferences of actors are influenced by social norms, behaviour of other actors, and last but not 

least governmental policies (Koesveld, 2007). A priori there are good reasons for governments to 

apply financial incentives, as markets fail to reach social optimal outcomes (Teulings et al., 2003). 

Market prices usually do not integrate all costs and benefits. As a result, too much or too little is 
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consumed or produced. Therefore governments introduce subsidies, charges and taxes to improve 

the functioning of markets (Koesveld, 2007).  

 

To the extent that resource exploitation is governed by the perceived self-interest of various 

individuals or groups, behaviour affecting maintenance of biological diversity can best be changed by 

providing new approaches to conservation which alter people’s perceptions of what behaviour is in 

their self-interest. Together, incentives and disincentives provide the carrot and the stick for 

motivating behaviour that will conserve biological resources. Incentives are used to divert land, 

capital and labour towards conserving biological resources, and to promote broader participation in 

work which will benefit these resources. They can smooth the uneven distribution of the costs and 

benefits of conserving biological resources, mitigate anticipated negative impacts on local people by 

regulations controlling exploitation, compensate people for any extraordinary losses suffered 

through such controls, and reward the local people who assume externalities through which the 

larger public benefits. Incentives are clearly worthwhile when they stimulate activities which 

conserve biological resource at a lower economic cost than that of the economic benefits received 

(Mc Neely, 1988).    

In this way, incentives (to stimulate good behaviour) introduced by governments can influence the 

intrinsic motivation of actors.  This is also referred to as the over justification hypothesis. A classic 

example is the research done by sociologist Richard Titmuss (1970) among blood donors in the 

sixties. In the US, where blood donors were paid for donating their blood, the number of donors as 

well as the quality of the blood were lower than in England were donors were not financially 

compensated. There the financial incentive displaced the intrinsic motivation of actors. Financial 

incentives have an effect on the short term behaviour of people, but long term reaction is stronger, 

because people change their preferences (Koesveld, 2007).    

In fisheries many examples can be found in which financial incentives did not have the preferred 

outcome. For example, decommissioning schemes that had the intention to buy out less efficient 

companies has the opposite effect: companies that were functioning well saw the decommissioning 

as a cheap way to further improve their companies. Or in the case where the least efficient 

companies entered the decommissioning programme, catches did not diminish because the 

remaining boats were able to catch efficiently and caught even more fish. Other examples are: the 

subsidies for buying bigger boats, and the tax reduction on fuel expenses, which led to a preference 

for large boats and a dependence on diesel.     

Financial incentives associated with marketing a product as ‘eco-friendly’ have the unforeseen effect 

of inspiring fishers and seafood companies to misrepresent their seafood product. Although the 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations has no official label, Nile perch fillets 

from Lake Victoria are sold with a self-attributed eco-label claiming the fish were caught under the 

FAO's code of conduct for responsible fisheries (Pitcher, 2003). This type of misrepresentation is 

widespread. There is mislabelling of fish by retailers, misleading information, and inconsistencies 

between competing criteria and standards (Gulbrandsen 2009, Jacquet et al. 2009; Jacquet and 

Pauly, 2007). A study conducted by Kangun et al. (1991) found that more than 50% of environmental 

advertising is deceptive or misleading.  
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Financial incentives may also spur undesirable species to be renamed with more appetizing titles. 

Rock crab, once discarded as bycatch, is now marketed and sold as ‘peekytoe crab’. The Patagonian 

toothfish, an endangered species, is marketed as Chilean sea bass (Knecht, 2006). Slimeheads were 

opportunely renamed Orange roughy as the market developed (Pauly  et al, 2003). Flesh of low 

value fish is used to make imitation ‘krab’. Dual names and name changes confuse consumers and 

complicate education efforts by seafood advocacy groups. 

 

Besides financial incentives, many other aspects influence behaviour of people. These relate to social 

and psychological motives, which we will address in the next sections in more detail. 

 

2.3 Non-monetary incentives 
 

Economics is based on incentives and it derives its strength from being able to predict how people 

change their behaviour in response to changes in incentives. Economic factors are clearly very 

important when designing new policies and strategies that are meant to influence and change 

people’s behaviour (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002). However, economic theories typically restrict 

their attention to the motives to achieve income through effort and avoid risks. Predicting people’s 

behaviour on purely economic grounds will not reveal the whole picture. Economic factors are 

intertwined with social, infrastructural, and psychological factors (Ibid). Powerful non-monetary 

motives like the desire to reciprocate or the desire to avoid social disapproval, shape human 

behaviour. Behaviour is also shaped by attitudes, although they do not determine behaviour 

directly. Rather they influence behavioural intentions which in turn shape our actions. Intentions are 

not only influenced by attitudes but also by social (‘normative’) pressures. Thus ‘the ultimate 

determinants of any behaviour are the behavioural beliefs concerning its consequences and 

normative beliefs concerning the prescriptions of others’ (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p. 239). 

This is also the case in fisheries. Although fishing is a commercial and highly competitive business, a 

variety of non-monetary incentives is in place, such as: social pressure, tradition, culture, moral, 

knowledge about fishing (experience and skill) (Jentoft, 1998; Maurstad, 1998; Nielsen and 

Mathiesen, 1999). Socio economic studies from non-fishery contexts confirm that strict economic 

transactions in various business firms are embedded in social structures, which influence decisions 

and behaviour of the economic agents (Granovetter, 1992).  

Hoffman (1977) demonstrates that moral is based on a normative internalised obligation to follow 

what is personally considered right or wrong. Nevertheless, moral is established through interaction 

with other individuals and groups and differs from norms by representing the individual values 

based on personal reflections (Giddens, 1984). Fehr and Falk (2002) discuss in their paper the 

interactions of three important human motives with economic incentives – the motive to 

reciprocate, the desire for social approval and the desire to work on interesting tasks. They focus in 

their paper on one ‘social preference’: reciprocity.  

A reciprocal individual responds to actions that are perceived to be kind in a kind manner, and to 

actions that are perceived to be hostile in a hostile manner. Whether an action is perceived as kind 
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or hostile depends on the fairness or unfairness of the consequences and the intention associated 

with the action (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2002). Fehr and Falk (2002) show that reciprocity induces 

actors to cooperate voluntarily if they are treated kindly. Reciprocal behaviour is important because 

it affects in fundamental ways the functioning of markets, organisations, incentives and collective 

actions. Reciprocity limits the impact of competition in markets.  

It is shown by Croson (2000), and Fischbacher et al (2001) that many people increase their 

contribution to a public good if others also increase their contributions, although in material terms 

each individual has a strict incentive to contribute nothing (conditional cooperation). If for example 

workers get a wage reduction they do not perform better, the workers will receive this as a hostile 

act (distrust), and they are no longer willing to put forward an extra effort beyond the level that is 

dictated as self-interest. Another research about completing a questionnaire indicates that when a 

request for completion and return of survey is associated with an unconditional advance payment, 

the response increases by 19 per cent points relative to surveys without concomitant payment. 

When no conditions have been made, people are more likely to respond (Fehr and Falk, 2002).     

Reciprocity has an impact on cooperation. Reciprocal subjects are willing to cooperate if they are 

sure that the other people who are involved will also cooperate. Second, reciprocal subjects are 

willing to punish free-riders because free-riders exploit the co-operators. Peer pressure, social 

ostracism, and more generally, the cooperation-enhancing punishment of free-riders play a key role 

in the enforcement of social norms. Ostrom et al. (1994) report that punishment is frequently 

imposed on those who use common property resources excessively.   

 

A game that shows that people are willing to punish or reward behaviour that is considered 

respectively unfair or fair is the Ultimatum Game (UG) that was introduced by Guth et al, (1982) 

(Fehr and Fischbacher, 2002). In the UG a pair of subjects has to agree on the division of a fixed sum 

of money. Person A, the proposer, can make one proposal of how to divide the amount. Person B, 

the responder, can accept or reject the proposed division. In the case of rejection, both receive nil, 

in the case of acceptance, the proposal is implemented. A result is that proposals offering the 

responder less than 20% of the available surplus are rejected with a probability of 0.4 to 0.6. In 

general, the motive indicated for the rejection of positive, yet low offers is that the subjects view 

them as unfair. When more participants are added to the game, the probability that responders 

would reject a low offer decreases. In the bilateral game, responders by rejecting can punish the 

proposer, but when more responders participate and one of them accepts, it is impossible to punish 

the proposer (= power of competition). 

 

 

3. Structural failings of the CFP and incentives 

3.1 Introduction 
 

In this chapter we will address in more detail the structural failings of the CFP, and the relationship 

with incentives. The five structural failings as identified by the Commission concern: 
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– a deep-rooted problem of fleet overcapacity; 

– imprecise policy objectives resulting in insufficient guidance for decisions and 

implementation; 

– a decision-making system that encourages a short-term focus; 

– a framework that does not give sufficient responsibility to the industry; 

– lack of political will to ensure compliance and poor compliance by the industry. 

 

3.2 Fleet overcapacity 
 

Overcapacity is widely recognised as a major problem affecting world fisheries. With its attendant 

social and economic problems, overcapacity can, via the political process, lead to the erosion of 

management control (Safina et al 2005). It is also understood to be one of the results of subsidising 

fisheries, which even today is estimated to be several tens of billion U.S. dollars per year (ICTSD, 

2006). Such subsidies directly undermine the sustainability of fisheries because they lead to a bio-

economic equilibrium with high levels of fishing and low stock size (Beddington et al, 2007).  

In several fisheries, government funds have been used to buy out excess fishing capacity (Ibid). For 

various reasons, such buyback programs have been less effective than expected. First, often only the 

least efficient vessels are bought up, leaving total fishing capacity largely intact. Second, the buyback 

program by itself does not remove the economic incentives underlying overcapacity, which tends to 

increase once the buybacks are completed (Clark 2005; Clark 2007).    

Use of market instruments such as transferable rights to fishing may be a more efficient and less 

expensive way to reduce overcapacity, and one for which the industry has to take more 

responsibility. Several Member States have taken steps in recent years towards using such 

instruments. This has generally led to more rational investment decisions and to reductions in 

capacity, as the operators adapt their fleet to their fishing rights in order to achieve economic 

efficiency. Such systems can be complemented with proper safeguard clauses to avoid excessive 

concentration of ownership or negative effects on smaller-scale fisheries and coastal communities 

(European Commission, 2009). 

 

3.3 Imprecise policy objectives 
 

The current CFP regulation states that "the Common Fisheries Policy shall ensure exploitation of 

living aquatic resources that provides sustainable economic, environmental and social conditions". 

No priority is set for these objectives and, while direct references are made to adopting a 

precautionary and an ecosystem approach, it is not clear how this relates to economic and social 

conditions. There are no clear indicators and yardsticks that could provide more concrete guidance 

or to help measure policy achievements (European Commission, 2009). The lack of clear objectives 

makes it difficult for policy makers to implement and enforce rules. Also for the industry it is unclear 
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what is expected, and therefore all actors make their own choices and define objectives in a way 

that suits them best. 

According to Gezellius and Raakjaer (2008) the principles, standards and objectives of the CFP should 

be translated into regionally specific management approaches tailored to the ecological 

circumstances of the regional sea and adapted to the economic, social and cultural conditions of the 

fishing industries that exploit its waters (Symes, 2009). 

 

3.4 Short term focus 
 

It is said that the decision-making process is focussed on the short term instead of long term 

commitments. This also influences the behaviour of fishermen who tend to focus on the short term.  

Uncertainty can make that people focus on the short term. Hanna (1998) identifies two types of 

uncertainty: 1) fact uncertainty, and 2) tenure uncertainty. Fact uncertainty results from a lack of 

knowledge about how ecological, economic and social systems function; their key driving variables; 

their binding constraints; and their interactions. Tenure uncertainty is that when people do not have 

full information about the system dynamics or when they are unsure about the length of time they 

will have access to harvest or manage the resource, it is in their economic interest to intensify rates 

of use or avoid investing in the future, and have a long term focus (Runge 1984). It is only when 

resource users and managers are confident that claims to resources will be protected and that free 

riding will be minimised that they will have the incentive to behave in ways that maintain ecosystem 

health.  

Investing in property rights, good trust relationships among fishermen and between fishermen and 

policy makers, and institutions can help focussing on the long term instead of on the short term.  

Property rights 

According to Grafton et el (2006) a key to creating incentives for more sustainable (long term) 

behaviour is to provide fishers with more secure harvesting or territorial rights to fish. Such rights 

enable fishers to enjoy a sustainable flow of benefits from fishing with an enforceable right to 

exclude others from these benefits but generally do not give ownership over the resource stock. At 

the individual level, quantified fishing rights encourage fishers to harvest their fixed catch at lowest 

cost, to increase the value of landings through better handling and care of fish (Campbell et al. 2000; 

Rice 2003; Dupont et al. 2005), or to change product form (from frozen to fresh), as occurred in the 

British Columbia (BC) halibut (Hippoglossus stenolepsis) fishery (Casey et al. 1995; Herrmann 1996). 

Although bio-economic theory suggests that assigning secure rights to fishermen may align 

incentives and lead to significantly enhanced biological and economic performance, evidence to date 

has been only case- or region-specific. By examining 11,135 global fisheries, Costello et al (2008) 

found a strong link: By 2003, the fraction of ITQ-managed fisheries that were collapsed was about 

half that of non-ITQ fisheries. This result probably underestimates ITQ benefits, because most ITQ 

fisheries are young (Costello, Gaines and Lynham, 2008). A disadvantage of catch shares is that they 

may promote ecologically harmful behaviour such as high grading (Costello et al, 2010). 
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According to Hanna (1998) the promotion of sustainable ecosystems does not necessarily depend on 

a particular property rights regime but rather on an institutional environment that promotes these 

basic functions. Fishery users have individual objectives to maximize their profits or minimize their 

risks, and consequently make trade-offs between species according to their relative contributions to 

revenue portfolios or through their ability to hedge against variability in revenues. In contrast, 

sustainable ecosystem management will require that trade-offs between species be considered 

within a context of ecosystem portfolios, where the objective is to maximize the sum of commodity 

and service values over the long term. The solution, a politically difficult one, will lie in the 

redefinition of "ownership" away from single species to portfolios of species, perhaps geographically 

oriented. Ownership will have to include not only commodity species but also service species that 

are not directly used but contribute to ecosystem productivity. 

Institutions 

Hilborn et al (2005) describe a range of successful and unsuccessful fisheries and compare and 

contrast their management institutions. They find that the primary determinants of success relate to 

institutional structure and incentives for participants. According to them the key to successful 

management of marine resources is the establishment of appropriate institutions for governance 

that include a reward system, so that the individual welfare of fishermen, managers and scientists is 

maximized by actions that contribute to a societally desirable outcome. The majority of existing 

governance structures encourages fishermen to overcapitalise and overexploit and managers to 

elude responsibility. Hilborn et al (2005) identify three primary elements of governance: (i) the way 

in which individuals are allowed access to fish resources; (ii) the decision-making structure of the 

institutions; and (iii) the spatial scale of management. 

An important aspect of the reward structure is the line responsibility of managers and scientists. 

Governance structures that include many competing interests in the data collection, stock 

assessment and management decision making have a poorer track record than governance 

structures with few institutional actors. The complex institutional structure of EU fisheries and many 

US councils, with overlapping state and federal authority and interest, have a terrible record of being 

able to regulate the catch in their area of management. By contrast, the institutional structure of 

small countries such as Iceland, New Zealand and Namibia, or the sole authority of the State of 

Alaska over Alaskan net fisheries such as Bristol Bay, the North Pacific Management Council 

management and NMFS stock assessment of the North East Pacific, or the two-party IPHC, have all 

resulted in good track records of fisheries management. 

In these institutionally simple governance structures, there is a direct line of responsibility. In the 

Bristol Bay salmon fishery there is a manager and a research scientist who is directly accessible to 

the fishermen during the fishery. The fishermen know who is in charge, and who to blame when 

things go wrong. By contrast, many US fisheries management councils have rotating teams of 

scientists who perform the stock assessments—many times these assessment scientists have little, if 

any, experience in the fishery and know it only from the statistics in front of them. A fishery 

management council with 10–20 members is not conductive to individual responsibility. No one is in 

charge, and no one is to blame if things go wrong. 
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Trust 

In literature trust is defined as “the belief that other, through their action or inaction will contribute 

to my /our wellbeing and refrain from inflicting damage upon me/us.” (Sztompka, 1999). Trust is a 

highly effective device to overcome principal-agent problems. A society that fosters robust trust 

relationships is probably also a society that can afford fewer regulations and greater freedoms 

(Warren, 1999). Trust substitutes resources of social control and helps economise on transaction 

costs. For example: ”I do not need to monitor those whom I can trust, nor do I have to buy what I 

trust they will offer me voluntarily (such as the occasional use of a car), nor do I have to force them 

to do what I expect them to do or to call in third parties (such as courts) to enforce my claims” (Offe, 

1999).  

Institutional arrangements, such as co-management, are a way to deal with uncertainties and as 

such they can contribute to trust building processes. They can diminish fear and insecurities about 

other people’s behaviour (de Vos, 2011). Trust in institutional arrangements is related to order 

(Eshuis, 2006). Order is crucial for the predictability and as such for trust (Luhmann, 1979; Misztal, 

1996). In order to ensure trust in institutional arrangements, procedures need to generate an 

impeccable record in terms of truth-telling, promise-keeping, fairness, and solidarity – with this the 

reasons for suspicion and cynism are nullified (Offe, 1999).  

 

3.5 Lack of responsibility of the industry 
 

The hierarchical mode of governance is currently being seen as failing to respond to the increasing 

complexity that characterises the fishery policy making process. Co-management and self-

management are often mentioned as the solution to these problems.   

Gutuierrez et al (2001) examined 130 co-managed fisheries in a wide range of countries with 

different degrees of development, ecosystems, fishing sectors and type of resources. They found 

that the most important co-management conditions necessary for successful management of 

fisheries are presence of community leaders, strong social cohesion, individual or community 

quotas, and community-based protected areas. Additional key attributes were enforcement 

mechanisms, long-term management policies and influence of fishers in local markets. Fisheries 

were most successful when at least eight of these co-management attributes were present, showing 

a strong positive relationship between the number of these attributes and success, owing to 

redundancy in management regulations. These findings reinforce the notion that fisheries are 

complex social–ecological systems that need to be managed by addressing problems related not 

only to the resources themselves but to the people targeting them.  

Community cohesion founded on norms, trust, communication, and connectedness in networks and 

groups was also an important global attribute leading to successful fisheries co-management. No co-

management arrangement can survive unless a relationship of trust and mutual respect is developed 

and maintained between the partners. The establishment of trust between partners usually takes a 

long time to develop and takes concerted effort by the partners (Pomeroy et al, 2001). 
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The success of co-management hinges directly on an incentive structure (economic, social, and 

political) that induces various individuals to participate in the process. Individuals must feel that the 

benefits to be obtained from participation in the co-management arrangements, including 

compliance with rules, will be greater than the costs of such activities. The co-management process 

often involves giving up individual short-term benefits for real and perceived longer-term benefits. 

One method to measure that an incentive structure for participation and action does exist in a 

community is when the community members invest their own resources (labour and money) in the 

project (Pomeroy et al, 2001). 

Different incentive structures appeal to different individuals. For an individual resource user, the 

incentive may be economic, primarily in terms of higher income, food availability or protection of 

livelihoods (Khan and Apu, 1998; Thompson et al, 1998). It may also be social, in the form of higher 

prestige among peers or legitimate access to coastal resources (Baticados and Agbayani, 1998; Katon 

et al, 1997). The incentive may start as simply as hope for a better tomorrow, but usually “matures” 

as the individual gains more information and as the process develops over time. It is often easier and 

faster to implement co-management arrangements where the resource user recognizes an incentive 

for participation on their own and undertakes action rather than when an incentive is presented to a 

resource user by an external agent. Co-management arrangements that offer an improvement in 

these areas are likely to be appealing. Economic incentives are also important to resource 

stakeholders, such as fish traders and processors, who are directly dependent on a steady supply of 

fish products for their livelihood (Pomeroy et al, 2001).  

 

3.6 Poor enforcement and compliance 
 

Nielsen and Mathiesen (1999) among others state that the problem of low enforcement and 

compliance rates is closely related to the lack of responsibility of the industry. The lack of 

compliance in many fisheries, despite increased enforcement activities, has drawn the attention to 

the importance of legitimacy of fisheries management. Legitimacy is considered as a normative 

phenomenon, and differs from moral in the sense that legitimacy is linked to a political authority 

(system), while moral may or may not be. A suitable definition of legitimacy would be the 

explanation of Easton (1958): “Legitimacy exists when the members of a society see adequate 

reason for feeling that they should voluntarily obey the commends of authorities” (Nielsen and 

Mathiesen, 1999). Trust and legitimacy are highly connected. When an institutional arrangement is 

perceived as legitimate it sets new standards and norms for violating behaviour; it becomes a tool 

that people use to predict the behaviour of others and so guide their own (Jentoft et al, 1998). 

4. How to do research on incentives 

4.1 Introduction 
 

There are many ways to do research on incentives, preferences and the way they influence 

behaviour. In this chapter we will describe six different types of qualitative and quantitative research 

methods, how to apply them, and the advantages and disadvantages of each method. The methods 
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that we describe are: 1) semi-structured interviews, 2) focus groups, 3) action research, 4) choice 

experiments, 5) spatial economic models and 6) the game table eco-ocean.  

 

4.2 Semi-structured interviews 
 

What are semi-structured interviews? 

Semi-structured interviews are conducted with a fairly open framework which allow for focused, 

conversational, two-way communication. They can be used both to give and receive information. 

Unlike the questionnaire framework, where detailed questions are formulating ahead of time, semi 

structured interviewing starts with more general questions or topics (FAO, 1990).  

How does it work? 

Relevant topics (such as management measures) are initially identified and the possible relationship 

between these topics and the issues such as availability, expense, effectiveness become the basis for 

more specific questions which do not need to be prepared in advance. Not all questions are 

designed and phrased ahead of time. The majority of questions are created during the interview, 

allowing both the interviewer and the person being interviewed the flexibility to probe for details or 

discuss issues. Semi-structured interviewing is guided only in the sense that some form of interview 

guide, such as the matrix described below is prepared beforehand, and provides a framework for the 

interview (FAO, 1990). 

Advantages and disadvantages 

The advantage of semi-structured interviewing is that it is less intrusive to those being interviewed 

as the semi-structured interview encourages two-way communication. Those being interviewed can 

ask questions of the interviewer. In this way it can also function as an extension tool. 

Another advantage is that it confirms what is already known but also provides the opportunity for 

learning. Often the information obtained from semi-structured interviews will provide not just 

answers, but the reasons for the answers (FAO, 1990). This is very important when we are looking 

into the incentives and the reasons for behaviour of fishermen. Moreover, when individuals are 

interviewed they may more easily discuss sensitive issues. 

A good method can be to apply both individual and group interviews can optimise the strengths of 

both. 

However, interviewers need some skills. The most common problem with interviewers is asking 

leading questions. Other problems are: failure to listen closely; repeating questions that have 

already been asked; failure to probe when necessary; failure to judge the answers; and asking vague 

or insensitive questions (FAO, 1990). 
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4.3 Focus groups 
 

What are focus groups? 

Powell et al. define a focus group as “a group of individuals selected and assembled by researchers 

to discuss and comment on, from personal experience, the topic that is the subject of the research”. 

(1996: 499)  

How does it work? 

Focus groups are a form of group interviewing but it is important to distinguish between the two. 

Group interviewing involves interviewing a number of people at the same time, the emphasis being 

on questions and responses between the researcher and participants. Focus groups however rely on 

interaction within the group based on topics that are supplied by the researcher (Morgan 1997: 12). 

Hence the key characteristic which distinguishes focus groups is the insight and data produced by 

the interaction between participants (Gibbs, 1997).   

The main purpose of focus group research is to draw upon respondents’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs, 

experiences and reactions in a way in which would not be feasible using other methods, for example 

observation, one-to-one interviewing, or questionnaire surveys. These attitudes, feelings and beliefs 

may be partially independent of a group or its social setting, but are more likely to be revealed via 

the social gathering and the interaction which being in a focus group entails. Compared to individual 

interviews, which aim to obtain individual attitudes, beliefs and feelings, focus groups elicit a 

multiplicity of views and emotional processes within a group context. The individual interview is 

easier for the researcher to control than a focus group in which participants may take the initiative. 

Compared to observation, a focus group enables the researcher to gain a larger amount of 

information in a shorter period of time. Observational methods tend to depend on waiting for things 

to happen, whereas the researcher follows an interview guide in a focus group. In this sense focus 

groups are not natural but organised events. Focus groups are particularly useful when there are 

power differences between the participants and decision-makers or professionals, when the 

everyday use of language and culture of particular groups is of interest, and when one wants to 

explore the degree of consensus on a given topic (Morgan & Kreuger 1993).  

What are advantages and disadvantages? 

An important advantage of focus groups is that they elicit information in a way which allows 

researchers to find out why an issue is salient, as well as what is salient about it (Morgan 1988). As a 

result, the gap between what people say and what they do can be better understood (Lankshear 

1993). 

A critical success factor is the benefit for participants. Expectations should be clear beforehand, 

otherwise participants can get disappointed afterwards, and will not be willing to participate in 

upcoming events. A benefit for participants can be that they are able to exchange information 

among peers in a different setting. This allows them to obtain new information. Also, an information 

exchange can take place between researchers and participants. The feeling that participants can 

influence research outcomes is another advantage for them.  
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A disadvantage of the focus group method is that the researcher, or moderator, has less control over 

the data produced (Morgan 1988) than in either quantitative studies or one-to-one interviewing. The 

moderator has to allow participants to talk to each other, ask questions and express doubts and 

opinions, while having very little control over the interaction other than generally keeping 

participants focused on the topic. By its nature focus group research is open ended and cannot be 

entirely predetermined (Gibbs, 1997).  

In addition, the researcher should be aware that individuals in a focus group are not expressing their 

own definitive individual view. They are speaking in a specific context, within a specific culture, and 

so sometimes it may be difficult for the researcher to clearly identify an individual message (Gibbs, 

1997).  

Finally, focus groups can be difficult to assemble. It may not be easy to get a representative sample 

and focus groups may discourage certain people from participating, for example those who are not 

very articulate or confident, and those who have communication problems or special needs. The 

method of focus group discussion may also discourage some people from trusting others with 

sensitive or personal information. In such cases personal interviews or the use of workbooks 

alongside focus groups may be a more suitable approach (Gibbs, 1997).  

 

4.4 Choice experiments and discrete choice models (CE) 

(Section written by Hynes and Fitzpatrick, National University of Ireland) 

 

What are choice experiments and discrete choice models? 

In a Choice Experiment framework, choices are broken down into component attributes, which are 

presented to respondents normally as set combination of the attributes. Respondents are then 

presented with a sequence of these choice sets, each containing alternative descriptions of, in this 

case, the fisheries management choices, differentiated by attributes and levels. Respondents are 

then asked to state their preferred alternative within the hypothetical choice set. By observing and 

modelling how respondents change their preferred option in response to the changes in the levels of 

the attributes, it is possible to determine how fishermen trade-off between the different 

management options. By including price/cost or change in income as one of the attributes of each 

option, the monetary welfare impact of moving from some status quo fishing policy to an alternative 

fishing policy with attribute levels set to be representative of what would result under alternative 

management strategies (representing perhaps in our case a change a change in CFP as represented 

by different levels of the management attributes) can be calculated.  

How does it work? 

Each fisherman might be presented with 8 to 12 of these choice cards (see table 1) where the levels 

of each attribute change with each hypothetical management option. The fishermen trades off one 

attribute versus another when making his choice on each card. The data on choices made is then 

used in a decision making discrete choice model where the fishermen’s choice is estimated as a 

function of the attribute levels. The marginal value of a unit change in an attribute of the 
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management option can be calculated as can the value of a package of attributes that make up 

alternative policy options. 

                           
Management 

Option A 

Management 

Option B 

Management Option 

C 

Technical Measure 

 
TAC Standard Quota  

Tradable Quota 

Permits 

Organization Level National level EU level RAC level 

Long-run sustainability 

outlook of industry 
Poor Excellent Fair 

Change in price per kg of 

fish caught 
+€10 -€2.20 €0 

Which do you like best?    

Table 1: Example of a possible Choice Card 

What are advantages and disadvantages? 

Methods such as contingent valuation are designed to measure the overall value of a good such as a 

healthy marine ecosystem. The main advantage of the Choice Experiment method over these is that 

it is better able to discern the marginal value or utility of individual attributes that make up an 

environmental good. This is done through the modelling of trade-offs made by respondents in 

choosing between variations in component attribute levels. In this way management measures 

which target those attributes most valued by stakeholders, and which in theory will most incentivise 

change, can be identified. The ability to attach economic values to attributes also allows for more 

discrimination in examining the transfer of benefits and thus informing cost-benefit type decisions. 

Another advantage is that choice experiment surveys also provide repeated opportunities for 

respondents to express preferences in a complex manner which may better reflect real world 

decision making than the stark dichotomous choices of contingent valuation or objective 

prioritisation methods. This can reduce the use of strategic or yea-saying behaviour by respondents. 

The success of CE lies in a careful selection of non-correlated or orthogonal attributes which is an 

important design consideration in CE.  If there is correlation between attributes then the same 

problem which is faced by revealed preference methods is present – that the relative contribution of 

an individual attribute to overall utility cannot be discriminated.   

A related issue is that both the choice of attributes and the range of attribute levels used in the 

survey should as far as possible be meaningful to respondents rather than being purely hypothetical. 
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This is so that speculative or protest responses are avoided. This may be particularly important in the 

choice of the cost or financial attribute where asking respondents to for example pay for a good they 

have previously freely received is likely to lead to a preference for the status quo option. 

The number of attributes chosen is also important. Confusion can occur where a respondent is asked 

to assess the overall utility across too many attributes and some attributes are likely to be ignored. 

This will affect how the survey results can be interpreted.      

Limitations 

The main health warning associated with the use of choice experiments is that due to the necessity 

for careful selection of non-correlated attributes, the potential to confuse or alienate respondents 

and ongoing debates over the most suitable econometric models outputs from CE surveys must be 

interpreted with caution. However the CE method is no different to other preference elicitation 

methods in this regard and cross referencing or triangulation with other methods may assist in the 

validation of results. 

 

4.5 Spatial bio-economic models: FISHRENT 

(Section written by Buisman, LEI part of Wageningen UR) 

What are spatial bio-economic models?  

These models have the aim to study tactical and strategic behaviour of fishermen and the 

consequences for fish stocks and economic results of the fishery. There are several broad types of 

decisions that are traditionally considered when studying fishing relevant decision-making. Short-

term decisions are those that affect the way in which existing fishing capacity is used in practice and 

are generally of more interest to fisheries biologist, as the impact on the stock can be directly 

determined. More specifically, these decisions include the temporal and geographic allocation of 

fishing effort, species targeting behaviour, discarding and many of the compliance-related choices 

such as that of respecting catch limitations, area or gear restrictions, or seasonal regulations 

(Hatcher et al. 2000). Longer term decisions are those that affect the level of fishing capacity and 

include investment, entry and exit, and technical innovation. Strategic behaviour that considers the 

potential decisions of others influences both short- and longer-term decision-making (Van Putten et 

al, 2011). An example of a spatial bio-economic model is FISHRENT.   

How does FISHRENT work? 

Fishrent is a spatially explicit multi-fleet, multispecies bio-economic simulation and optimisation 

model used to evaluate management strategies. It was initially developed to estimate resource rent 

but has since been extended. The management options include single species TAC with different 

options as to when mix fisheries fleets stop fishing, effort management and spatial management. 

The model uses the data widely available as inputs (ICES WG data for biology and DCF data for 

economics). The model outputs comprise stock status, fleet size, spatial allocation of catch and 

effort, economic indicators (such as profit, gross value added,…) and catch and landings per fleet 

(non-exhaustive list)  
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The model was initially developed in Excel (manual available here 

http://www.lei.dlo.nl/publicaties/PDF/2011/2011-024.pdf) (Salz et al, 2011) but it has since been 

extended and the new version of the model is written in Gams, with input and output interfaces in R. 

The new version of the model includes all the features of the Excel model and the spatial description  

of species and effort. The spatial dimension of the new FISHRENT model allows for analysis of spatial 

management measures (e.g. MPA’s) and changes in geographical distribution of fish stocks. Also 

effects of other management measures on spatial distribution of fishing effort can be analysed by 

the model. Currently an ITQ module is being developed to simulate the ITQ market. This module will 

be linked to FISHRENT in order to analyse the effects of ITQ’s on economic results of the fishery. 

Advantages and disadvantages 

Advantages are: 

- FISHRENT integrates simulation (of different management strategies) and optimisation (to 

determine optimum value of resource rent and other variables). 

- It integrates output- and input-driven approaches, so that one model could be consistently applied 

to different situations in the EU, particularly the Atlantic and the Mediterranean/Black Sea areas. 

- The model accommodates multi-species/multi-fleet fisheries, with flexible number of species and 

segments. 

- There is a close link to available economic and biological data, to allow empirical applications. 

- There is a balanced composition between various components: biology-economics-behaviour 

(effort allocation, investment)-policy. 

- Dynamic behaviour over a long period can be modelled, including stock-growth, investment and 

effort functions, to allow simulation of adjustment paths to an optimum. 

- It is flexible for applications of various types of relations (e.g. different stock-growth functions, 

approaches to payment for access, etc.). 

 

A limitation is that FISHRENT does not model individual behaviour of fishers, but instead it focuses 

on behaviour of fleet segments.   

 

4.6 Game table Eco-Ocean 
(Section written by Schmidt, University of Kiel) 

What is the game table Eco-Ocean? 

EcoOcean is a graphical interface presenting a cellular based projection of an ocean with fish stocks, 

where up to four players can navigate their vessels and trawls (figure 1). The game at the moment 

has costs associated with steaming and income generated directly by harvesting fish. With simple 
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modifications of the game mechanics, it is possible to investigate the effect of, changes in price, 

change in costs, different gear technology or changes in total allowable catch on the behaviour of 

players (students, scientists or stakeholder). The game table has been modified leading to an 

increase in complexity of the model structure in a way that allows simulating different age classes of 

the stock or different stocks (Figure 2).  

Also a participatory modelling approach is included, such that the users/stakeholders will develop 

the underlying model, and should the situation arise the interface, together with the scientist to get 

a game representation where they can agree on the general dynamics of stocks and of their 

exploitation. 

 

Figure 1. The game table EcoOcean; representation of an ocean with one fish stock, spatially 

described in hexagonal fields with logistic growth function and movement (diffusion between cells); 

four players steering one vessel each. 

 

Figure 2: Structure of cells 
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How does it work? 

It is planned to set up a focused group like situation which will allow the researchers to observe 

behaviour in a different context than a one-to-one interview. It can be used additionally to simulate 

management measures fishers propose for the future and to simulate results. For this the software 

of the game table has to be further developed and may also be adjusted to be used on PCs to make 

it useable outside of the specific game table. 

In general two approaches can be taken: 

1) Investigating the behaviour of different scenarios; 

a. In an anonymous set up, i.e. players can see what the others do, but don’t know 

who they are and cannot communicate with them 

b. In a communicative set up, where the players see each other and can communicate 

2) Initiate discussion and reflection of behaviour the players exhibit in the game to obtain 

additional information about the motivation of actions  

This second approach could potentially be coupled to the first approach in a stepwise manner. 

What are advantages and disadvantages? 

 

5. Conclusions and recommendations 
For a long time it was thought that fishermen were rational economic agents whose behaviour could 

be easily influenced by (financial) policy instruments. However, decades of fisheries policy have 

shown that this is not always the case. It is true that fisheries policy has influenced the preferences 

of fishers, but this did not always have the preferred outcome (i.e. a sustainable fisheries). By 

focussing on incentives we can increase our understanding of the behaviour of fishers. Incentives 

can come from fisheries policy, but also from external factors (e.g. social pressure, tradition, culture, 

moral, knowledge about fishing). When we acknowledge the role of both financial and social 

incentives in the behaviour of fishers we can try to apply these insights in order overcome the 

structural failings of the common fisheries policy. By combining methods from different disciplines 

(economy, social sciences) we can predict how new policy measurements will influence the 

behaviour of fishers. This will be done in the next tasks of Socioec.   
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